
Love’s resilience

Relationships have a profound effect on human experience. Some
enhance and enrich life, and bring us a great deal of joy. But others
spoil and impoverish it, and bring us a great deal of sadness. And

even the best relationships can break down and turn happiness into
heartache. Love alone can stand the pressures and strains of relationships,
for it has a resilience all its own. It smoothes their path as nothing else can. 

What is love?
But what is love? We must begin by defining it because so many uses of the
word devalue it. Paul gives us a unique portrait of it in 1 Corinthians 13,
which helps to clear away the debris of misunderstanding and
misconceptions that surround it. He describes love at its best. And what a
perfect model he chooses for this pen portrait! As he sketches in one
delightful feature after another we begin to recognize the Lord Jesus Christ.
He and he alone could have been sitting in the studio of Paul’s mind. 

What an attractive picture emerges! Paul says, ‘Love is patient, love is
kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. It is not rude, it is
not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. Love
does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth’ (vv. 4–6). We see these
features of love perfectly incarnated in the life of the Lord Jesus. This kind
of love has no room for the ‘me first’ philosophy which ravages life today. It
purges out our deeply ingrained selfishness. It gives us a deep concern for
the welfare of others. 

One writer after another has sought to drive home the importance of
love amongst God’s people. It has been described as ‘the badge of Christ’s
disciples’, and ‘the oxygen of the kingdom’, and ‘the queen of all the
Christian graces’, and ‘the silver thread’ that should run through all our
conduct. D.L. Moody, the American evangelist said, ‘A man may be a good
doctor without loving his patients; a good lawyer without loving his clients;
a good geologist without loving science; but he cannot be a good Christian
without love.’

As Paul completes his portrait of love he says, ‘It always protects, always
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trusts, always hopes, always perseveres’ (v. 7). He says, ‘Love never fails’
(v. 8). It has the power to carry burdens, suffer hardships, and make
sacrifices for the good of others. 

John highlights this feature of love when he says that Jesus, ‘Having
loved his own who were in the world, he now showed them the full extent of
his love’ (John 13:1). And he did that, not just by washing their feet, but by
being stretched out on a cross for their sins. What resilience! At Calvary we
see a love as resilient as tungsten steel, for Christ carried the heaviest of all
burdens, and suffered the greatest of all hardships, and made the greatest of
all sacrifices for our salvation. He ‘died for sins once for all, the righteous
for the unrighteous, to bring you to God’ (1 Peter 3:18). There is no
resilience in all the world like the resilience of love.

Love’s strength
It ‘always protects’, or as it could be translated, it ‘bears all things’ (NKJV).
The Greek word could mean either, but the idea of bearing up seems the
better translation here. The Amplified New Testament translates it, ‘Love
bears up under anything and everything that comes’. That fits in with
Paul’s use of the word elsewhere. In 1 Corinthians 9:12, the NIV translates
it ‘we put up with anything’. This is love’s strength. 

This use of the word, like a series of slides, displays one picture after
another. It was used of a roof with no leak in it, even after severe weather. It
was used of troops strongly defending a fortress. It was used of ice bearing
weight without cracking. All these pictures have strength in them. Love has
a stamina all its own. 

Ian Macpherson, in his book, The Punctuality of God, has a helpful
sermon on the Father in the story of the Prodigal Son. He entitles it, very
strikingly, ‘God—Running to Reconcile’. And in that sermon he has a true
story that proves that truth is stranger than fiction. How movingly it
demonstrates love’s stamina! 

During the first of the two great wars, that left a trail of blood across the
last century, an old woman, who lived in a town in the south west of
Scotland, had a son working in an armaments factory. It stood seven miles
away, and one day a terrible accident occurred. A fierce explosion blasted
the building and the noise of it echoed and re-echoed over a wide area. The
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old woman heard it and she feared lest her son should be involved in the
disaster. So she gathered up her skirts and ran the whole seven miles
without stopping; a feat that would have taxed the stamina and endurance
of even a strong man! But the old woman did it, and who can doubt that it
was her mothers’ love that gave her the strength. Fearing that her son was in
danger, she fled to his side. 

No retaliation
Love can suffer without retaliation. It ‘bears all things’. It is not embittered
by reproach, or shaken by ingratitude, or provoked by rudeness. It does not
pay others back in their own coin. It makes no attempt to get even. It does
not harbour a spirit of revenge. How wonderfully this feature of love shines
out from the life of the Lord Jesus, like the sun from a clear sky. ‘When they
hurled their insults at him, he did not retaliate; when he suffered, he made
no threats’ (1 Peter 2:23). When men hammered Jesus to the Cross, pinning
him there like a butterfly to a board, he prayed, ‘Father, forgive them, for
they do not know what they are doing’ (Luke 23:34). 

Love does not hit back. It turns the other cheek, it goes the second mile, it
returns good for evil. It suffers scorn and ridicule, hurt and injury, without
trying to get its own back. What a difference this kind of love would make
in all our relationships. But it does not fruit naturally in our hearts. Like
any other exotic plant it has to be imported. It is ‘the fruit of the Spirit’
(Galatians 5:22). It grows in us as the Holy Spirit takes possession of us for
Christ, and as we allow the flag of Christ to fly willingly and unashamedly
from the masthead of our lives.

No reservation
And love serves without reservation. Here again, we see its strength. Its very
nature prompts it to serve, to help, to minister, to share the burdens of
others. It gives without counting the cost, and serves without heeding the
sacrifice. The Lord Jesus, who was incarnate love, could say to his disciples,
‘I am among you as one who serves’ (Luke 22:27). He gave of himself
unstintingly in the service of others. 

We see this feature of love clearly portrayed in John 13. When the
disciples gathered with Jesus in the upper room to celebrate the Passover,
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no slave stood ready to wash their feet. So after supper Jesus stripped off his
robe, wrapped a towel round his waist, took a basin of water, and washed
and dried his disciples’ feet. The Son of God stooped to that! He did the job
of the most menial slave. What an amazing act of love! We feel the impact of
it even today as it reaches out to us over the centuries. 

True love serves without holding back. It does not say, ‘That’s not my
job’. It was certainly not Jesus’ job to wash the disciples’ feet. And love does
not say, ‘I’m not going to serve him!’ Jesus washed even the feet of Judas
whose greedy heart had hatched plans to betray him! Such serving love
moves us deeply, and in our best moments we long to be filled with it
ourselves.

A great preacher closed his sermon with an earnest appeal. He urged
those who wanted to trust Christ to go to the front. About twenty people
responded, among them a very well-to-do lady. She asked if she might
speak. She said, ‘I want you to know why I’ve responded to the appeal. It’s
not because of any word the preacher said. I stand here because of the
influence of a little woman who sits before me,’ and she pointed her out.
She said, ‘Her fingers are rough with toil; the hard work of many years has
bent her back and stooped her low. She’s served in my home for many years,
and I’ve never known her to become impatient, or to speak an unkind word,
or to do a dishonest deed. I know of countless little acts of unselfish love
that adorn her life. 

I’m ashamed to say it but I’ve openly sneered at her faith, and laughed at
her faithfulness to God. Yet when my daughter died, it was this little
woman who helped me to look beyond the grave and shed my first tear of
hope. The sweetness of her life has brought me to Christ. I covet what has
made her life so beautiful.

At the preacher’s request the little bent woman was led forward, her eyes
brimming with tears of joy. Her face just shone! He turned to the
congregation and said, ‘Let me introduce you to the real preacher tonight’,
and to her great embarrassment everybody rose to acknowledge her. 

Love’s confidence
It ‘always trusts’ which is love’s confidence. But that seems very dangerous
in a world riddled with deceit. Would it not make us very vulnerable?
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Would it not leave us without defences? Would it not lay us open to all kinds
of deception? 

Not credulous 
No, because love is not credulous. I know we say, ‘love is blind’ but that is
just not true! Love has an insight and a discernment all its own. It always
sees further than others see. We look at a couple deeply in love and we say, ‘I
wonder what they see in each other?’ They see a good deal more than we
can see! Our senses have not been sharpened by their love.

Think of a mother with her child. She can often discern a need without a
word being spoken. A boy had a raging toothache. He did not tell his
mother, for he feared a visit to the dentist. So as they sat opposite each other
in the sitting room at home, he did his best to hide his pain. Then his mother
said, ‘Son, have you got toothache?’ Love is not blind.

Not suspicious
It ‘always trusts’ not because it is credulous, but because it is not suspicious.
It thinks the best, not the worst. It puts the most favourable construction on
things, and makes all the allowance it can for human weakness, without
betraying the truth of God. What a delightful aspect of love this is. What a
difference it would make if it stamped all our relationships. It would
prevent many a harsh word of criticism and save us from many a
misunderstanding.

Thomas Carlyle, the famous Scottish writer, pleaded eloquently for a
tempered judgement on Robert Burns, the Scottish poet. He said, ‘Granted
the ship comes into harbour with shrouds and tackle damaged; the pilot is
blameworthy; he has not been all wise and all powerful; but to know how
blameworthy, tell us first whether his voyage has been round the Globe, or
only to Ramsgate and the Isle of Dogs.’ That was Carlyle’s way of saying
that love makes allowances. True love always does. In Ephesians 4:2, Paul
urges us to ‘Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one
another in love.’ I like J.B. Phillips’ paraphrase: ‘Accept life with humility
and patience, making allowances for each other because you love each
other.’

Love sees hidden splendours and unrealized possibilities in people. That
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gives it its confidence even amidst failure and sin. The first time Simon Peter
stood before him, Jesus looked at him with the perceptive eyes of love, and
that look mastered Simon and won his heart. And Jesus said to him, ‘You
are … You will be’ (John 1:42). Jesus read Simon’s character, seeing what he
was, but also seeing what the discipline of grace could make him. And Jesus
gave him a name prophetic of what he would become. ‘He said, “You are
Simon son of John. You will be called Cephas” (which, when translated, is
Peter)’ (John 1:42). Both Cephas and Peter mean ‘rock’ and picture the
moral and spiritual strength that would one day be his. He was still Simon,
impulsive and indecisive, but what an incentive his new name would be to
him! It would remind him of his destiny and encourage him to achieve it. 

Dr Graham Scroggie in his book, The Love Life, has a helpful quotation.
He does not tell us where it comes from, but it paints a very graphic picture.
‘Through the tired ranks of the vanquished, through the throngs of the
disheartened, across the trampled fields of life strewn with wasted efforts
and battered dreams, love passes, still believing all things, and in the light of
that brave faith, many a man stretches out his hand for his sword, and finds
it worth gripping, even though it be a broken one.’ Love’s confidence can
lift the fallen, put fresh hope into them, and set them back on their feet.

Love’s optimism
Love ‘bears all things’ because it ‘always trusts’, but what happens when
love’s faith is betrayed? What happens when love can find no firm ground
for faith? It goes on hoping for better things, because love ‘always hopes’.
This is love’s optimism, and it means much more than wishful thinking. For
New Testament hope has its roots in God and his grace, and that gives it a
certainty and an assurance denied to this world’s hopes.

Not soured by disappointment
This means that love is not soured by disappointment. It may weep over it,
but its tears will glisten with hope. As Shakespeare put it, ‘Love is not love
that alters when it alteration finds’, for it has a constancy about it. It will
have its disappointments for we live in an imperfect world. Sin has
enmeshed all of us, and we fail far too often. But love will not be soured by
these disappointments. If its confidence is shaken it will not wring its hands
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in despair. Love ‘always hopes’. That does not mean it juggles with the
evidence, or tries to persuade itself that things are other than they are. Love
is a realist, but amidst the setbacks of life it joins hands with hope. 

We see this optimism of love in Jesus’ dealings with his wayward
disciples. How often they must have disappointed him! One day they vied
with one another as to who was the greatest. Again and again they failed in
faith and understanding. And when the crunch came they all forsook him
and fled. But Jesus loved them through it all. As Petersen paraphrases John
13:1 ‘He continued to love them right to the end.’ He never ceased to hope
for better things. 

But sadly our hopes are not always realized. Before Judas betrayed him,
Jesus made one last appeal to him. He gave him the special piece of bread
that a host gave to one of his favourite guests. Judas took it and perhaps
carried it out into the night, and every step he took he was trampling on the
Saviour’s love. It was Judas who failed, not Jesus. 

Strong in hope
We have all had disappointments in our relationships and sometimes they
have been soaked with our tears. Love alone can stand the test. It is not
soured by disappointment because it is strong in hope. Even in sad and
difficult circumstances, when it cannot find room for its faith, love puts its
hand into the hand of hope and takes its faith forward in anticipation of
better things.

We pray sometimes for unsaved relatives and friends, and prayer seems
to go unanswered. We long to see them saved but instead of responding to
the gospel they seem to get harder. They may even become hostile, and we
can get very discouraged. Only love will keep us at the grindstone of
prayer. It kept my great-uncle there for twenty years, praying that God
would save me. When I told him the good news he said, ‘I’ve been praying
for you since you were in your pram!’ I shall always be grateful to him for
his prayers.

Sometimes in our family or in our own lives, we face a seemingly
impossible situation. Perhaps our son or daughter has a failing marriage,
and in spite of all our attempts to help, it threatens to disintegrate. Love will
look for the faintest glimmer of hope, and keep us praying for a restored
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relationship. It will not accept defeat until all hope vanishes like smoke in
the wind.

And what a difference a word of hope can make. Adam Clarke became a
great theologian, but he did not do well at school. One day, a distinguished
visitor came to the school, and the teacher pointed to Adam and said,
‘That’s the stupidest boy in the school!’ How unkind! It could have scarred
him for life. But before he left the school the visitor sought to undo the
damage. He said, ‘Never mind, you may be a great scholar some day. Don’t
be discouraged but try hard, and keep on trying.’ The teacher said,
‘Hopeless!’ But the visitor poured hope into Adam’s heart, and surely his
word of hope inspired Adam Clarke to greater things. 

Love’s endurance
It ‘always perseveres’, which is love’s endurance. Paul uses a military word
that pictures an army withstanding an enemy attack. Here is love under
strain and standing up to the strain. It has a fortitude and an endurance all
its own. So in 1 Corinthians 13:8, Paul can say, ‘Love never fails.’ He
compares it with things that will fail—prophecies, tongues and knowledge.
But he says, ‘Love never fails’, and the Greek word for ‘fails’ means to fall to
the ground like the petals of a flower. Love helps us to stand up to things. 

Patient amidst people
Love keeps us patient amidst people, even difficult people. Some folk can be
very trying and maybe they get on our nerves. Perhaps we find them too
slow, or too quick, or too talkative, or too quiet, or too morose, or too
irritating. But maybe they find us a trial too! We must not forget that. Only
love with its unique endurance will help us to cope. 

In Ephesians 5:2, Paul says, ‘Live a life of love, just as Christ loved us.’
Again and again the apostle hauls us back to Christ, for what an example he
has set us. How patient he was with his wayward disciples, with the fickle
multitude, and with his scheming enemies. At times he rebuked them and
raked their consciences with his burning words, for there was nothing soft
or flabby about his love. But oh, his patience with them! ‘As Christ’, says
Paul. Let love in all its unselfishness be the path you tread, the atmosphere
you breathe, the pattern you follow. ‘Live a life of love’, says the apostle. 
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Patient amidst pressure
And love keeps us patient amidst pressure, when the pace of life begins to
turn the screw and squeeze us like a vice. How prone we are to become
impatient and irritable when things go wrong, when life proves difficult at
home or at work, or when we have one of those days when everything seems
to fall apart. It is not easy to stay patient in such circumstances. Things can
get on top of us and we feel like lashing out at those around us. Love alone
can stand the strain and tension of such days. It does not fly off the handle
for it has a very long fuse. It ‘always perseveres’. 

But we must not confuse love’s endurance with a pious, mouse-like
acceptance of things. It does not turn us into doormats for everybody to
wipe their feet on. It puts iron into our souls. It enables us to stand up to
difficult people and difficult circumstances without lapsing into depression
or even despair. It gives us wings to rise above the problems of life so that
they do not get on top of us. And we shall certainly improve things if we
can. Love’s endurance will help us to handle things for God’s glory. 

George Matheson, in one of his prayers, asks that he might accept God’s
will: ‘Not with dumb resignation but with holy joy; not only with the absence
of murmur but with a song of praise.’ Let us make that our prayer, for
endurance like a coin has two sides to it. Paul puts both sides together in
1 Corinthians 13:4. He puts the negative side first—‘Love is patient’—but
then he turns to the positive side—‘love is kind’. Love’s endurance is more than
stoicism, suffering without complaint. It looks for ways of being kind. Indeed,
love without kindness would be as unnatural as springtime without flowers.

The Christ-mastered life
This love with its strength, its confidence, its optimism, its endurance,
comes from God’s heart, not our hearts. Paul describes it in Galatians 5:22
as ‘the fruit of the Spirit’. To try and produce it by ourselves would be like
tying apples on a tree. God must grow it in our lives by the Holy Spirit, like
apples growing on a tree. It only begins to appear when the Lord Jesus
controls us by his Spirit. So let us yield to the Saviour each new day. Let us
put him in charge of things. Let us throw open every door in the house of
our lives, especially the door of the director’s room, and give Jesus the run
of the house. A yielded life means no locked doors. 
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We love by loving
But we learn to love only by loving. In 1 Corinthians 14:1 Paul says, ‘Follow
the way of love’, and the Greek word for ‘follow’ has the idea of pursuit in
it, like a dog chasing a hare. Petersen’s paraphrase captures the all-out
effort involved: ‘Go after a life of love as if your life depended on it—
because it does.’ The effort is ours but the enabling is his. For nobody
becomes an artist just by looking at pictures, and nobody becomes a
musician just by listening to music. The paints must be mixed, and the
instruments must be played. And we learn to love by practising love.

In the chapters that follow, we shall see how to make love our aim, that it
may permeate all our relationships. We shall see what opportunities to
embrace, and what pitfalls to avoid. And may God help us to turn theory
into practice. 
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