What Does That Mean?:
Khesed – Love that Never Quits
Pastor John Rosensteel
Big Idea:

Khesed is love that never quits.

Purpose:

To challenge people to embody love that never quits.

Passage:

Psalm 136:1-9, 23-26, Book of Ruth

Verse:

Ruth 1:16-17

Opening
Story

-What does true love look like? I have had the privilege of officiating many weddings. I
have officiated weddings for family, for friends and for people I barely know. It is
absolutely a privilege. I get to be part of one of the most important moments in a couple’s
life.
-The most important moment in any wedding is when couples exchange vows. After they
exchange vows, they are married in the eyes of God and in the eyes of the state. Some
couples write their own vows. Most use traditional vows. I offer couples a version of
traditional vows with modern language:
I love you, and because of that love, and in the knowledge that God has
brought us together, I (insert name), take you (insert name), to be my
husband/wife, to have and to hold, from this day forward, for better, for
worse, for richer, for poorer, to love, honor, and cherish, till we are parted by
death; as God is my witness, I give you my promise.
-They are beautiful words that are meant to capture the nature of true love. If tears are
going to come, they usually come when a bride or groom is saying these words. My wife
Corrie cried at this moment. I remember wiping away her tears. When these vows are
exchanged it is a holy moment.
At the same time, when a couple is in the process of exchanging vows, I sometimes want
to giggle. That would be entirely inappropriate, so I have never giggled. I am a
professional. But I often want to giggle. I am provoked to laughter as I stare at two people
who have no possible idea what they are getting into or what they are promising. When
couples get married, they barely know each other. They typically still in the throes of love.
They usually haven’t had to navigate much difficult terrain other than agreeing on the
invite list for the wedding or what items to put on their registry from Bed, Bath and
Beyond. And yet they are promising they are going to love one another from this day
forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, until death parts them. Really? They
have no idea. Corrie and I had no idea. Weddings are beautiful but they also make me
giggle.

What does true love look like?
Review/series

-We are continuing a series called What Does that Mean? In this series we are exploring
some of the most important words in the Bible. We often get these words wrong and that
can have devastating consequences. We want to get these words right. Each week we
look at an important Hebrew or Greek word withing the context of Scripture. How does
Scripture define and use this word? How do we misunderstand this word in our modern
context? How are we to understand what this word really means so we can live it out?
-Scripture uses many different words in the Hebrew and Greek to define love. One of the
primary words used to describe love in the Hebrew Scriptures is the word khesed. In
Hebrew you say it with a harsh h. You have to get a little phlegm in the back of your
throat. Let’s try it together – khesed. Good thing many of you have a mask on. J The
sound people tell me when I say it properly it is harsh on the ears so we will just say
khesed. Khesed, that is our word for the day. Let’s pray
Prayer

-May this day bring Sabbath rest to my heart and my home.
May God’s image in me be restored, and my imagination in God be re-storied.
May the gravity of material things be lightened, and the relativity of time slow down.
May I know grace to embrace my own finite smallness in the arms of God’s infinite greatness.
May God’s Word feed me and His Spirit lead me into the week and into the life to come.
Public reading - Psalm 136:1-9, 23-26

-Our Public reading this morning will be a responsive reading Steve will say the first line,
and then all of us will say – His love endures forever. Stand with me.
Give thanks to the Lord, for he is good.
Give thanks to the God of gods.
Give thanks to the Lord of lords:

His love endures forever.
His love endures forever.
His love endures forever.

to him who alone does great wonders,
who by his understanding made the heavens,
who spread out the earth upon the waters,
who made the great lights—
the sun to govern the day,
the moon and stars to govern the night;

His love endures forever.
His love endures forever.
His love endures forever.
His love endures forever.
His love endures forever.
His love endures forever.

He remembered us in our low estate
and freed us from our enemies.
He gives food to every creature.

His love endures forever.
His love endures forever.
His love endures forever.

Give thanks to the God of heaven.

His love endures forever.

-You can be seated. You can use this type of reading in a group setting, with your family
or with your life group. A person can give words to something they are grateful for and

then the group can say, His love endures forever. The Hebrew word for love in this
passage is…I bet you can guess it…khesed. How does Scripture define this word?
Khesed’s Biblical Description
Definition

-Most words do not have just one meaning. Most words have a range of meanings.
Scholars call this a semantic range or a range of meaning. If a word has a range of
meaning, how do we know what meaning an author or speaker might be using? We have
to look at the context. If you ask me, what does this word mean? I would reply show me
the context. This is true in English. Consider the word throw. The word has a range of
meanings according to context. You can throw a baseball, a potter can throw a pot, or
someone can throw their back out. Does the word mean to launch a ball, create a piece of
pottery or relegate someone to the couch with an ice pack? Show me the context. When
we throw the book at someone it matters greatly if it happens in a library or courtroom.
Context matters.
-This is certainly true of our English word love. We can love our family, love a friend, love
a romantic partner, love the Blazers or love donuts. Context matters. This is certainly true
for Hebrew and Greek words. It is especially true of khesed.
-Khesed is a challenging word to define precisely. Like a beautiful diamond, it has many
facets. Khesed is rooted in faithfulness and promise keeping. Khesed endures. Khesed is
generous. Khesed is kind. Khesed is good. Khesed is active. Khesed feels deeply. Khesed is
often expressed towards those who are most helpless or vulnerable. Different translations
will sometimes translate the word as loving-kindness or steadfast love. Our friend and
Hebrew scholar, Dr. Tim Mackie from the Bible Project, defines khesed as an act of
promise keeping loyalty that is motivated by deep personal care. One of my favorite
definitions of khesed comes from the Jesus Storybook Bible - Never stopping, never
giving up, unbreaking, always and forever love. Love that doesn’t quit. Love that never lets
go. (Sally Lloyd-Jones) Over time I have come to define khesed using that second to last
phrase. Khesed is love that never quits.
-Without a doubt khesed is one of the most important words in Scripture. It is used 245
times in the Hebrew Scriptures. It permeates the Hebrew Scriptures and echoes
powerfully into the NT. What does Scripture reveal about khesed?
Khesed defines who God is

-How would you describe God? God describes himself with this phrase, the
compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, abounding in love (khesed) and
faithfulness… (Exodus 34:6) Yahweh describes himself to Moses as one abounding in
khesed. Khesed defines who God is.
-Back to Psalm 136 which we responsively read together a short time ago. We only read
part of it. In that Psalm the worship leader turns to the crowd 26 times to proclaim
Yahweh’s khesed endures forever.

-As Jerusalem burned, the prophet Jeremiah said, Because of the LORD’s great love
(khesed) we are not consumed, for His compassions never fail. They are new every
morning; great is your faithfulness. (Lamentations 3:22-23)
-In Psalm 23, David states, Surely your goodness and love (khesed) will follow me all the
days of my life. (Psalm 23:6a)
-Khesed defines God’s essential nature. God exists as love that doesn’t quit. What else
does Scripture reveal about khesed?
Khesed propels the Biblical story

-I highly recommend watching The Bible Project’s video on khesed. They do a great job
showing how khesed propels the Biblical story. At the very beginning of our story, we
witness God, who is khesed, searching for Adam and Eve who have gone their own way.
Then God makes them clothes and promised to make things right. God calls Abraham and
promises that Abraham would have a huge family that would bless all nations. This
covenant promise extends to Abraham’s grandson Jacob who lies and steals the birthright
from his brother. Despite Jacob’s unfaithfulness, God keeps His promise. When Jacob
realizes this, he declares, I am not worthy of the khesed you have shown me. (Genesis
32:10) God’s love never quits.
Jacob’s descendants go their own way. But God who is khesed keeps His promise. God
sets His people free from bondage in Egypt, which is called an act of khesed. (Exodus
15:13). God’s love never quits. On their way to the Promised Land God’s people doubt God
can protect them. They threaten to kill Moses and appoint a new leader. This rightfully
angers God. Moses steps in and tells God – forgive them because of your great khesed.
(Numbers 14:19) God’s love never quits.
This is who God is. This pattern continues throughout the Hebrew Scriptures. God’s
people wander. God chases them because God is khesed. God’s love never quits. Khesed
propels the Biblical story. It is a through-line all the way to its fulfillment in Jesus.
-In Luke 1:50 we encounter young Mary who has just been informed by an angel that she
will bear the Messiah, the fulfillment of God’s promises to His people. Mary bursts into
song. And what does she sing? She proclaims God’s khesed extends from generation to
generation. (Luke 1:50) Mary rightly saw Jesus as the embodiment of God’s khesed.
Ruth

-We can define khesed all we want, but what does it look like? It looks like the book of
Ruth. Old Testament scholar Bruce Waltke states that Ruth is in the Bible to illustrate
God’s khesed. A few years ago, we did a series on Ruth that is still available online. Ruth is
one of my favorite Bible stories. And that series was one of my favorite series we have
done at New Hope. We don’t have time to dive deep into how Ruth illustrates God’s
khesed, but a brief overview is warranted.
-The story opens with a famine. A Hebrew woman named Naomi and her family flee
Bethlehem in hopes of finding food in the foreign land of Moab. Naomi’s husband dies in

Moab. Naomi’s two sons marry foreign women. Then both of Naomi’s sons die. Naomi is
left destitute and homeless. Naomi released both of her daughters-in-law to return to their
people. Ruth refuses. Here is what Ruth says to Naomi.
But Ruth replied, “Don’t urge me to leave you or to turn back from you. Where
you go I will go, and where you stay I will stay. Your people will be my
people and your God my God. 17 Where you die I will die, and there I will be
buried. May the Lord deal with me, be it ever so severely, if even death
separates you and me.” (Ruth 1:16-17)
You may have heard this passage read at a marriage ceremony. Ruth embodies khesed.
Ruth’s love never quits.
-Naomi returns home a truly broken and desperate woman. Ironically, she has given up on
God’s khesed. Ruth follows faithfully behind her. To support Naomi, Ruth has assumed the
role of a beggar and gleans the leftovers of the field of a wealthy land owner named Boaz.
Little does she know that Boaz is a relative of Naomi’s. Boaz has heard of Ruth’s khesed.
He provides Ruth with a lavish meal. He then makes sure Ruth has protection and favor
when she gleans. Ruth returns to Naomi with more than enough. Naomi begins to believe.
“The Lord bless him!” Naomi said to her daughter-in-law. “He has not stopped showing his
kindness (khesed) to the living and the dead.” (Ruth 2:20) When Naomi declares that he
has not stopped showing his khesed, is she referring to Boaz or to God? I propose that the
author leaves it ambiguous because she is referring to both.
-As wonderful as the gleanings were, both Naomi and Ruth remain destitute. Naomi
throws the hail Mary. She asks Ruth to propose to Boaz. Ruth once again embodies
khesed and obeys her mother-in-law. Boaz awakens to find Ruth at his feet. It is one of the
more vulnerable and beautiful scenes in Scripture. Here is how Boaz responds:
“The Lord bless you, my daughter,” he replied. “This kindness (khesed) is greater
than that which you showed earlier: You have not run after the younger men,
whether rich or poor. And now, my daughter, don’t be afraid. I will do for you all you
ask. All the people of my town know that you are a woman of noble character.
(Ruth 3:10-11)
Boaz responds to Ruth’s khesed by embodying khesed.
-Boaz and Ruth marry. Now Naomi and Ruth have a certain hope and a future. They go
from destitute to having all of their needs provided for. The story ends with Ruth giving
birth to a son named Obed. The last scene is Naomi rocking on the front porch holding
her grandson. The story begins with Naomi lacking grain seed and then lacking human
seed for the future of her family. The story ends with Naomi having ample grain seed and
human seed. That is because Obed is the grandfather of King David who provides a direct
line to Jesus who is the embodiment of God’s khesed.
What does khesed look like? It looks like that. Khesed is love that never quits.

Last of the Mohicans

-There is a scene from the movie The Last of the
Mohicans that beautifully illustrates God’s khesed
love. The Last of the Mohicans is a historical drama
based on James Fennimore Cooper’s novel. It is set
in 1757 during the French-American war. Daniel Day
Lewis plays the main character named Nathaniel Poe
or Hawkeye. I think Daniel Day Lewis is the world’s
best living actor. I am happy to argue with you
about that but you would be wrong.
Daniel’s character Nathaniel was raised by the last
Chief of the Mohican tribe. He befriends and falls in
love with Cora Munro who is the daughter of a
British Colonel. As Nathaniel and Cora are traveling
with the British garrison, they are ambushed by the
Huron tribe. They kill Colonel Munro and then seek
to capture his daughters. Nathaniel, his father and
brother escape with Cora and her sister.
Eventually they are penned in. Nathaniel makes the
decision to leave Cora and her sister behind as it their best chance for their survival. It is
my favorite scene in the movie. The Huron tribe is fast approaching. Daniel tells Cora to
do everything she can to stay alive. And then he shouts, “You survive! You stay alive, no
matter what occurs! I will find you! No matter how long it takes, no matter how far. I will
find you.”
And then he jumps through a waterfall with his father and brother just escaping the
enemy as Cora and her sister are captured. And I don’t want to give the movie away, but
he keeps his word. Does anyone remember that scene? I’m getting goosebumps. What
does khesed look like? It looks like that. Khesed is love that doesn’t quit.
Years ago, my wife and I were hiking through Chimney Rock State Park in N.C. where
much of Last of the Mohicans was filmed. We found the trail to the waterfall where this
scene happened. Along the way, I thought it would be romantic to reenact the scene. I
would be Nathaniel Poe. She would be Cora Munro. I will find you. No matter how long it
takes…Corrie started hiking away from me at that point. I think I might have just creeped
her out. I’m no Daniel Day Lewis.
What are some misunderstandings we might have of this word khesed?
Misunderstandings
Khesed is an emotion

-One misunderstanding is that khesed is an emotion. We think of love as just an emotion.
In the Scriptures, love is almost always active. This is certainly true of khesed.

-It is almost impossible find God displaying His khesed without action. God clothed Adam
and Eve. God set his people free. God fed them in the desert and led them with clouds
and fire. God rolled out the red carpet for them to enter the Promised Land. God
continually rescued them when they wandered after foreign gods. God puts on flesh and
enters our time and space. And there is no greater display of God’s khesed than the cross.
Khesed is not an emotion. Khesed is love in action.
-We see this in one of Jesus’ most famous parables which we call The Good Samaritan.
Jesus is giving a story that illustrates what true neighbor love looks like. Jesus’ audience
were the religious leaders who had forgotten what neighbor love looks like. In an
unexpected twist, that hero of the story is not the two religious leaders who pass the
pulverized man on the road. It is the unclean Samaritan who doesn’t just feel love for the
man but puts the love in action. When Jesus asks the religious leader who showed true
love, the man hesitantly responded, “the one who had mercy” or the one who acted. The
Greek word for mercy is the same word used to translate the Hebrew word khesed.
Khesed is not just an emotion. Khesed is love in action.
-Before couples exchange vows, I give them a wedding talk or wedding challenge. Most of
that talk is devoted to explaining the nature of true love. Near the end I look them both in
the eye and I ask, “What will love require of each of you?” I tell them they will spend the
rest of their days living out their answer to that question. Love that is only felt is not true
love, it is only romantic sentiment. True love, khesed love, is love in action.
Khesed is opposed to correction

-Another misunderstanding of khesed is that khesed is opposed to correction. This is
perhaps the biggest misunderstanding of Biblical love. The dominant modern
understanding of love is that love means letting people do whatever they want to do. Any
parent knows this is not the case. Part of being a loving parent is correcting your kids
when they do things that are dangerous or harmful to themselves or others. Kids that
receive no correction usually end up being awful adults.
The opposite of love is not hate. The opposite of love is indifference. People who
construct or desire a god who will let them do whatever they want to do are constructing
an unloving God. The author of Hebrews tells us that God corrects those he loves. Part of
God’s khesed is God’s correction. This may involve discipline. This may involve allowing
His people to experience the consequences of their actions. But God’s correction is always
rooted in God’s khesed. We see this throughout the Biblical story. God continually
corrects His people so that they will repent of their harmful actions and return to Him.
God’s correction is a vital part of a love that never quits.
God only loves us at our best

-The final misunderstanding that we have about khesed is that we believe that God only
loves us at our best. Over the last decade or so I have consistently asked my single friends
about their experiences with online dating. Online dating came well after I was married, so
I have never had the experience. Back in the years I was dating, you had to naturally get
to know people you dated. Now, the majority of people meet people first online. I always

ask my friends who participate in online dating, ‘What was your worst online dating
experience?’ There is no end to those stories. One thing seems consistent in online
dating—most people make themselves look the best they can look in their online profile.
That includes the picture. Lots of people use pictures from their younger years. This is all
understandable. Most of us believe that people will only love us at our best. This is
because we live in a world where people often love our best, but rarely love our worst.
Thankfully, God is not like us.
-God loves us at our worst. God’s khesed is not conditional on our performance or
appearance. This is a key characteristic of khesed. It moves towards those who are most
helpless and needy. In Romans 5:8, Paul writes, But God demonstrates his own love for us
in this: While we were sinners, Christ died for us. (Romans 5:8) Our natural disposition is to
run from God. The prophet Hosea compared our love for God to a morning mist that is
here one moment and gone the next. (Hosea 6:4) We run from God—God runs toward us.
I noticed when Microsoft Word tried to correct the word khesed, it suggested chased.
God is the one who chases us. C.S. Lewis referred to God as the Hound of Heaven. I have
always liked that description. That is one of the main reasons I love dogs. Our dogs love
us at our worst. Just like God.
-Over the years I have heard so many people tell me that they aren’t fit for church. What
they mean is that they think they need to get cleaned up so that God will accept them and
love them. The very opposite is true. Jesus said that He didn’t come to save the righteous,
He came to save the sinners. That’s good news for me. That’s good news for you.
-Hear this clearly. God knows every little thing we have every thought or done. God knows
us in the most intimate way. And yet God still loves us. God loves us at our worst. You
don’t need to beef up your resume or use a picture from your 20’s when you are in your
40’s. God loves us just as we are, not as we should be—because no one is as we should be.
Closing
We should embody khesed

-I will now ask you what I ask every couple before I pronounce them husband and wife—
What will love require of you? God loves us with a never stopping, never giving up,
unbreaking, always and forever love. God’s khesed never quits. Never ever. God’s khesed
loved us to the cross. How will you respond to that love? What will love require of you?
-As I tell young couples—You will spend every day answering that question. Our mission at
New Hope is to follow Jesus and share His love. How will you share His love today, this
week, this month, this year? I think the Good Samaritan provides an excellent model for
us. The Good Samaritan just loved and cared for the people in this path.
We often get so overwhelmed by the needs in our church, our community and our world
that we end up doing nothing. Start small. Who is your path today that needs love that
doesn’t quit? As followers of Jesus, we are called to embody khesed and to love the
people in our path with a cross shaped love. This world is desperately in need of love that
loves us at our best and at our worst; in need of love that never, ever quits.

Love that never quits

-What does khesed look like? On September 21, 1997 a 2½ year-old toddler was abducting
while playing outside his front door in NW China while his mom cooked inside. I can’t even
imagine. The boy was sold to a couple in central China. Child abduction is a big problem in
China due to its one child policy. Up to 70,000 children are abducted every year.
-The boy’s parents spent the next 24 years looking for their son. The father crisscrossed
China on his motorcycle displaying a large banner with the picture of his boy and the
words: Son, where are you? Dad is looking for you to come home. He traveled over
300,000 miles and searched in 30 of China’s 34 provinces. Along the way, the parents
started an organization to combat child trafficking. That organization reunited over 100
stolen children with families.
But they never found their boy—until this past July.
Police finally tracked down their son, now 26,
arrested those responsible for his kidnapping and
returned him to his family. The parents bought
1,000 pounds of candy to hand out to their
neighbors to celebrate his return. They also gave
away all their possessions to signal their family’s
brand-new start.
-There are so many distorted, broken-down images of God out there. Many of them lurk in
our hearts and devastate our spiritual lives. Who is God? God abounds in khesed. His love
endures forever. God is the dad on the bike that is forever looking for his lost kids. God
displays that banner with our picture that says: Where are you? Dad is looking for you to
come home. That is who God is. God is khesed. And khesed is love that never, ever quits.
Closing

-I visited a couple from New Hope a few years ago. They were both struggling with
significant health issues but they sat on the couch more in love than ever. I asked them
how long they had been married. They looked at each other and smiled knowingly. They
said, 68 years. Then the wife laughed and said, that’s a really long time. I didn’t giggle at
that. I wept. That’s what khesed looks like.
And yet, sometime soon, they will be separated by death. That is part of living in the
shadowlands until Jesus makes all things right. Even our best human love has limits. At
some point it will be forced to quit. And this is devastating. New studies have revealed
that people can truly die of a broken heart. Researchers have identified two molecules
that play a crucial role in what is referred to as broken heart syndrome. Our hearts weren’t
meant to be broken.
-Think of it this way: Jesus died so that we could be loved with a love that won’t break our
hearts but will restore our hearts. As we remember Jesus’ work on the cross today, we are
reminded of God’s khesed for us. Jesus is the embodiment of God’s khesed. Jesus loves us
with a love that will never quit.

