The Greatest of These #6

“Love Is Not Rude”

1 Corinthians 13:5


Some things in life are so ordinary that we often take them for granted. We refer to these things as “common” because they are so, well, common. At least they used to be. Think of these things that used to be considered common that aren’t so common any more:

· Common sense
· Common decency
· Common bond
· Common courtesy
(Unfortunately, the “common cold” did not make this list, as many of us can personally attest!)


It is the fourth item on that list that I would like to consider this morning. I think it is a shame that common courtesy has become so uncommon in our culture. Simple manners that used to be universally exercised and expected are practically unheard of anymore. Some people even take offense to be shown what used to be considered common courtesy.


I mention this because our study of “The Love Chapter” in 1 Corinthians 13 brings us to the statement, “Love is not rude.”  For those of us who grew up using the King James Version (and for those who still do) this phrase is rendered, “[love] doth not behave itself unseemly.” I never really knew what that meant, but in comparing a number of translations I discovered some enlightening insights on these words:

· “[Love] is not ill-mannered”

[Good News Translation]
· “[Love] does not act improperly”

[Holman Christian Standard]
· “[Love] doesn’t force itself on others”
[The Message]
· “[Love] does not dishonor others”
[Today’s NIV]

· “[Love] has good manners”

[Phillips]

No matter which English translation you prefer, each one deals with something we do as opposed to something we feel. This is consistent with Paul’s writing, as the virtues of love that are listed in 1 Corinthians 13:4–7 describe how we treat people and not just how we feel about them.
 

This is a new concept to many people. Because we are so preoccupied as a culture with roman​tic love, it is universally believed that love is a feeling. True, there is a “feeling” component that eventually comes, but it is a mistake to see love as only a feeling. Mature love is not just a feeling, but a set of behaviors. In the Bible, love is depicted as behavior—how we treat one another. If I am patient, kind, never jealous nor envious, not proud, selfish, or rude—then I am loving another.


As in several of the statements regarding love in 1 Corinthians 13, this one is stated in the negative, showing what love is not. In this case, love is not rude. This morning, I want to focus first on the negative aspect of this truth, and then move to the positive alternative, to show what love is, or more precisely, what love does.

Love’s Critique of Customary Coarseness


Let’s begin with love’s critique of customary coarseness. The Greek word for rude means shameful or disgraceful behavior.
 Only other place the word appears in the NT is 1 Corinthians 7:36, where Paul speaks against “acting improperly” (niv) toward another person. It is a general term with a wide range of meaning.
  This describes someone who is rude or crude, someone without class or decorum.


“Ah, what’s the big deal?” someone might say. It’s true, rudeness is not as serious a fault as bragging or arrogance, but it stems from the same lovelessness. It does not care enough for those it is around to act becomingly or politely. It cares nothing for their feelings or sensitivities. The loveless person is careless and overbearing.

The Corinthian Christians were models of unbecoming behavior. Acting unseemly was almost their trademark, Nearly everything they did was rude and unloving. Even when they came together to celebrate the Lord’s Supper they were self–centered and offensive. “﻿Each one takes his own supper first; and one is hungry and another is drunk﻿” (﻿1 Cor. 11:21﻿). During worship services each one tried to outdo the other in speaking in tongues. Everyone talked at once and tried to be the most dramatic and prominent. The church did everything improperly and in disorder, the opposite of what Paul had taught them and now advised them against.

Yet this is also a necessary admonishment today. People can be so rude. We snatch parking places. We forget names. We interrupt. We fail to show up.
 And, for whatever reason, we tend to be the most rude toward the ones we claim to love the most! Why is it that we can be so rude toward our spouses, our children, or our siblings? Within the confines of our own home (or car) we tend to let our guard down and just “let it all hang out.” I find that when someone “lets it all hang out,” it is seldom pretty!


One area in particular where this applies is what many call being “brutally honest.” We think that, because the content is factual, the communication can take on any form whatsoever. But is that what we are called to as Christians? Paul writes in Ephesians 4:15, “speaking the truth in love.” No one is ever given the right to be rude with the truth!

William Barclay translates this text “﻿Love does not behave gracelessly.﻿” Love is gracious. Graciousness should begin with fellow believers, but it should not end there. Many Christians have forfeited the opportunity for witnessing by rudeness to an unbeliever who offends them by a habit the Christian considers improper. Sometimes our attitude and behavior in the name of righteousness are more improper, and less righteous, than some of the things we criticize.


Love is much more than being gracious and considerate, but it is never less. To the extent that our living is ungracious and inconsiderate it is also unloving and unchristian. Self–righteous rudeness by Christians can turn people away from Christ before they have a chance to hear the gospel. The messenger can become a barrier to the message. If people do not see the “﻿gentleness of Christ﻿” (﻿2 Cor. 10:1﻿) clearly in us, they are less likely to see Him clearly in the gospel we preach.


So let’s be aware of how we treat others—whether believers or unbelievers. Even the smallest of courtesies can make a profound impression.
 And rudeness can also make a profound impression—the kind we don’t want to make.

Love’s Call to Common Courtesy


Of course, love means more than what we don’t do; there is a positive side to this concept. So I would like to conclude with love’s call to common courtesy. We are not to be rude. We are to exercise courtesy. We ought to be polite.
 We could paraphrase this as, “Love is considerate of others.”

Love creates that kind of charm and winsomeness that keeps persons from behaving “rudely.” 
 I mentioned before Barclay’s translation, “Love does not behave gracelessly.”  He points out, “It is a significant fact that in Greek the words for grace and for charm are the same.”
 Chuck Swindoll adds,

Charming love brings out the best in other people. Howie Stevenson, our minister of worship for many years in the church I served in Fullerton, California, taught me that people are charmed into righteousness. I’ve never heard anyone say, “You know what? He slammed me over the head with a baseball bat, and I realized I need to be more like Christ” or, “She treated me like dirt, and now I want to see things her way and follow Jesus.” Of course not! The kind of love that bonds people is a winsome, charming love that thinks more of others than of self. 


There it is again: Love is self-less. The world says, “Assert yourself! Exercise your rights!” But instead of practicing self-assertiveness, true love makes us more tactful and polite. Love has a way of making us more concerned for the real needs of others and less preoccupied with our own rights.


“But I don’t feel that way!” someone might object. “If I feel one way and act another, aren’t I being a hypocrite?” 


Far from it! Hypocrisy is not acting contrary to what you feel, but acting contrary to what you mean. If I act selflessly but have selfish motives, that is hypocrisy. But if I act correctly even though I don’t feel like it, that is maturity. Only the immature insist on doing things when they feel like it. Mature adults realize that much of life involves doing things you don’t really feel like doing, such as going to work, washing dishes or doing the laundry. The same is true with love.

So where do love feelings come in? I think Archibald Hart hit it right on the head as he writes,

Love feelings are the consequences, not the origin, of loving acts. They are the reward for loving behavior. In other words, when I behave toward someone else in a loving way, I soon begin to feel love for that person. I have taught many married couples this prin​ciple, couples who allege that they no longer have love feelings for each other. I ask them to begin behaving toward each other in loving ways. Treat your partner with respect. Take flowers home. Open car doors—you know the sort of thing! It usually works like a miracle. In a matter of a week or two, love feelings come flooding back. Try the experiment for yourself!
Now there is one very important implication for this prin​ciple. It means that it is possible to love before you feel any good feelings about someone. If love is first behavior, then we don’t have to wait until we feel love before we begin to love. On reflection, I am sure you will see the value of this. If we always had to feel love before we behaved in a loving way, others would have a long time to wait! Some would have to wait forever!


Love is polite, never rude, regardless of how we feel toward the other person. Put another way, “love has good manners,” as J. B. Phillips translates this verse. The Greek word used is aschēmoneō. The only other place it occurs is in 1 Corinthians 7:36, where it has to do with a man behaving properly toward his fiancée. Love does not exhibit inappropriate behavior. It knows how to behave itself at a wedding, a graduation, or a funeral. It has something to contribute. This is love in action in little things such as complimenting the bride or congratulating the groom or comforting the bereaved. Love knows how to behave as a gentleman or as a lady, not artificially but genuinely. It does not speak or act in an inappropriate way.


I mentioned earlier how rudeness can turn off unbelievers to Christianity. I recall working in a print shop during my first pastorate in Virginia. One of our customers was a Christian organization, but the representative who dealt with the print shop was rude, demanding, and unpleasant. The owner of the shop came to me one day and remarked about this person, “Well, I suppose she’s doing her job; every time she walks through the door, people say, ‘Jesus Christ!’” I know he was trying to be humorous, but you get the point.


Paul writes, “Be wise in the way you act with people who are not believers, making the most of every opportunity. When you talk, you should always be kind and pleasant so you will be able to answer everyone in the way you should” (Col. 4:5–6). 

Common courtesy honors God and his children. When you surrender a parking place to someone, you honor that person. When you return a borrowed book, you honor the lender. When you make an effort to greet everyone in the room, especially the ones others may have overlooked, you honor God’s children.
 And when you honor others, you bring honor to the God you serve, the God whose name you bear.

Common courtesy…it’s one of those things that’s not so common anymore. And that is a shame, particularly among those who claim to be God’s children. Love is not rude, but is courteous and polite. Jesus always exercised good manners, and those who bear His name ought to do the same.
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