The Greatest of These #2

“Love is Patient”

1 Corinthians 13:4


Last week we began a series of messages on the importance of love. Jesus gave the Great Commandment, which was to love God and love one another. Paul writes at the end of what has become known as The Love Chapter, “…the greatest of these is love.” No Christian can seriously argue against the priority of love.


But what exactly are we talking about? If we were to ask this question a generation ago, we might get answers like, “Love make the world go round,” or, “Love is a many-splendored thing.” Today’s answers are a bit more cynical, such as this definition: “Love is a fire for which there is no insurance. Whether it is going to warm your heart or burn down your house, you can never tell.” But maybe the best way to state how the world defines love is this:

Love is a feeling you feel you’re feeling

when you have a feeling 

you feel you’ve never felt before.


That just about sums it up, doesn’t it? In fact, to make things simpler, we could end the definition after the fourth word: “Love is a feeling.” Isn’t that how most people in our society view it? This feeling of love comes over you, and when it does, you have to be with that person, and when it leaves, you have to get away from them!


We are told, “If it feels good, do it!” The popular song, “You Light Up My Life,” carries this phrase, “It can’t be wrong, ‘cause it feels so right.” Most love songs, in fact, make it clear that a commitment to one another is based on the excitement the couple shares. Thus, when the thrill evaporates, so goes the relationship. By contrast, the greatest piece of literature ever written on the sub​ject of love, the 13th Chapter of 1 Corinthians, includes not a single reference to feelings.


Let’s turn to that passage, 1 Corinthians 13. After introducing the importance of love in the first three verses, Paul provides the most comprehensive biblical description of love in verses 4-7. Through short, direct statements, Paul defines true love—agapē—with words that just about anyone can comprehend.


But we lose something in the translation from Greek to English. Several of these statements in our Bibles read, “Love is…” followed by an adjective describing love. But in the original language, the Greek forms of all those properties are verbs. They do not focus on what love is so much as on what love does and does not do. Agapē love is active, not abstract or passive. It does not simply feel patient; it practices patience. It does not simply have kind feelings; it does kind things. It does not simply recognize the truth, it rejoices in the truth. Love is fully love only when it acts.

One more point to make before we get into the specific statements on love. The thirteenth chapter of 1 Corinthians bears a striking resemblance to Galatians 5:22-23, where Paul lists the fruit of the Spirit: “the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.” A side-by-side comparison demonstrates a remarkable similarity between these two concepts. As John MacArthur puts it,

Paul is painting a portrait of love, and Jesus Christ is sitting for the portrait. He lived out in perfection all of these virtues of love. This beautiful picture of love is a portrait of Him.


If we want to become more like Christ, this is the place to start. While it is not accurate to claim that, “love is God,” we can see from Scripture that “God is love.” And if we want to know what that means in real-life terminology, Paul provides that here in 1 Corinthians 13.

The Principle of Patience


The first statement found in 1 Corinthians 13:4 is simply, “Love is patient.” The Greek word (makrothumein) used in the New Testament always describes patience with people and not patience with circumstances. It is the word used of the man who is wronged and who has it easily in his power to avenge himself and who yet will not do it.
 The King James Version renders this as “suffers long” or “long-suffering.” 

In the Greek world such self-sacrificing love and nonavenging patience were considered weaknesses. Aristotle, for example, taught that it was a virtue to refuse to tolerate insult or injury and to strike back in retaliation for the slightest offense. Vengeance was a virtue. The world has always tended to make heroes of those who fight back, who stand up for their welfare and rights above all else. But agapē love, God’s love, is the very opposite. Its primary concern is for the welfare of others, not itself, and it is much more willing to be taken advantage of than to take advantage, much less to avenge. Love does not retaliate.
 

This term for patience also means, “to wait”.
 Those are characteristics that do not come naturally to us! We are prone to fly off the handle at the least provocation. We don’t like to wait…especially if we perceive that the other person is in the wrong.

Need proof? Think about the last time you were at a grocery store or Wal-Mart. You only need a handful of items; you want to get in, get out, and get on with your life. So you head to the express checkout lane. Sure enough, there stands someone in front of you in line with twice the number of items you’re supposed to have in the express check-out lane. (You know there is that many because you count them!) How do you react? Is it with patience, willing to wait even though you shouldn’t have to wait that long in this aisle?

I think Max Lucado puts it very well as he writes,

Paul presents patience as the premiere expression of love. Positioned at the head of the apostle’s Love Armada—a boat-length or two in front of kindness, courtesy, and forgiveness—is the flagship known as patience. “Love is patient” (1 Cor. 13:4).
The Greek word used here for patience is a descriptive one. It figuratively means “taking a long time to boil.” Think about a pot of boiling water. What factors determine the speed at which it boils? The size of the stove? No. The pot? The utensil may have an influence, but the primary factor is the intensity of the flame. Water boils quickly when the flame is high. It boils slowly when the flame is low. Patience “keeps the burner down.” 

Helpful clarification, don’t you think? Patience isn’t naive. It doesn’t ignore misbehavior. It just keeps the flame low. It waits. It listens. It’s slow to boil. This is how God treats us. And, according to Jesus, this is how we should treat others.

Notice that he writes, “This is how God treats us”? Have you ever considered the patience of God? We find one illustration of this in a very unlikely place. Not only is the book of Nahum found in the Old Testament (considered by many to be full of God’s wrath); Nahum’s prophecy is indeed full of God’s wrath! Yet we read in Nahum 1:3, “The Lord is slow to anger and great in power.” (This is not a contradiction. Nahum is demonstrating that the Lord is slow to anger, so if the anger of the Lord has been riled up, it must be well deserved!) Then we read from the New Testament, in 2 Peter 3:9, “The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness. He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance.” As He was dying on the cross, Jesus prayed concerning the very ones who nailed Him to the cross, “﻿Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing﻿” (﻿Luke 23:34﻿).

The Practice of Patience


So if the principle of patience is to be long-suffering, willing to wait, and not quick to retaliate against people, what does it look like in practice? We can talk about love all day long, but if we do not practice it, how can it really be considered love?


As we have already stated, love is a principle of action rather than of emotion. It is a matter of doing things for people out of compassion for their need, whether or not we feel personal affection for them.
 This is important to remember. We are not wait to feel the love before we act lovingly. (We may be waiting a lo-o-o-ong time if that were the case!) In fact, sometimes the feeling only follows the action. We may not feel loving toward someone, but as we act lovingly toward them, the feeling of love may grow within us.


“But isn’t that hypocritical?” you might ask. “If I act lovingly toward someone I can’t stand, isn’t that being a hypocrite?”


No, not according to Jesus. He taught in Luke 6:32-35,

If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you? Even ‘sinners’ love those who love them. And if you do good to those who are good to you, what credit is that to you? Even ‘sinners’ do that. And if you lend to those from whom you expect repayment, what credit is that to you? Even ‘sinners’ lend to ‘sinners,’ expecting to be repaid in full. But love your enemies, do good to them, and lend to them without expecting to get anything back. Then your reward will be great, and you will be sons of the Most High, because he is kind to the ungrateful and wicked. 


Jesus tells us that we are to love the very ones about whom we don’t feel love! Those who irritate us, aggravate us, make our lives miserable…these are precisely the ones we are to love! 


“But I can’t do that!” you might say. Maybe you feel like Linus in the Peanuts cartoon who, when told he could never become a doctor because he didn’t love mankind responded, “I love mankind… It’s people I can’t stand!”


Remember, though, that love is not dependent upon how you feel about the other person. Love has everything to do with our actions toward them, not our affection toward them. 


This brings up another important point about the practice of patience. Love is active, not inactive. Love is more than not doing bad things toward the other person. Love is neither passive nor indifferent. It refuses to yawn its way through life. When we describe love as a demonstration, it’s because there is action, involvement, movement, expression. Love doesn’t sit back and snooze. It is not apathetic. It is active.


Chuck Swindoll relates a graphic example of this:

I distinctly remember reading about a very interesting case that came before the courts in the state of Massachu​setts back in the late 1920s. It concerned a man who had been walking along a pier when suddenly he tripped over a rope and fell into the cold, deep waters of that ocean bay. He came up sputtering, screaming for help, then sank beneath the surface. For some reason he was unable to swim or stay afloat. His friends heard his faint cries in the distance, but they were too far away to rescue him. But within only a few yards was a young man lounging on a deck chair, sunbathing. Not only could the sunbather hear the drowning man plead, “Help, I can’t swim,” he was also an excellent swimmer.
But the tragedy is that he did nothing. He only turned his head to watch indifferently as the man finally sank and drowned.

The family of the victim was so upset by that display, of extreme indifference, they sued the sunbather. The result? They lost the case. With a measure of reluctance, the court ruled that the man on the dock had no legal respon​sibility whatsoever to try to save the drowning man’s life.

I suppose we could say the law agrees with Cain: “Am I my brother’s keeper?” You and I have our legal right to mind our own business—to turn a deaf ear to anyone in need, to continue sunbathing while someone is drowning. We are not obligated to respond. Indifference may not be illegal, but it certainly is immoral! Which brings us back to my earlier comment: The opposite of love is apathy, not hatred. Love, sweet love, is a demonstration, not merely an inclination.


At the other extreme is a real-life incident from the life of Illinois’ favorite son, Abraham Lincoln. One of Lincoln’s earliest political enemies was Edwin M. Stanton. He called Lincoln a “﻿low cunning clown﻿” and “﻿the original gorilla.﻿” “﻿It was ridiculous for people to go to Africa to see a gorilla,﻿” he would say, “﻿when they could find one easily in Springfield, Illinois.﻿” 

Lincoln never responded to the slander, but when, as president, he needed a secretary of war, he chose Stanton. When his incredulous friends asked why, Lincoln replied, “﻿Because he is the best man.﻿” Years later, as the slain president’s body lay in state, Stanton looked into the coffin and said through his tears, “﻿There lies the greatest ruler of men the world has ever seen.﻿” His animosity was finally broken by Lincoln’s long-suffering, non-retaliatory spirit. Patient love won out.
 As Proverbs 19:11 states, “A man’s wisdom gives him patience; it is to his glory to overlook an offense.” 

The Progress of Patience


Of course, this brings up the most uncomfortable aspect of patience, what I am calling the progress of patience. Simply put, the only way to get patience is to have your patience tried! Paul writes in Romans 5:3-4, 

Not only so, but we also rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, hope. 

James adds in James 1:2-4,

Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance. Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything.


Before you pray for patience, think about what you’re really praying for! Just as muscles can only be built through exercise and resistance, so patience can only be built through difficult people and circumstances. Praying for patience really means praying for problems!


You don’t have to pray for problems in order to experience them, though, and that is particularly true of problem people. They’re all around us! Yet those are the very ones we are called to love with the kind of love God demonstrates toward them.


We appreciate God’s love toward us in that He is patient, long-suffering, and not quick to retaliate. He calls us to do the same toward others.


I want to close with a familiar parable of Jesus, but as I read it, listen for the word “patient” in the parable. Matthew 18:23-34 records this teaching of the Master:

“Therefore, the kingdom of heaven is like a king who wanted to settle accounts with his servants. As he began the settlement, a man who owed him ten thousand talents was brought to him. Since he was not able to pay, the master ordered that he and his wife and his children and all that he had be sold to repay the debt. 
“The servant fell on his knees before him. ‘Be patient with me,’ he begged, ‘and I will pay back everything.’ The servant’s master took pity on him, canceled the debt and let him go. 
“But when that servant went out, he found one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred denarii. He grabbed him and began to choke him. ‘Pay back what you owe me!’ he demanded. 
“His fellow servant fell to his knees and begged him, ‘Be patient with me, and I will pay you back.’ 
“But he refused. Instead, he went off and had the man thrown into prison until he could pay the debt. When the other servants saw what had happened, they were greatly distressed and went and told their master everything that had happened. 
“Then the master called the servant in. ‘You wicked servant,’ he said, ‘I canceled all that debt of yours because you begged me to. Shouldn’t you have had mercy on your fellow servant just as I had on you?’ In anger his master turned him over to the jailers to be tortured, until he should pay back all he owed.” 


Did you catch the two times Jesus used the word “patient”? The first occurance comes from the lips of the man who owed the king an unpayable debt. He asked for patience, and he got even more than patience…he got total forgiveness! But a few verses later that man meets another man who owes him a small amount of money. The second debtor asks for—you guessed it—patience. In fact, his request is the same as the first debtor’s to the king, word-for-word. Yet how does verse 30 begin? “But he refused.”


This has nothing to do with affection; it has everything to do with action. He refused to practice patience…even though he had experienced much more patience himself!


The next time we are tempted to react to someone impatiently, maybe we should remember how much patience God has shown us. Whether we feel like it or not, we are called to display a similar patience—a similar love—to the underserving person as God showed to undeserving you and me.


It may not make snappy lyrics to a hit song, but it will make for a spiritual resemblance to our Heavenly Father. And that is something to sing about!
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