THE GREATEST CHARACTERISTIC OF A CHRISTIAN LIFE

Jesse M. Hendley

I Corinthians 13

One of the characteristics of the Christian life is LOVE. We do not mean something sentimental. This is the love of a Christian for GOD and CHRIST and the SOULS OF MEN. I pray that the Lord will speak to all our hearts as we read now from First Corinthians 13.

"If I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, and have not love, I am become as sounding brass or a tinkling cymbal. And although I have the gift of prophecy, and understand all knowledge; and though I have all faith, so that I could remove mountains, and have not love, I am nothing. And though I bestow all my goods to feed the poor, and though I give my body to be burned, it profiteth me nothing. Love suffereth long and is kind; love envieth not. Love vaunteth not itself, is not puffed up; doth not behave itself unseemly; seeketh not her own; is not easily provoked, thinketh no evil; rejoiceth not in unrighteousness; but rejoiceth in the truth; Beareth all things, believeth all things, hopeth all things, endureth all things. Love never faileth: but whether there be prophecies they shall fail; whether there be tongues, they shall cease; whether there be knowledge, it shall vanish away. For we know in part, and we prophesy in part. But when that which is perfect is come, then that which is in part shall be done away. When I was a child, I spake as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child; but when I became a man, I put away childish things. For now we see through a glass, darkly; but then face-to-face: now I know in part; but then shall I know even as I am known. And now abideth faith, hope, and love, these three; but the greatest of these is love."

The characteristic of the Christian life is Love. Love to God, love for Christians, and love for the lost world. Wherever there is religion without love, that religion is cold. It is without God. It is without hope. The Lord help us to see that that is true.

The necessity of LOVE is given in this tremendous chapter, First Corinthians 13. Paul tells us that without love we are absolutely nothing, Life means nothing, eternity means nothing, without God. Jesus Christ came into this world to reveal that God loved us and Jesus came to save us. Without love, life is bankrupt, you know, on the newsstands today you see all manner of coarse, obscene magazines and they use the word LOVE on the cover. But they do not mean love. They mean lust. They are degrading real love. They try to drag that blessed word LOVE down in the mud! They use the pure word to describe that, which is impure. Dirt, filth, lasciviousness, sensuality. It's ridiculous.

Real LOVE has something in it of the Love of God. It is God that makes love worthwhile. The love of a mother for her child, and the child for its mother--‑one of the tenderest things in the world. You start talking to a drunkard today about his mother, and tears will come in his eyes. He loved his mother. There's a spot down underneath that makes a man want to be good and do the right thing. It is a desire to do the pure and noble thing. There is a spot in his heart that respects the pure and the godly and the right.

I read on the front page of a Florida newspaper not long ago an article about a minister of the Gospel. He had slipped away into Eternity one year before. And this paper was now publishing his sermons. On that front page they said, "This man was a man of God." Even a modern, godless newspaper said he was a man of God. By saying a "godless" newspaper, I mean one that carried all the news of the godless world, with all the divorces and ugly pictures and burlesques and sinful, evil things of that city (a Sodom or a Gomorrah, believe me). One of these days God is going to blot out all the iniquity of this world as He blotted out Sodom and Pompeii with all the things that were sensual and lustful and vile and iniquitous. Well, this newspaper paid respect to a man who was right and clean and godly. He stood for the things that were pure and noble! He preached about love for God and Christ and mankind. It's wonderful to find people lifting up the pure, clean Gospel in these days. And there are still people these days who LIVE the pure, clean life and have a holy love for one another. You don't hear the word "character" much these days. You don't find so many people putting RIGHT first in their lives. You don't find so many people putting LOVE FOR GOD first in their lives. And friends, there's nothing to compare with such a life! Can you say today, "I KNOW that I LOVE GOD?" Do you love God above all else? And do you love others?

What is the description of that love? It is in this glorious chapter. Love suffereth long, and is kind. Love is always kind. If there is any unkindness in our lives, we are not what we ought to be.

Love envieth not. There are two words for this in the Greek there that stir my soul when I read them. Love never envies. Love is never jealous of anybody. Love is always glad when the other man makes good.

Love vaunteth not itself, is not puffed up. It always rejoices over others.

Love does not behave itself unseemly.

It seeketh not its own things.

Now notice this passage. "Is not provoked." It doesn't say that love is not easily provoked. It says it is not provoked. It cannot be provoked. God isn't provoked. When we get provoked, we are not loving.

Love thinketh no evil. Love doesn't write down evil. It blots out evil with good. God says that some of the things in this world are so evil we are not to think about them or talk about them, for in thinking of them we will become defiled and impure. Some people, by their vile language, make you feel contaminated and unclean and you want to go to the Lord for cleansing, after you leave their presence, they have been so unclean and unholy; like spiritual leprosy, moral leprosy.

Love rejoices not in unrighteousness, but rejoices in the truth. A real Christian doesn't rejoice when someone stumbles. He rejoices when someone walks on in the truth.

Love beareth all things. I was talking to a lady the other day, and she was carrying such a spiritual burden that she said, "Life hardly seems worthwhile." Friends, if we love God, we can bear anything that comes our way. My heart is always blessed when I think of the Providence of God, and that He wants us to submit to His will. When something comes your way and you wonder why, and you cry out, "Why does this have to happen to me? Why has this happened to me?" just remember, "Well, God has a PLAN. He knows. And He does not want my love for Him to fail though the pressure seems more than I can bear. Love for Him will help me bear all things."

Love believeth all things. All things that are true, all things that are right.

Hopeth all things. Love hopes for the best. Love knows that the right will come out on top!  

Eudureth means to hold up under stress, to go through great affliction, to stand true in hard places.

Love never faileth! Oh, that is a motto that all of us ought to have as our life motto.

Let me ask you, as we come to the close of this message, do you love God? Is that love in your heart a love that will ABIDE?

If you love God, there are three things true of you. First, you love God's House. Let me tell you the story of a leper. A missionary said, "I have just seen a man CRAWL to the Lord's Supper. His hands and his feet were almost gone, eaten away by leprosy, but he had clean hands and a pure heart! As I pressed a wafer into the palm of a hand that had once been whole, I said, the body of Christ, for you." The leper bowed his head in holy prayer." There was a man who CRAWLED to the Lord's Supper. And yet some of you in perfect health neglect the House of God! Here was a man who was glad to be able to crawl to the Lord's Table, glad to claim the precious body of Jesus, broken for him, and the prec​ious blood, shed for him. Yet, some of us, in our smug complacency and ease, neglect the place set apart for the worship of God. We have no ex​cuse! If we have LOVE in our hearts for God, we will go to His House to worship.

Second, if we love God, we will serve Him. Here is another story of a leper. This old man had leprosy, but he lov​ed Jesus. "Half of me is dead. Look, I have no feet. Half my body is be​ing devoured by the disease. So I want to be sure that THE OTHER HALF is serving God." A wonderful testimony to Christ. He wanted to make sure that what body he did have, was serving God! Is there some definite service you are doing for God each day? Serve God in whatever capacity you can!

Finally, if we have this love, with​out which we are nothing, we will love others. We will pour out our lives for others, that they, too, may have salvation.

Years ago, General Booth of the Sal​vation Army, fell in love with the world's unlovely ones, because the love of Jesus was in his heart. He wanted to help poor, lost sinners. He knew there were multitudes of them neglected, un​cared for, never being reached with the Gospel of Christ. He told his wife one day that he was surrendering him​self, and even her and the children, in order to devote his life to ministering to these sick souls, reaching them for Jesus. His wife smiled, and took his hand, and the two knelt and prayed.

That was the beginning of The Salva​tion Army. Years later, someone asked General William Booth the secret of his life of service. He thought a moment, and tears trickled down his cheeks. He said, "I'll tell you. God has had all there was of me. Because of what Jesus Christ did for me, I made up my mind that He should have all there was of me." God did have all the adoration of William Booth's heart, all his life, all his strength. That man's work has gone on and on and on. Oh, the LOVE of GOD! What great things might be done if more Christians would give all the love of their heart and all the strength of their mind and body to CHRIST, that He might work through them! That His love might reach out, through them, to rescue others!

Let us all ask God to fill us afresh with the Love of Christ, for His sake, and for the sake of dying souls who need Him.
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