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In February in the USA and much of the western world, the stores are filled with cards, gifts and special candy for Valentine's Day on February 14th. Husbands and boyfriends in particular buy gifts to show how much they love their special girl; school children give out Valentine cards to their teachers and friends - and in some cases, to EVERYONE in the class so that no-one feels left out! Some church groups encourage making Valentines to be given out in local hospitals or nursing homes to tell the sick and elderly that someone cares and is thinking of them. It is said that Valentines Day is named after a Christian martyr killed 2 or 3 centuries after the time of Christ, and several different romantic stories have developed over the years. It is also believed that the date in February was chosen to allow Christians to continue to celebrate a pagan Roman festival celebrating fertility and the Roman god of agriculture. But whether it celebrates a new growing season, romance, true friendship or just Christian kindness, I suppose it is basically a "good" holiday.

What I believe is more important though is to use this celebration to think about what love REALLY is. Today we are overwhelmed with songs and movies about love and romance - even 5 and 6 year olds talk about having a "boyfriend" or "girlfriend"! The word "love" is terribly overused - and, since the divorce rate continues to rise, it seems that maybe we should all consider what "love" really means! 

Since I became a Christian many years ago, probably my favorite bible passage has been 1 Corinthians 13 - the so-called "love" passage. It is interesting that in the original King James Version, that word "love" was actually translated as "charity", so I believe it is good if we study this passage in several different bible versions. The whole chapter is short with just 13 verses, and is really very simple and easy to understand - even for children and people who know very little of the Bible! It basically says that we can seem very spiritual and do all kinds of great and heroic acts but if we don't have the God-kind of love in us, we are nothing - or "a useless nobody" in the Amplified Bible! Verses 4-8 go on to describe this special kind of love, and then the final verses remind us that here on earth we can only understand a small part of it, but one day we will understand it all completely.


I want to take a closer look at this "God-kind of love" so that we can get a clearer picture of the love God wants us to develop and show towards those around us - not just to our boyfriend/girlfriend, family or friends. Why don't you read through chapter 13 of 1 Corinthians before we get started? 

As we mentioned earlier, the word "love" is translated "charity" in the King James Version (KJV) of the Bible. It is good to remember that the "original" bible scriptures were written in Hebrew in the Old Testament and in Greek or Aramaic in the New Testament. If you have ever learned to speak another language in addition to your native language, you will probably have experienced frustration at times when you searched the dictionary for a specific word in your own language and couldn't quite find a suitable one-word translation for it. I lived in Mexico for several years and there were some words in English that there just wasn't a good word for in Spanish - I ended up having to use several words or give an explanation of what I really meant. It also happened vice-versa at times when I was translating for a visiting American. For centuries the main copy of the Bible was the King James Version, but in more recent years groups of language experts have written new versions that use words that better explain the original biblical words in our modern times. So when we study a bible passage it's often helpful to read several different well-accepted versions, such as the Amplified Bible (AMPC); Easy-to-Read Version (ERC); New International Version (NIV); and New Living Translation (NLT).


As we start to study this "love passage" we'll start with verse 4. Here it is in the NLT "Love is patient and kind. Love is not jealous or boastful or proud". This is very simple to understand and is similar in most versions. I imagine that this definition of love is no surprise to most of us - our first understanding of love often comes from our own mother and how she treated us as a child. There's no doubt that a loving mother is "patient" and "kind" - and has to be over and over again! But then it goes on to say that love isn't jealous or proud. Sadly some teenage relationships that are called "love" are marked by showing off or jealousy! In the AMPC version it is described as: "love never is envious nor boils over with jealousy.." For me, as I read this, I instantly get a picture in my mind of someone with an angry, accusing face! It certainly doesn't look very loving! This passage tells me that the person is comparing their situation with others and is upset because they feel they are not in control of the person they "love". So we have found one important difference already between the general idea of love and the "God-kind of love"! The God-kind is NOT about control! The verse continues in the AMPC: "...does not display itself haughtily." In the KJV it reads: "..it is not puffed up." If someone has the "God-kind of love" they are not thinking of themselves all the time or choosing a girlfriend to make others jealous! 

As we continue to study the detailed description of the "God-kind of love" found in 1 Corinthians 13 we arrive at verse 5, and as you will see, this little verse is possibly the one that makes us all feel a bit uncomfortable as we realize how often we have failed to act as God would like us to! Of course we are all very thankful for the love God has for us, and we honestly want to show that same kind of love to those around us. As we read earlier, we try hard to be patient, kind and humble, but in verse 5 we read some characteristics about real love that are very hard to work on!    


Reading the first part of this verse in several different versions, we find that love "is not rude or selfish" (ERV); "it does not dishonor others" (NIV); "does not demand its own way" (NLT) and "...does not act unbecomingly" (AMPC). No matter what our age, from 3 to 93, we are all aware of times when we disappoint ourselves (and God!) by acting in ways that according to this, are definitely NOT loving! Sadly, it is often to our very own loved ones, our family and friends, that we act this way!! Why do we do it when we know we will regret it later? Paul wrote in Romans 7 about struggling within himself to do what he knew was right - it seems it will always be so here on earth, but thankfully JESUS is here to help us! 

Verse 5 goes on to read that love "is not irritable" (NLT); "is not easily angered" (NIV) and "is not touchy, or fretful, or resentful" (AMPC)....OUCH!! That gives us even MORE to work on!! Who among us is NEVER touchy or irritable at times? Of course we could use that as the ideal excuse: God is just asking too much of us - nobody is perfect! But I believe that our Heavenly Father does not want us to just give up and be like the rest of the world - He wants us each to continue to become more and more like Jesus so that we can share GOD'S love with the world.


Verse 5 ends with: love "keeps no record of being wronged" (NLT). The AMPC version says: "it takes no account of the evil done to it; it pays no attention to a suffered wrong." Now THAT is just about the limit! We are to pay NO ATTENTION to when we are wronged or suffer from when someone does evil to us?? How can that be possible? Yet, as we remember the Easter story, we recall that Jesus, himself, was terribly wronged. He was innocent yet beaten and punished, even wrongly crucified - but he took it all without complaining! That was how he showed his great love for us. It wasn't fair, but because he acted the way he did, he proved he was serving God. At times in my life when I've felt especially hurt or misunderstood by a loved one, wanting to get angry or complain to God, I've come back to this very verse and been able to calm down and get my attitude right. First I'm reminded that no matter what anyone else does, God wants ME to respond in love. He's asking ME to not get angry or act unbecomingly, and he wants ME to pay no attention to a suffered wrong, but instead PRAY for that person and love them as He does. 

I'm sure as we continue to work on developing this aspect of the God-kind of love it will always be a challenge for us as long as we are here on earth! Let's continue on with verse 6: "Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth." (NIV) In comparison to verse 5, this is a simple verse and quite easy to understand. Sadly today in many cultures there seems to be a popular fascination for evil - movies and TV shows once considered "horror" movies have become "must-see" programs for many families even with children. Shows with devils, zombies, and other evil characters are eagerly watched week after week. Hopefully most parents don't allow their children to watch such shows, but even adults should be careful not to be drawn into watching evil. The world is sadly full of evil of all kinds - we'll all be touched by it from time to time, but as with all forms of temptation, we must be always on our guard against opening up to it and being drawn to it, so that it becomes more acceptable to us. Paul says in Philippians 4:8 "...fill your minds with those things that are good and that deserve praise: things that are true, noble, right, pure, lovely, and honorable." (GNT)

In the Easy-to-Read Version, I Corinthians 13:6 reads "Love is never happy when others do wrong, but it is always happy with the truth." (ERV) This brings us to another point to consider. Has there ever been a time when maybe someone you don't like has got into trouble, and you immediately felt happy? If we're honest we would all have to say "yes"! Perhaps it was a bully at school, or the girl who always does everything perfectly and has lots of friends.... Why do we tend to feel happy when they make bad choices or get in trouble? Maybe we feel they are getting paid back for being mean to us. Or perhaps it makes us feel better about ourselves and our own failings when we see someone "perfect" mess up too! Why does God want us to change these "natural" human feelings and reactions?


The answer is because God wants us to become more and more like Jesus! We've all been mean to others and deserve to get paid back for it - yet Jesus loves us so much that he took the punishment that WE deserve! God doesn't want us to keep comparing ourselves with others and being resentful because they're doing better than we are right now. He wants us to be truly happy for them - and be compassionate and encourage them whenever they DO fail. As we come to appreciate that God has made each of us special in different ways, and He loves each of us exactly the same, we can begin to develop that same love for others.


The final verse in this passage is 1 Corinthians 13:7 "Love never gives up on people. It never stops trusting, never loses hope, and never quits." (ERV) We've considered how challenging it is to actually develop the God-kind of love - applying it to our everyday situations and even to very difficult circumstances. We see that it usually goes against how we would act naturally and how most others around us tend to act. But God wants us to grow to be more and more like Jesus, and as we do our best to follow these guidelines, we WILL stand out as different and begin to help others see Jesus. From the above verse we are encouraged to never give up on people - that's so hard when we've been hurt or continually let down by a loved one (maybe even a parent). Of course we get tired of being always disappointed when they don't seem to care about us. But the key point in this verse is "never loses hope". As we get to know Jesus more and more, we realize God DOES do miracles and when people get saved and truly start following Jesus, they DO change! That gives us hope - we may not see any change yet but with God it IS possible one day! With God's love we can keep trusting in God to work things out. The NLT reads: "Love never gives up, never loses faith, is always hopeful, and endures through every circumstance." This faith and hope in God helps us "endure through every circumstance." As we keep trying to love the way God loves, it actually begins to help US too! We find we can put up with difficult situations better as our focus is no longer on the problems we have, but instead our attention is on God guiding us through them.


During the early days of my marriage to my husband, I often felt overwhelmed as I became "instant Mom" to four little children under the age of 8, and soon after, had two more children of my own. Without doubt, I read this verse 7 more than any other to help me keep going and I love it in the Amplified Version: "Love bears up under anything and everything that comes, is ever ready to believe the best of every person, its hopes are fadeless under all circumstances, and it endures everything [without weakening]" I believed I could keep going because I believed that God wanted me to develop this God-kind of love. I've also found through the years that when someone says or acts mean to me, if I stop and try to believe the best of them (such as consider they might be in a lot of pain or have just had some terrible news) then it's easier to forgive them and move on. After all, if they really did do it just to be mean, they will one day be judged by God for it! Finally if we go on to read the beginning of verse 8, it simply states "Love never fails". Wow! If we can't memorize anything else to help us each day, THAT is worth remembering! 
