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Before we get started, I want to share just a quick update on some of the construction going on around 
here. Aren't you so excited about that? Wow. If you have been around here for a while, you'll know 
we're in the midst of a project to update our campus here on University. We know the church is never 
just a building. It's the people and the movement of God's people. The building is this base where 
transformation takes place so that we can launch from here to make a difference in our city, in the 
world, and in Jesus' name. One of the things we hope to see through this project was more 
transformation taking place in and through the next generation of our kids and students surrendering 
their lives to God. 

Maybe you've noticed this, but there seem to be more kids in our classrooms, in the hallways, and in our 
worship gatherings than we've seen in a long time as a church. We thank God for that. This coming 
week, we're going to see another green fence go up on the east side of our campus where we're 
building this connector from the children's wing into our Sanctuary. It will go to the Narthex of our 
Sanctuary. That's real strategic. We want to strengthen the connection between the next generation 
and the worship heart of our church. I think we have a few images of this. Here's what it looks like on 
the outside. It is very honoring of the history and architecture of our church. This is an image you'll see 
of the inside of the updated Wight garden. 

This is the main front door into our children's space. That work is going to take place this summer. 
Here's the inside of this connector that leads from the children's wing into the Sanctuary. You'll see on 
the right there this is a new children's library that will be a part of this. There will also be new restrooms 
adjacent to our Sanctuary. Don't have pictures of that. Never thought that would be such a popular part 
of the plan. Here's the good news for this. Our hope, keyword, “hope,” is to have this completed and 
open by “Move Up Sunday,” August 25th. In the meantime, I know that this is going to involve a next 
level of holy flexibility, but we're getting pretty good at that. 

One last thing and this is sort of a word of encouragement for all of us. We were a little worried that 
construction might keep people away or scare people off, lower attendance and engagement in the 
church. Well, that hasn't happened. Attendance is up. Volunteer hours are up. Children's ministries are 
full. We're so thankful for that. We never want to take that for granted. Thank you for your above and 
beyond generosity that's helping to make this a reality. Thank you for your prayers. Thanks for your 
patience and for staying focused on the mission. Most of all, thank you, God, for your faithfulness to 
continue working in and through this church. With that, I want us to pray together.  

Father, we thank you for this church family, this mission that is Highland Park Pres. Would you help us 
even in the midst of exciting stuff, exciting times, to remain focused to abide in your Son Jesus? Even as 
we open up your word, would you help us to become more like Jesus as a result? We pray this in his 
name. Amen. 



Well, something I've been thinking about this past week. Anybody remember the first time you said 
those three words, "I love you" and not just to like your parents or to family but to that special 
someone? Does anyone remember what it was like to say those three words for the first time? I had a 
guy come up to me after the 10:00 service, and he was with his wife, he said, "The first time I asked her, 
she said, 'What do you mean?'" I'm like, "Okay, worst case scenario. What do you say in that moment? 
Don't blow it." I'd quote Jack Nicholson or something, "You make me want to be a better man'" I don't 
know what I would do in that moment, but he apparently nailed it because they're married now. Do you 
remember what it was like to say it for the first time? 

When Ali and I first met, she was a rising sophomore in college and I had just graduated. I was helping to 
lead this youth ministry in Atlanta, which is always a little bit shady. There's always sort of an unspoken 
rule that you're not supposed to date the people in your ministry, but I'll never forget when I met this 
girl. It was at a summer church camp where Ali Wheeler was one of the counselors. From the very first 
day, I noticed how she was always surrounded by campers. She was inclusive and funny. She had this 
radar for the kid who was often in the corner or in the margins. She would invite them in and make sure 
that they knew that they belonged and they felt like they were a part of things. I loved watching that. 

Then, I noticed on the sports fields how, as we were playing soccer or softball or ultimate Frisbee, she 
was faster than most of the guys. I thought that was pretty cool. Then, as the camp went on for a few 
days, I started to notice how she was starting to notice me. Then, my stomach started fluttering in ways 
that it never fluttered before. Then, the whole camp, each night, would go down to the lake for this time 
of worship and prayer that was called “Vespers” and singing and I was really sacred. I began to notice, 
down by the lake, how Ali would stick around, and she would pray longer than anyone else, which made 
me even more drawn to her. Please don't judge me for this. Love bears all things, but one night, near the 
end of the camp, I decided that I should stick around, and I should pray longer than anyone else. Then, it 
was just me and her. I realized we were praying together. It was getting dark. 

 I found myself, as we were praying down by the lake, again, no judging, I found myself thinking, "Man, 
I'd really like to kiss this girl," but this was church camp, and our job was to make sure that church 
campers weren't kissing down by the lake at dark. Then, when we got back to Atlanta, I finally gathered 
the courage to ask Ali to go get some coffee. That afternoon, coffee turned into dinner that evening. 
Then, it turned into ice cream. Seven years after that first date, we got married. I'll never forget the first 
time I said to her those three words, "I love you." Maybe you can remember that there's that painfully 
awkward moment when you're wondering, "Are they going to say it back? Are they ever going to say it 
back?" It felt like an eternity. Granted, Ali didn't say it right away. She wanted me to earn it a little bit. 
She made me wait, but then she said it. 

She loves me. I didn't know. I thought she might, but I didn't know because she was so beautiful and so 
smart and athletic, and she loved Jesus. She was way out of my league, but she said it. You know this 
experience of falling in love, it's so powerful. When it happens, you can't stop thinking about it. You find 
yourself daydreaming. Your thoughts wander toward that person. That's why the only fender bender 
I've ever been in was right after I met Ali because love makes you do stuff like that, get you into car 
wrecks. My mind was just somewhere else when I made that left turn. It was Ali's fault. Those of you 
who are married or maybe you're in a serious relationship, you may remember what it was like to fall in 
love. There is nothing like it. Maybe some of you are in the midst of that right now. 

Well, a guy named Gary Chapman, he's written a number of books on love, maybe the most well-known 
is called “The Five Love Languages.” Gary Chapman points to research on this falling in love phase, how 



it typically lasts about two years, give or take. Sooner or later, the love birds, every couple has to face 
this reality of life with another person who's just as fallible and sinful and messed up as you are. 
Eventually, this time comes when we got to figure out how to do life with them even when the falling in 
love phase is over, when they could do no wrong. This is real life, where somebody left the toilet seat up 
or somebody put dirty dishes into the dishwasher that had just been cleaned by their spouse, and so 
their spouse has to take all the dishes back out and then reload the dirty ones again. Or, when your 
spouse deliberately put the orange juice back in the fridge with like half a shot of OJ left because they 
were too lazy to put it in the recycling bin. It's sitting there in the fridge like a giant tease. That one was 
my fault. 

Those of you who've been married for a long time, you know this. In so many ways, there is this great 
chasm. There's a difference between falling in love and growing in love. A huge difference. I bring this up 
because we've been talking about love in this series. What is God's perspective? God's take on love? 
When you look at our culture, I mean, it's anybody's guess what that words means. We've been drilling 
into this one chapter in the New Testament, 1 Corinthians 13, the great love chapter. Now, before we go 
any further, because even though love is something that can get trashed, cheapened, or commercialized 
in our day. We can get jaded as if we sort of lost our way when it comes to love, but some of you in this 
room, you have modeled this for us. Just to take marriage as one example, one expression of love, some 
of you have modeled this so well. You know that there's a difference between falling in love and growing 
in love. You have endured. You've stuck with it. You've discovered the joy and the gift and the lasting 
power of covenant love. 

I'm just kind of curious about this and maybe because Thursday was Valentine's Day. I'm curious. What's 
the longest lasting marriage in this room? We've done this in all of our services. The record so far is 67 
years. I want to honor you. I want to celebrate you. Someday, Ali and I, we want to be you. I'm just going 
to start out at 50 years. Would you be willing to raise your hand high if you've been married 50 years or 
longer? Wow. That's incredible. That is so cool. I don't have that many gifts. We've got to find one. How 
about 55 years? I'm going to need to put my glasses on for this. 55 years? All right. How about 60 years? 
Okay. Oh, boy. 65 years? Raise your hand, 65 years. This is coming down to this side transept over here. 
66 years? 66 and how many years back here? 67. Amazing. I want to get a mic because I don't want to 
put you on the spot, but I'm going to put you on the spot. I have a gift for you. This is from Ali and me. 
You can open this later. 67 years of marriage. Can you share with all of us and for me and Ali, what has 
been the key? What's been the secret, just real briefly? 

“I married the right man.” 

Can you say that again in the mic? 

“I married the right man.” 

Amen. Thank you so much. That is amazing. In the 8:45 service, I handed the mic to the man, and he 
looked at me. I said, "What's the key? What's the secret to a great marriage?" He handed the mic to his 
wife. So, many of you know so much more than I do that there is a vast difference between falling in 
love and growing in love. The pastor of the church that I went to in college, he would often talk about 
this and how the Bible has a lot to say about love. Never once does it command anyone to fall in love. In 
our culture, especially if you're familiar with the gospel according to Nicholas Sparks, the prevailing myth 
in our day is that this experience of falling in love is actually a little bit like salvation. If you want to be 



saved from the pain and anguish and maybe the boredom of everyday life, what you really need is to fall 
in love. But the Scriptures tell a very different story. 

They actually say very little about falling in love. Certainly, it's there. There are some heated romantic 
moments in the Bible, not the least of which is the Song of Solomon. Maybe someday we'll do a series 
on that. For the most part, romantic love, it's often not described in rosy-eyed ways. It's a gift from God, 
sure, but it can be fleeting and distracting. Yet, the Scriptures have so much to say about growing in love 
and not just in a marriage but in a community, in a family and in a church. It’s about growing as the kind 
of person who is capable, without heroic effort, of expressing this unconditional, selfless love to 
everybody you ever meet. The Apostle Paul talks about this at length and not just in 1 Corinthians. 

He says to these early followers of Jesus in Ephesus, he says, "And walk in love. As Christ loved us and 
gave himself up for us, learn to walk in love." To the Colossian church, he says,  

"And over all these things, above all these, put on love, which binds them all together in perfect 
harmony." 

 Learn to put on love. That's what we've been doing together as a church in this new year. We've been 
learning how do we walk in love and put on love. As a church, this is what we do. We love God. We love 
one another. We love our city and the world. We've got to keep coming back to this. We are not about 
just getting smarter or having the right doctrine or excluding the people who disagree with us. It's not 
about doing all these great things so that we can feel better about ourselves. No, it's just about love. 

This is how Paul begins this unforgettable love chapter. He says,  

"If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels but don't have love, I'm just a noisy gong or a clanging 
cymbal. If I have faith that can move mountains but don't have love, if I give my body over to be burned 
but do it without love, I have nothing." 

 In other words, everything minus love equals nothing. Paul goes on to describe what this agape love 
looks like. We said that what Paul describes, it was so radical, so counter to the culture of that 1st 
Century Roman Empire that he and other followers of Jesus, they had to grab this obscure word and give 
it new meaning. They had to capture its power, agape, which means to will the good, to seek the good 
of everybody you come into contact with. It's love that doesn't just seek your own good but the good of 
someone else. 

Charlie and Josh did a great job unpacking that last week, to will the good. That's not just a feeling. It's a 
way of life. It involves so much more. Yes, it includes your emotions, but it involves what you do with 
your hands and your feet. It's how you serve, how you care. It's your actions. It's a way of life, which is 
pictured for us in 1 Corinthians Chapter 13. There is no more moving description of love in all of human 
literature, but, most of all, what we have here is a promise. You may have noticed this, but nowhere in 
this text does it say “you should,” “you should” love like this, or “you should” stop doing this. Read 
through 1 Corinthians Chapter 13. “Should” is not in the text. Paul is describing what God promises to do 
in and through those who would want to be guided into love by him, those who are in Christ Jesus. 
That's how Paul often describes it. 



We know this. We know that it's a gift, furthermore, because 1 Corinthians Chapter 13 falls between 
these two chapters. Both which speak to the work of God's Spirit, his Holy Spirit. In chapter 12, Paul 
describes the gifts of the Holy Spirit in people's lives. In chapter 14, he goes on describing the gifts of the 
Holy Spirit in worship. Gifts, something given, something we ourselves cannot make happen. It's a gift. 
Between these two chapters is this picture of love, implying that the love portrayed is a gift of the Spirit. 
It is the greatest gift of the Holy Spirit. Agape love is not something you can make happen or 
manufacture on your own. Love is gift, a gift that the living God promises to his people. Are we making 
that clear enough? It's a gift, a promise, not a command, not a “should.” 

When we get to verse 7, which if you've read through this together as a whole chapter, and I would 
encourage you to do that throughout the week, by the time you get to verse 7, this feels like the very 
center of this love song. In this central verse, the Apostle Paul gives us four promises that come with this 
gift. He says this,  

"Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things."  

Just looking briefly at these promises in reverse order, we're going to make our way back to love bears 
all things because that's where I want us to land the plane. First, “love endures all things.” What does 
that mean? Love is this gift of the power to endure the things we do not like, to endure hate, to endure 
evil. Through patience and courage, we can withstand the assault of evil and pain and not just in our 
lives but when we're called to walk alongside those we love, to bear their burdens. God's love enables us 
to do that in a way we can't do on our own. 

Of course, agape love endures all things because Jesus himself endures all things. For the joy set before 
him, he endured the cross. Jesus endured all things for you and me. Then, we're told love hopes all 
things. Love keeps us hopeful. The power of love overcomes this drift toward despair. It prevails every 
urge to give up or to give into failure in life. Love always hopes. It always hopes in people. It never gives 
up on them. It's this gift that enables us to let people be who they really are even when we desperately 
want to change them into someone we know they're capable of becoming. Is there anybody in your life 
you'd really like to change? It's this gift that enables Ali to love me even when she sees, time and time 
again, all this ugly stuff in my life that I'm still struggling with, but she doesn't try to change me. She 
knows that's God's work, and she knows that God's got a lot of changing left to do in my life. 

Of course, love hopes all things because Jesus hopes all things. Jesus loves us just as we are. He meets 
you right where you are. Yet, even though he desperately longs for you to become more and more 
through him. Then, love believes all things. What does that mean? Well, it means among other things 
that love is the opposite of cynicism. It is not jaded. Love never says, "I told you so." Love gives the 
benefit of the doubt. This one gets me. Love has a way of relaxing its guard of calculating suspicion, and 
it believes the best in people. It's not so much gullible, but love is ready to believe in someone. It isn't so 
much worried about getting cheated. "If I do, what's going to happen if I believe in that person?" 

It only has its eye on the other person's need, not on my own. If love seems a little naïve to you, it's not 
for lack of experience, but because love doesn't bother to calculate the odds on people. Ever find 
yourself doing that? "If I give that guy money, I bet he's going to cheat me or I know what he's going to 
do with it," or, "Did you hear Rich is in rehab again? I bet it won't last," or, "She went back to school, 
started taking classes again. She won't last. She does this every time." Now, it doesn't mean that in love 
there's not wisdom or discernment. There certainly is. Love is not enabling, but it is empowering and it 
believes the best in people. It believes all things. 



Then, finally, love bears all things. Lewis Smedes, who was a long-time professor at Fuller Seminary, he 
said, "In reading this simple line, 'Love bears all things,' we touch the hem of some deep cosmic secret. 
Love sustains and supports all things. Everything rests on the power of love." The word the Apostle Paul 
uses here, it means literally to bear up under things. Love has the power to carry all things. Another 
sense of this word is that love covers things up. It's the same word used in 1 Peter Chapter 4 verse 8, 
love covers a multitude of sins. It has this fine sense of knowing when to keep its mouth shut. “Love 
hates a scandal,” is the way Lewis Smedes puts it. 

Ever notice how quick we can be, especially on social media, to call out the flaws of people we don't like, 
our enemies or maybe just people we don't agree with? Well, when Paul says that love bears all things, 
part of that means is that a loving person is turned off by gossip or rumor. Love grieves the exposés of 
the sins of famous people. Love ignores TMZ and tabloid rumors. Love means we don't join the crowd in 
burying people on social media. Yes, there's a consequence to sin. Yes, love rejoices in the truth, but it 
also means we get no pleasure whatsoever out of seeing people raked through the mud. We don't 
rejoice in someone's fall from grace. Mostly, it's this sense that love can carry all things. 

Love holds all things together. Love carries them along, moving them ultimately, sustaining them 
through life, through the universe. Love is this power that sustains the cosmos, the universe itself. 
Civilization, society, it's carried by love. Think about this with me for a moment, and we'll close with this. 
What if I were to ask you, can productivity carry all things? We live in a world that is largely defined by 
productivity. Our economy is built on productivity, efficiency. Well, imagine an entire society, civilization 
built on productivity. Is that possible? What would happen? People would be transformed into things, 
commodities, widgets whose power is their contribution to making stuff happen. In that kind of world, 
the weak, the vulnerable, the voiceless, the unborn may all be sacrificed on the altar of efficiency. 

One of the most terrifying pictures of this, of course, in history, is the Nazi state. What Lewis Smedes 
calls the horrible corpse of human society that died because people gave up love for the sake of 
efficiency. Well, then, what about laws? Can laws carry a society? We know that without laws, a society 
is lost, but if you think about it, laws need love. Love helps law to be fair and flexible and makes them 
humane and just. Well, then, what about justice? Can justice on its own carry all things? Can justice 
sustain a society? Without love, justice becomes brittle, callous, legalistic, and it eventually becomes 
unjust. Without love, justice is measured only by the letter of the law, but with love, justice can become 
healing and redemptive. Well, then, what about power? Can power carry all things? Certain people ask 
this question. 

Certainly, society needs the ability to defend itself and protect itself in a sinful world, but if a society, if 
all that we have is power, if power rules the day, then society eventually becomes a prison camp. 
Without love, power is only used as this threat of force or the cause for fear, but with love, power can 
be stewarded on behalf of creative and compassionate justice. Love keeps power humane. You see, it's 
love that keeps law, justice, and power in balance. In the end, love carries the whole universe. Does it 
not? Of course, love can carry all things because Jesus Christ himself carries all things. In Christ, we are 
part of a movement of love that is rolling on through time toward a new heaven and a new earth, a day 
when all things will be made right, all things will be made well. 

Every burden, every pain, every tear, every hateful word will be wiped away and will be no more. Until 
that day, it is love. It's the love of Jesus that carries, that bears all things. 

 



Father, we pray and we thank you, God that this comes to us not just as a burden but as a promise. I 
pray, Lord, that words as powerful as this, that love could somehow bear all things, that it wouldn't just 
be this out-there ethereal truth, but it would touch down into our lives today. I pray, Lord, that we 
would find more and more as part of this community, Lord, that you long to carry us through whatever 
burden, whatever struggle, whatever sin we may face. As you do that, would you help us to become 
more and more people who are marked by your love, your unconditional agape love? We pray this in 
Jesus' name. Everybody said together. Amen. 
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