
 

“Love Does Not Act Unbecomingly” 
(1 Corinthians 13:5) 

 
 
 

Introduction:  The love which the Spirit works in us is precious.  It is more precious than all of the 
extraordinary gifts put together, because someone can have them, and still be lost.  It is more precious than 
all the money in the world, because someone can have it all, and still end up in hell.  The reason it is more 
precious is because the one who has it, also has Christ, and all the blessings which come from Him.  Who 
would want to argue that Christ is not the most precious thing we can possess?  But alongside this, this love 
is also precious because it is at work in us to make us more holy, to make us more like Jesus.  This is 
something that as Christians we want most of all, and so we are glad when we see this love of the Spirit in 
us transforming us into His same image.  What Paul has really been describing for us here is Jesus.  He is 
the fulfillment in every way of this love.  Christ is patient.  Who more than Jesus knew what it was to be 
mistreated by others and yet to bear it patiently.  Even when He was nailed to the cross by His enemies, He 
didn’t become angry or vindictive, but prayed for those who had crucified Him.  And now in heaven, He 
continues to show His patience.  Even though He sees us falling again and again into the same sins that we 
are so prone to fall to, He doesn’t throw us away, but continues to love us and pray for us, so that we might 
have the strength we need to overcome those sins.  Christ is patient.  And Christ is kind.  Who has been 
kinder to us than Christ?  Not only did He show us the greatest kindness by laying down His life for us, He 
continues to provide for us every day of our lives.  Christ is not jealous, He does not brag, nor is He 
arrogant.  He didn’t use His power and authority on earth to make people bow to Him, but humbled 
Himself and became a servant even to the very least of His saints.  He who was rich became poor for our 
sakes that we might become rich in Him.  Yes, Christ is all these things and more.  And the more we put on 
this love Paul tells us about here, the more we become like Him.   
  Tonight, Paul tells us about another attribute of this love which we don’t often think about, but one 
which is very important.  He tells us that  
 
  Love does not act unbecomingly, but in a way which is proper and good in every situation.   
 
I.  In order to understand this, we should first think about what it means to act becomingly, because 

what Paul is warning us against is just the opposite of that.   
A.  To act becomingly means to do what is right, what is proper, what is fitting for us to do, in whatever 

place, position, or circumstance we might be in, either morally or socially.   
B.  Matthew Henry describes it in this way:  “Charity is careful not to pass the bounds of decency . . . it 

does nothing indecorous [rude, disgraceful], nothing that in the common account [or view] of men is 
base or vile.  It does nothing out of place or time; but behaves towards all men as becomes their rank 
and ours, with reverence and respect to superiors, with kindness and condescension to inferiors, with 
courtesy and good-will towards all men.  It is not for breaking order, confounding ranks, bringing all 
men on a level; but for keeping up the distinction God has made between men, and acting decently 
in its own station, and minding its own business, without taking upon it to mend, or censure, or 
despise, the conduct of others.  Charity will do nothing that misbecomes it” (Commentary 6:574).  
Love gives to each man his proper due.   

C.  Friberg, in his Greek Lexicon, says that the word translated “to act unbecomingly,” means either to 
throw aside the moral standards and to act disgracefully or behave improperly, or to throw aside the 
social standards and to be ill-mannered or rude.  Love then takes into account everyone’s worth and 
treats them accordingly.   
 

II.  If we understand this, I think the best use we can make of our time is to see how this principle 
applies in a variety of situations.   
A.  First, let’s consider that love will give to everyone his due on every level.  This has to do mainly 

with making sure that we observe the social standards, but it also has moral implications, since the 
Lord is the One who tells us that we must adhere to these standards.  And I think it should go 
without saying that when we are talking about observing certain rules of conduct, we are talking 
about what they ought to be, and not what they might be in our culture today.   



 

1.  First, let’s apply this to the way we should behave toward God.  How should we treat Him?  
What does it mean not to act unbecomingly around Him?   
a.  I think it’s obvious that we should treat God with all the respect that He deserves.  To do this, 

we need to be very careful to observe or obey everything that He tells us to do.   
b.  A good example of not behaving properly toward God is found in the man who was gathering 

wood on the Sabbath (Num. 15:32), in the son of the Egyptian man and Israelite woman who 
blasphemed God’s name (Lev. 24:10), in Nadab and Abihu who offered stranger fire to the 
Lord (Lev. 10:1), in Korah and Dathan who wanted to be priests (Num. 16), and in Ananias 
and Sapphira who lied to the Holy Spirit about how the price for which they sold their land 
(Acts 5).  I think we would all agree that what these men and women did was not 
appropriate, especially since the Lord had told them not to do these things.  This should also 
remind us about the holiness of God, for in each one of these examples, those who 
dishonored Him were put to death.   

c.  Paul tells us that love does not act unbecomingly.  These did not treat God as He should be 
treated.  They did not love Him as He should be loved.  And so they were treated accordingly 
by Him.   

d.  This is one of the reasons we should still take the regulative principle seriously today.  We 
are not free to change God’s worship however we might like to.  Certainly these examples 
should teach us this.  But this is also what love to God dictates.  Would we give to God 
something which He has not told us to give Him?  Love obeys, not disobeys.  This means 
that we be very careful to give to God everything He wants from us, not only in worship, but 
in all areas, because our God, besides being our heavenly Father, is also an avenger upon 
those who do what is wrong.  The author to the Hebrews writes, “Therefore, since we receive 
a kingdom which cannot be shaken, let us show gratitude, by which we may offer to God an 
acceptable service with reverence and awe; for our God is a consuming fire” (Heb. 12:28-
29).   

 
2.  Second, let’s apply this to the authority of the state.   

a.  In the Bible, we read that when king David was forced to leave Jerusalem because of his son 
Absalom, a man by the name of Shimei came out to throw stones and to curse at him (2 Sam. 
16).  Now was it right for him to treat David this way, even though the Lord was disciplining 
him for his sins?  No.  David was the king, and his authority should have been respected as 
long as he was the king.  Shimei’s behavior was very unbecoming, compared to what it 
should have been.  He did not love the king, but showed hatred to him.   

b.  I know that sometimes we might feel like going to the White House to throw stones at our 
president.  But this isn’t right.  It isn’t proper for us to treat him in this way.  Peter writes, 
“Honor all men; love the brotherhood, fear God, honor the king” (1 Pet. 2:17).  Peter doesn’t 
say to honor the king only if he behaves in an honorable way, but to honor him anyway, 
because this is right.  Even if the man who occupies the office isn’t worthy of the it, yet the 
office is worthy of respect.  And so love dictates that we give to our president the honor that 
is his due.  And if we believe that he is out of line in the things he does -- as we know that 
our current president is in many things -- we should address those problems in the ways 
which are right and respectful.  Love does things in the proper way, not only because this is 
the socially acceptable way, but because it is the biblically acceptable way.   

 
3.  Now what about parents?  How does this principle apply to the way we treat them?   

a.  If you’ve been following what I’ve said, it shouldn’t be hard to guess.   
b.  Children, how should you treat your parents?  The Lord tells you in the fifth commandment, 

“Honor your father and your mother” (Ex. 20:12).  Paul writes in Ephesians 6, “Children, 
obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right.  Honor your father and mother (which is the 
first commandment with a promise), that it may be well with you, and that you may live long 
on the earth” (vv. 1-3).  When they tell you to do something, what do you do?  When they 
tell you to pick up your toys or clothes or to straighten up your room, do you do it right 
away, or do you hesitate, or complain, or not do it at all?  What should you do?  You should 
behave in the right way.  You should do what is right.  Do you show love to your parents 



 

when you disobey them?  No.  And I think that you often miss the fact that your parents are 
trying to love you by teaching you what you need to know in life.  They are most often trying 
to help you to love others, because this is the right thing to do.   

c.  And parents, don’t forget that if your parents are still living, you are still to honor them as 
well.  You are to give them the respect and obedience which is proper for you to give, even 
in the position you are in now.  If you love them, can you do otherwise?   

 
4.  There is also an authority structure in marriage.  How are husbands and wives to behave properly 

towards one another?   
a.  Paul writes to the wives, “Wives, be subject to your own husbands, as to the Lord.  For the 

husband is the head of the wife, as Christ also is the head of the church, He Himself being 
the Savior of the body.  But as the church is subject to Christ, so also the wives ought to be to 
their husbands in everything” (Eph. 5:22-24).  Peter writes, “In the same way, you wives, be 
submissive to your own husbands so that even if any of them are disobedient to the word, 
they may be won without a word by the behavior of their wives, as they observe your chaste 
and respectful behavior.  And let not your adornment be merely external-- braiding the hair, 
and wearing gold jewelry, or putting on dresses; but let it be the hidden person of the heart, 
with the imperishable quality of a gentle and quiet spirit, which is precious in the sight of 
God.  For in this way in former times the holy women also, who hoped in God, used to adorn 
themselves, being submissive to their own husbands.  Thus Sarah obeyed Abraham, calling 
him lord, and you have become her children if you do what is right without being frightened 
by any fear” (1 Pet. 3:1-6).  It is proper for the wife to be quiet and submissive to her 
husband, for a meek and quiet spirit is precious in the eyes of the Lord.   

b.  But are husbands to use their authority to lord it over their wives?  No.  They are to love and 
cherish them.  Paul writes to the husbands, “Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ also 
loved the church and gave Himself up for her; that He might sanctify her, having cleansed 
her by the washing of water with the word, that He might present to Himself the church in all 
her glory, having no spot or wrinkle or any such thing; but that she should be holy and 
blameless.  So husbands ought also to love their own wives as their own bodies. He who 
loves his own wife loves himself; for no one ever hated his own flesh, but nourishes and 
cherishes it, just as Christ also does the church, because we are members of His body” (Eph. 
5:25-30).  Peter writes, “You husbands likewise, live with your wives in an understanding 
way, as with a weaker vessel, since she is a woman; and grant her honor as a fellow heir of 
the grace of life, so that your prayers may not be hindered” (1 Pet. 3:7).   

 
5.  And what about the authority Christ has placed in His church?  How does love tell us that we 

should act towards that?   
a.  Again, we should behave in a way which is proper and fitting for us to behave.  The author to 

the Hebrews writes, “Obey your leaders, and submit to them; for they keep watch over your 
souls, as those who will give an account.  Let them do this with joy and not with grief, for 
this would be unprofitable for you” (Heb. 13:17).  This is why the fourth membership vow in 
our Book of Church Order was written, which reads, “Do you agree to submit in the Lord to 
the government of this church and, in case you should be found delinquent in doctrine or life, 
to heed its discipline?”   

b.  This doesn’t mean that we should submit to it only when we want to or only when we agree 
with it, but when they come to us with the Word of God and show us in Scripture our error.  
We are to respect God’s Word and His officers and repent.  This is another way we show the 
Lord that we love Him, by respecting the office that He has place in His church.   

c.  Now again, if submitting to the elders means that you will have to sin against your own 
conscience, because you believe the Bible says otherwise, then you need to talk to the elders 
about your concern, and if you still are convinced that the Bible says that you think it says, 
then you need to go with your conviction rather than go against your conscience.  Luther 
really struggled with this, when his views seemed to go against the whole church.  But in the 
end he stuck to his convictions, rather than accepting the church’s conclusions.  And we are 
very happy today that he did.   



 

d.  Much more could be said about what it means to behave properly in the area of authority, but 
we need to move on.   

 
B.  Let’s consider very briefly some of the ways in which love will cause us to behave properly toward 

all men.  Here we’ll consider a mixture of biblical and social standards that we should be aware of 
and be careful to observe.  Paul tells us that he became all things to all men that he might by all 
means win some (1 Cor. 9:22).   
1.  First, there are also the common courtesies we should show to everyone.   

a.  The proper thing to do when we see someone we know is to greet them and to ask them how 
they’re doing.  It is rude to ignore anyone, and this is exactly what Paul is warning us 
against.  Love is not rude, but gracious.  It says “hello” and “goodbye.”   

b.  When someone does something nice for you, it’s also proper to thank them for it.  When you 
do something because you know the other person needs it or would like it, it’s like a slap in 
the face when they don’t acknowledge your sacrifice.  We should always thank those who go 
out of their way to help us.   

c.  Something we don’t often think about are our table manners.  There are still standards of 
etiquette in our culture which, when we are careful to observe them, show others that we 
respect them.  For example, when you come to the table to eat, wait until everyone is served.  
Wait until your hostess is seated before you begin to eat.  If you begin to grab at everything 
and eat before anyone else is served, it doesn’t show love, but selfishness.  You should also 
sit up straight and keep your elbows off the table.  When you drink, you should keep from 
slurping or blowing bubbles, and you should always hold your eating utensils in the right 
way.   

d.  What you wear also shows respect to others.  If you were invited to a wedding, would you 
wear shorts and a t-shirt?  No, you would wear the best clothes you have to show honor to 
those who are being married.  This also applies to the worship service.  If you visited the 
president, wouldn’t you wear the best clothes you have?  How much more when you come to 
worship the King of kings?   

e.  And of course, giving to those in need is also proper.  If in God’s providence you run into 
someone in need, and you have the ability to help them, the right thing to do is to help them.  
It shows that you respect their worth as human beings.   

 
2.  There are the special courtesies which gentlemen ought to show to ladies.   

a.  You have heard that chivalry is dead, but it shouldn’t be.  All of us husbands need to learn 
that our wives are just as precious now as when we first met them.  Back then we opened the 
door for them, but somehow some of us have slipped away from that.  Love tells us that we 
should show them that same honor, for now they are even more worthy of it, having put up 
with us for so many years.   

b.  And of course, when young men become interested in young ladies, there are many things 
which are important for them to observe.  A young man must ask permission of the young 
woman’s parents before they even begin to see each other, and they must always be above 
reproach in everything they do and in every place they go.  The young man needs to be sure 
that he doesn’t use any improper language around the girl, and both need to make sure that 
they don’t wear any clothing that will cause the other to stumble.   

 
3.  Really, the list could be endless.  Paul says that love does not act in an unbecoming way, and this 

includes every area.  I hope though that this has been enough to give you some idea of how we 
are to apply this principle, for even though the love of Christ will incline us to go this direction, 
we still need to know the right way if we are to walk in it.   

4.  One last thing I would remind you of this evening is that this too is an area in which the Lord 
Jesus Christ is our greatest example.  Who was there who has ever honored His Father more, the 
rulers more, His parents more, the institution of the church more, or who has ever done a better 
job of showing honor to all men, than Jesus?  Reading the account of His life and watching His 
example will do more to help us in this area than anything else.  May the Lord help us to follow 
His example, so that in all things, we may behave in a way that is honoring to the Lord and to all 



 

men.  Amen.   


