The Greatest of These #3

“Love is Kind”

1 Corinthians 13:4


Have you ever had someone pay you a compliment, but later you wondered if it was a compliment or maybe a criticism in disguise? Sometimes this comes from a poor choice of words by the other person. Warren Wiersbe has compiled a list of compliments he has received over the years that were meant to be positive, but when you really think about it…


One person came up to him after a church service and said, “Brother Wiersbe, every sermon you preach is better than the next.” Now think about that for a moment. That means that his preaching gets worse as time goes on! I’m sure that’s not what was meant, but…. On another occasion, a lady approached him and said, “My husband is in an insane asylum, and you are the only preacher he can understand.” Still another said, “Your preaching is like throwing water to a drowning person!” Thank you…maybe?


We may not have had quite those experiences, but what about being called “kind”? Does that seem to be a backhanded compliment? Men, if you were called “kind” would you take it as a slap in the face? The word “kind” sounds a bit weak or even wimpy in our culture.


That has not always been the case. This past week I found a number of quotations extolling the virtue of kindness, but for the most part they were written many years ago. Mark Twain wrote, “Kindness is the language which the deaf can hear and the blind can see.” William Wordsworth penned, “The best portion of a good man’s life—his little, nameless, unremembered acts of kindness and love.” Thomas Chalmers stated, “Write your name in kindness, love, and mercy on the hearts of those who come in contact with you, and you will never be forgotten.” Going back to the Jewish Talmud, written soon after the time of Christ, we read, “Kindness is the greatest wisdom.”


As we continue our study of Paul’s depiction of love in 1 Corinthians 13, we come to the phrase, “Love is kind.” While the word appears in our English translations as an adjective, in the original Greek it is a verb. In fact, all of these words and phrases describing love are verbs. One commentator points out,

The verbs Paul uses are all in the present continuous tense, denoting actions and attitudes which have become habitual, ingrained gradually by constant repetition. They sound ordinary, obvious, almost banal; but they are probably the most difficult habits to cultivate.
 


Kindness is near the top of the list when it comes to love. As J. Vernon McGee notes, “Love is impossible without kindness.”
 This morning I would like to consider three facets of kindness and how we can make it a regular part of our lives.

Kindness is Upbeat


The first is that kindness is upbeat. We began our study with the statement, “Love is patient,” which gives the impression of being passive in the face of evil. The positive side is that love “is kind.” It’s not merely passive; it is actively engaged in doing good to others. It’s the picture of a person who spontaneously seeks the good for others and shows it with friendly acts.
 

Notice how others-centered kindness is. (This is true of all the attributes of love.) 

Kindness thinks of the life and problems of others and tries to say the word and perform the act that will make life a little happier for them.


Think of how someone has brightened your day by a simple act of kindness. It may not have been monumental in the whole grand scheme of things, but at that time, it was just what you needed. Wasn’t it like a ray of sunshine on a gloomy, cloudy day? That is what kindness does!


It is easy, though, in our hurried and harried lifestyles to forget how to be kind. The greatest example of kindness, though is Jesus Himself. Jesus…kind? We are quick to think of his power, his passion, and his devotion. Yet think of the many times when Jesus exercised kindness:

· Turning water into wine at a wedding to help out the host

· Taking the time to bless little children that were brought to Him

· Stopping to notice Zaccheus in a tree, and visiting his home when no one else would

· Using His power to feed multitudes, heal the sick, and even raise the dead

“Yes, that’s true,” you might object, “but I can’t do that!” Okay, but what can you do within your power and abilities to make someone’s day a bit brighter than before? That is how we show kindness! J. B. Phillips renders this phrase, “it looks for a way of being constructive.”
Jesus even described Himself this way, though we wouldn’t notice it at first glance. He said in Matthew 11:28-30,

Come to Me, all you who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take My yoke upon you and learn from Me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For My yoke is easy and My burden is light. 
Can’t find “kindness” here? No, it is in a place we wouldn’t expect. The word translated “easy” at the end of verse 30 is the root of the same word Paul uses when he writes, “Love is kind” in 1 Corinthians 13:4. This is not a theological word, but it is a Jesus kind of love.
 It is the kind of love that makes life a little easier and a little better for someone else.

How do we get that from this verse? Max Lucado explains,

Farmers in ancient Israel used to train an inexperienced ox by yoking it to an experienced one with a wooden harness. The straps around the older animal were tightly drawn. He carried the load. But the yoke around the younger animal was loose. He walked alongside the more mature ox, but his burden was light. In this verse Jesus is saying, “I walk alongside you. We are yoked together. But I pull the weight and carry the burden.” 

I wonder, how many burdens is Jesus carrying for us that we know nothing about? Could it be that Jesus has lifted our anxiety onto his shoulders and placed a yoke of kindness on ours?


Love is kind, and kindness is upbeat and positive. It makes someone smile by a simple act. It often makes someone’s day.

Kindness is Useful


The second attribute of kindness is that it is useful. The Greek word Paul uses in this verse is found nowhere else in Scripture or even in ancient literature of any kind. Some have felt that Paul may have coined it himself.
 But it comes from a Greek root that is used often in the New Testament, and is translated in a variety of ways:

· Luke 5:39 – “And no one after drinking old wine wants the new, for he says, ‘The old is better.’” 
· Luke 6:35-36 – “the Most High…is kind to the ungrateful and wicked.” 
· Romans 2:4 – “Or do you show contempt for the riches of his kindness, tolerance and patience, not realizing that God’s kindness leads you toward repentance?” 
· 1 Corinthians 15:33 – “Do not be misled: ‘Bad company corrupts good character.’” 
· Ephesians 4:32 – “Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you.” 
· 1 Peter 2:3 – “…now that you have tasted that the Lord is good.” 

At the core of this Greek term is the idea of being useful, serving, and gracious. It is active goodwill. It not only feels generous, it is generous. It not only desires others’ welfare, but works for it. When Jesus commanded His disciples, including us, to love their enemies, He did not simply mean to feel kindly about them but to be kind to them.

The first test of Christian kindness, and the test of every aspect of love, is the home. The Christian husband who acts like a Christian is kind to his wife and children. Christian brothers and sisters are kind to each other and to their parents. They have more than kind feelings toward each other; they do kind, helpful things for each other—to the point of loving self-sacrifice, when necessary.

Now I’m going to go out on a limb here, but I think that being kind (at least the way the Bible uses the word) means more than buying flowers or candy or a nice card. There’s nothing wrong with these things, but kindness means more. True kindness—the kindness love is made of—looks for something useful to do for the other person.

I remember when I was growing up, my dad was not home very much because he was a long-distance truck driver. But on those occasions when he was home for a few days, he would often run the vacuum while my mom was at work, especially on the stairways. To my knowledge this was not something my mom asked him to do; he just did it because he knew it was hard for her to maneuver the vacuum on the stairs. I would venture to guess that my mom appreciated that act of kindness even more than had he bought her flowers or candy or a card! It’s one thing to be nice; it’s another to be kind, for in being kind we do something useful for the other person.

Kindness is Undeserved


Finally, kindness (like love itself) is undeserved. In the original language, the word for kindness carries an added idea the English word does not. Chiefly it refers to an act of grace.
 When the Bible speaks of grace, it is something done that is undeserved. Three times in the New Testament, kindness is a quality of God’s gracious attitude and actions toward sinners (Rom 2:4; Eph 2:7; Tit 3:4). Though the word does not appear in this verse, the essence of kindness is seen in Romans 5:8, “But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” Since love is kind, we can substitute the word “kindness” in this verse and it reads, “But God demonstrates his own kindness for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” There was nothing deserving about us for Christ to die for us.


As Christians, we are to model God’s kind of love. In Ephesians 5:1-2 we read, “Be imitators of God, therefore, as dearly loved children and live a life of love, just as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us as a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.”
How do we do that? By loving as God loves. In the Bible, love means doing what is right toward another person regardless of how we feel toward them or if they deserve our love.


Specifically, we are to show kindness to others whether we feel like it or not, whether we like them or not, or whether they deserve it or not. Simple acts of goodness can go a long way. John Wesley had this for his rule of life:

Do all the good you can,

By all the means you can,

In all the ways you can,

In all the places you can,

At all the times you can,

To all the people you can,

As long as ever you can.


Kindness is upbeat and positive. Kindness is useful. Kindness is undeserved. Kindness is how God acts toward us. Kindness is how we are to act toward others.

How kind are we? What is our kindness quotient? When was the last time we did something kind for someone in your family—e.g., got a blanket, cleaned off the table, prepared the coffee—without being asked? 

Think about our school or workplace. Which person is the most overlooked or avoided? A shy student? A grumpy employee? Maybe he doesn’t speak the language. Maybe she doesn’t fit in. Are we kind to this person? 

Kind hearts are quietly kind. They let the car cut into traffic and the young mom with three kids move up in the checkout line. They pick up the neighbor’s trash can that rolled into the street. And they are especially kind at church. They understand that perhaps the neediest person they’ll meet all week is the one standing in the foyer or sitting on the row behind them in worship. Paul writes, “When we have the opportunity to help anyone, we should do it. But we should give special attention to those who are in the family of believers” (Gal. 6:10). 

And, here is a challenge—what about our enemies? How kind are we to those who want what we want or take what we have?


If someone were to describe you, would the word “kind” or “kindness” be used? If so, that’s not a backhanded compliment…it means you are becoming like Christ. What greater compliment could anyone give us?
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