The Greatest of These #11

“Love Always”

1 Corinthians 13:7


I appreciate watching an artist at work. Whether they are using pencil, chalk, or paint, there is something incredible about seeing simple strokes on paper or canvas become an elaborate and detailed portrait or landscape right before your eyes. My favorite artist was the late Bob Ross whose television programs The Joy of Painting can still be seen on public broadcasting networks. I could watch him for hours creating beautiful scenes on canvas with a variety of brushes and strokes, all the while telling you in that soothing voice, “Anybody can do this.”


Yeah, right.


I think one reason why I enjoy watching artists do their work is that I wouldn’t have a clue where to even start something like that. I have a hard time drawing a straight line without a ruler, let alone create a breathtaking panorama.


Not all artists draw or paint, either. Some create beauty with music, some with dance, and some with words. As we continue in our series through the thirteenth chapter of First Corinthians, we have come to verse seven, which reads, “[Love] always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres.” Four simple statements using easily understood terms, yet Max Lucado writes, “Paul was never more the wordsmith than when he crafted this sentence.”
 He imagines the scene went something like this:

The apostle is looking for a ribbon to wrap around one of the sweetest paragraphs in Scripture. I envision the leathery-faced saint pausing in his dictation. “Let me think for a moment.” Checking off his fingers, he reviews his list. “Let’s see, patience, kindness, envy, arrogance. We’ve mentioned rudeness, selfishness, and anger, forgiveness, evil, and truth. Have I covered all things? Ah, that’s it—all things. Here, write this down. Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.”


We can’t say for sure if it happened just like that (who knows?) but we do know that Paul begins to wrap up his ode to love with this four-fold description. While the words flow together nicely with poetic rhythm, though, I struggled to find the true significance of this verse. For one thing, the apostle doesn’t really add anything new to his definition and description of God’s kind of love in these words. He has already stated that love is patient and kind, love isn’t provoked or keep track of wrongs done against it, so what is he getting at here?


Upon further consideration, I discovered three emphases Paul makes about love in this verse. Two of these have been at least hinted at previously, but in the third Paul brings these concepts together in a unique way

Love Is Protective 


First, love is protective. The initial phrase states, “Love bears all things” or “Love always protects,” depending on your translation. Though it may not sound as poetic, I think The Living Bible brings out this truth about love quite well:

If you love someone, you will be loyal to him no matter what the cost. You will always believe in him, always expect the best of him, and always stand your ground in defending him.

Paul employed a rich word here, stegō. Its root meaning is “to cover or conceal.” Its cousins on the noun side of the family are roof and shelter. When Paul said, “Love always protects,” he might have been thinking of the shade of a tree or the refuge of a house. He might even have been thinking of a coat that protects from the cold.

Love protects others from exposure, ridicule, or harm. Genuine love does not gossip or listen to gossip. Even when a sin is certain, love tries to correct it with the least possible hurt and harm to the guilty person. Love never protects sin but is anxious to protect the sinner.
 Leon Morris notes, “Love conceals what is displeasing in another and does not drag it out into the pitiless light of public scrutiny.”


One biblical illustration that comes to mind in this regard is Joseph and Mary. Joseph had discovered that Mary was pregnant before an angel told him that she was bearing the Son of God. By law he could have had her stoned to death for adultery. But Matthew 1:19 tells us, “Joseph, her fiancé, was a good man and did not want to disgrace her publicly, so he decided to break the engagement quietly” [nlt]. That’s love. 


Now I don’t want you to confuse the word protective with the word permissive. True love is not permissive of wrong, because ultimately wrong with bring harm to the one loved. 


An example of this protective side of love is seen in the life of the Old Testament prophet Hosea. The opening chapter of the book bearing his name reveals an unhappy home. Hosea had married a woman named Gomer, who bore three children, only one of which (the oldest) may have borne any resemblance to Hosea! Eventually she left him with the three little ones and ran off with another man.


Gomer bounced around from one lover to another, who used her and abused her to the point that no one wanted her anymore. She was eventually to be sold as a slave. Hosea 3:1-3 tells what happened next.

The Lord said to me, “Go, show your love to your wife again, though she is loved by another and is an adulteress. Love her as the Lord loves the Israelites, though they turn to other gods and love the sacred raisin cakes.” 

So I bought her for fifteen shekels of silver and about a homer and a lethek of barley. Then I told her, “You are to live with me many days; you must not be a prostitute or be intimate with any man, and I will live with you.”

Many men in that situation would have thought, “Ha! She deserves that! Leave me with these three kids while she runs off with whomever she wants? Let her be somebody’s slave!” 

But not Hosea. He goes down to the slave auction where he purchases his wife for half the going rate of a slave.
 Think of the humiliation Hosea must have felt that day. But in my mind I see Hosea paying the price, walking up to his wife (who must have been scared to death, wondering what he might do to her now), gently putting his cloak around her shoulders and walking her home. As one commentator put it, “Few places in Scripture tell us more about divine love.”


I want you to notice, though, Hosea’s words to Gomer in verse three, “Then I told her, ‘You are to live with me many days; you must not be a prostitute or be intimate with any man, and I will live with you.’” Hosea did not allow Gomer to go right back to her old way of life. His love was protective, not permissive; he was protecting her from herself.


Children often equate their parents’ love with the freedom to do whatever they please. But true parental love sets guidelines and boundaries in order to protect the child from a variety of dangers.


In other relationships, whether between husband and wife, friends, neighbors, co-workers, love should be protective. Our love should shelter the relationship from anything that should fall upon it.

Love Is Positive 


Secondly, love is positive. All four of the words Paul uses in verse seven are positive: “protects, trusts, hopes, perseveres.” I like the way the Contemporary English Version renders this verse: “Love is always supportive, loyal, hopeful, and trusting.” When we love another person, we only want what is best for them. Anyone who does something harmful to another in the name of love knows nothing about true agapé love. “Love builds up,” Paul wrote earlier in 1 Corinthians 8:1. True love always has a positive impact on another’s life.


The second phrase in our text says that love “always trusts.” Instead of wanting to believe the worst, as the world tends to do (which we saw in last week’s message), love is “always eager to believe the best”
 in someone. This does not mean that love is gullible, but it is always ready to give the benefit of the doubt.


The third phrase is “always hopes,” which comes into play when that trust is disappointed. This is not an unreasoning optimism, which fails to take account of reality. It is rather a refusal to take failure as final. It is the confidence that looks to ultimate triumph by the grace of God.
 When love’s trust is broken, its first reaction is to heal and restore, as we read in Galatians 6:1, “﻿Brethren, even if a man is caught in any trespass, you who are spiritual, restore such a one in a spirit of gentleness; each one looking to yourself, lest you too be tempted﻿.” 

The parents of backslidden children, the spouse of an unbelieving marriage partner, the church that has disciplined members who do not repent—all hope in love that the child, the spouse, or the erring brother or sister will be saved or restored. Love refuses to take failure as final. The rope of love’s hope has no end. As long as there is life, love does not lose hope.


In line with that thought comes the fourth phrase, love “always perseveres.” This brings the thought of steadfastness. The Greek verb hypomenō denotes not a patient, resigned acquiescence, but an active, positive fortitude. It is the endurance of the soldier who, in the thick of the battle, is undismayed, but continues to fight vigorously. Love is not overwhelmed, but courageously plays its part whatever the difficulties.


My favorite hymn is “Great Is Thy Faithfulness,” based on Lamentations 3:22-23. Even in the midst of sorrow and seemingly hopeless circumstances, Jeremiah found hope in the faithfulness of God. Once many years ago, though, I was thinking about that hymn and the thought came to mind, What about my faithfulness? How great is my faithfulness to God? Of course, I didn’t like the answers to those questions! Compared to God, my faithfulness doesn’t even make the chart! But then I came across another Scripture that turned it all around. In 2 Timothy 2:13, Paul writes about God, “if we are faithless, He will remain faithful, for He cannot disown himself.” His faithfulness is even greater than my faithlessness! 


This is what Paul is talking about in 1 Corinthians 13. True love, agapé love, is faithful even when the object of love is not. Love perseveres through the disappointment, the rejection, and the hurt. Love remains positive that one day the object of love will come around.
Love Is Pervasive 


Finally, love is pervasive or all-encompassing. In the King James Version, this is seen in the repetition of the words, “all things.” In the niv, it is the four-fold use of the word “always.” A more recent translation puts these four phrases in the opposite light, but it means the same thing: “Love never stops being patient, never stops believing, never stops hoping, never gives up” [God’s Word]. There are no limits to love.


It is this concept that wraps up Paul’s definition of love. I must admit, I really struggled with this verse as I prepared this message. For some time I could not find that common thread that bound these four descriptions together. It was not until I read from Max Lucado’s book, Love Worth Giving, that it made sense to me. Giving credit where credit is due, I would like to read a portion of his writing:

But when I was growing up, we typically ate at home. And every time we ate at home, my mom gave my brother and me the same instructions: “Put a little bit of everything on your plate.”

We never had to be told to clean the plate. Eating volume was not a challenge. Variety was. Don’t get me wrong, Mom was a good cook. But boiled okra? Asparagus? More like “croak-ra” and “gasp-aragus.” Were they really intended for human consumption? 

According to Mom, they were, and—according to Mom—they had to be eaten. “Eat some of everything.” That was the rule in our house.
But that was not the rule at the cafeteria. On special occasions we made the forty-five-minute drive to the greatest culinary innovation since the gas stove: the cafeteria line. Ah, what a fine moment indeed to take a tray and gaze down the midway at the endless options. A veritable cornucopia of fine cuisine. Down the row you walk, intoxicated by the selection and liberated by the freedom. Yes to the fried fish; no to the fried tomatoes. Yes to the pecan pie; no, no, a thousand times no to the “croak-ra” and “gasp-aragus.” Cafeteria lines are great.
Wouldn’t it be nice if love were like a cafeteria line? What if you could look at the person with whom you live and select what you want and pass on what you don’t? What if parents could do this with kids? “I’ll take a plate of good grades and cute smiles, and I’m passing on the teenage identity crisis and tuition bills.” 

What if kids could do the same with parents? “Please give me a helping of allowances and free lodging but no rules or curfews, thank you.”

And spouse with spouse? “H’m, how about a bowl of good health and good moods. But job transfers, in-laws, and laundry are not on my diet.” 

Wouldn’t it be great if love were like a cafeteria line? It would be easier. It would be neater. It would be painless and peaceful. But you know what? It wouldn’t be love. Love doesn’t accept just a few things. Love is willing to accept all things.

“Love…bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things” (1 Cor. 13:4–7 nkjv).

God’s view of love is like my mom’s view of food. When we love someone, we take the entire package. No picking and choosing. No large helpings of the good and passing on the bad. Love is a package deal.


This is what distinguishes agapé love from the artificial love of the world. The world says, “I love you because you a beautiful,” or “I love you because of what you do for me.” But when the beauty fades or the thrill is gone, so is the love.

True love bears what otherwise is unbearable; it believes what otherwise is unbelievable; it hopes in what otherwise is hopeless; anti it endures when anything less than love would give up. After love bears it believes. After it believes it hopes. After it hopes it endures. There is no “﻿after﻿” for endurance, for endurance is the unending climax of love.


In other words, love always. Whatever Paul has said about love (and he has said a lot!) you can put the word always with it. Love is always patient, love is always kind, love always rejoices with the truth. It is this pervasive, all-encompassing love that sets it apart from anything the world has to offer.

This also makes it plain that agapé love is no human quality, but the gift of God Himself. In the varied circumstances and relationships of our daily lives it is only His love in Jesus that can enable us to bear, to believe, to hope and to endure.
 God is love, and without God, there is no love.

John, often called “the apostle of love,” writes in 1 John 3:1, “How great is the love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called children of God! And that is what we are!” He continues in 1 John 4:7-12,

Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes from God. Everyone who loves has been born of God and knows God. Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is love. This is how God showed his love among us: He sent his one and only Son into the world that we might live through him. This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins. Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought to love one another. No one has ever seen God; but if we love one another, God lives in us and his love is made complete in us.


If you want to experience this agapé love for yourself, you must come to God and receive it from Him. You won’t find it anywhere on earth; this kind of love comes only from God.


If you want to give this agapé love to others, you must come to God and reflect His love. We cannot manufacture this kind of love in ourselves; it must come from Him.


Like art, true love is beautiful and inspiring. Thankfully, we don’t have to be talented or gifted to express agapé love—just open and obedient to God. Let Him love you, and let His love flow through you.


Your life can be a masterpiece of love.
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