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“The Strength of Love”
1 Corinthians 13 October 26, 2014

I have never been in a barroom brawl, but I have seen 
a church fight or two. Sometimes it is hard to tell the 
difference. This fall we have been talking about what it 
means to be the beloved community of the church, the 
body of Christ. We know that there are times when we, like 
the first century Corinthians, fall far short of the mark. We 
mean well, but our impatience, arrogance, bullheadedness, 
envy and intolerance get in the way. We can act as if we are 
far less than what God has created and called us to be. 

This is why Paul’s words of encouragement and correction 
in the letters to the Corinthians are so important for the 
church today. We have been talking about how the “good 
Christians” in Corinth are fighting among themselves and 
arguing about the negative influences of the culture in which 
they live. Some are rich; some are poor; and some aren’t 
willing to share. They can’t agree on their beliefs or their style 
of worship. They argue about the resurrection, the Lord’s 
Supper and the meaning of marriage. There are whispers of 
sexual immorality among the members. Yet, God has blessed 
this church with spiritual gifts. Some who seem so filled with 
the Spirit are looking down at others who don’t have these 
gifts. Really pious people talk about Jesus out of one side 
of the mouth and make disparaging remarks against their 
neighbors out of the other. A few are using their gifts to puff 
themselves up and demand their way. 

Just as someone is getting ready to clobber the braggart at 
the bar with a chair and somebody else is ready to throw the 
lowlife at the pool table out of the door, Paul says, “Look 
folks, I will show you a better way - a more excellent way.” 
He leads them to the way of love. These may be beautiful, 
poetic words; but they are also strong words that can stand 
up on their own in any group we can imagine or in any 
place we may find ourselves.

Paul wants us to understand three things about love: the 
primacy of love, the character of love, and the endurance of 
love.  

First of all, love is more important than anything else.  
It doesn’t matter how well we teach, what fantastic group 
leaders we are, how successful our business may be or how 
magnanimously we give. If we do not use these gifts in a 

spirit of love, they count for nothing. It doesn’t matter 
how smart or rich or influential we are; if our lives are not 
marked by love, they stand for nothing.

We get easily confused because we spend our time and 
energy chasing things that, in the end, don’t matter. Paul 
says that we see the truth only dimly. When Bunny and I 
went on the Footsteps of Faith journey with our graduating 
seniors some years ago we visited an archeological museum 
in the ruins of ancient Corinth. We saw an old mirror 
made of polished metal. The shiny surface had a rim around 
the edges so that it formed a kind of shallow flat bottomed 
bowl. In ancient Corinth, the surface of this mirror would 
have been covered with a thin layer of water to enhance the 
reflective surface. Paul is saying that, as human beings, we 
can see only a distorted reflection of the way things really 
are - as we might see ourselves reflected on the surface of 
that polished metal. It is hard to see clearly what matters.

In his book entitled, Love, Diogenes Allen notes, “We 
are so engaged in seeking to gratify [our desires] that our 
attention is constantly diverted from thinking about our 
restlessness and coming to a realization that nothing in 
this world can give us complete satisfaction” (p.120). Paul 
reminds us that only in God’s love can we find our true 
life and our deepest desire. Love is primary, because God is 
love. Love matters most.

 Secondly, this love has a certain character. The love of 
God given through the Holy Spirit is not just any kind of 
love. Paul says, “Love is not envious or boastful or arrogant 
or rude.” Such love neither rejoices in the downfall of 
others nor resents their success. This love is manifest in the 
life of Jesus. This agape seeks not its own good but the good 
of the one loved. Therefore, it “bears all things, believes 
all things, hopes all things and endures all things.” We 
are moved to love others, because we have come to know 
God’s love for us in Jesus Christ. God’s love is constant. It 
does not depend upon our goodness, but upon God’s grace. 
Shakespeare captures the character of Christian love:

“Love is not love
Which alters when it alteration finds,
Or bends with the remover to remove:
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O no; it is an ever-fixed mark,
That looks on tempests, and is never shaken; 
It is the star to every wandering bark.” (Sonnet 116)  

Christian love is constant because it takes its life from 
the steadfast love of the Lord. As God has loved us, so we 
are to love one another.

The Rev. Carlos Wilton, who serves a Presbyterian 
church in New Jersey, was a healthy 49 year-old man when 
he discovered that he had Non-Hodgkin’s Lymphoma. 
One of the important things he learned through his disease 
and recovery is the character of love in a community of 
believers. He wrote, “Most of us would rather not feel 
beholden to anyone. Yet cancer teaches us otherwise.”  
Some of the women of the church wanted to bring food. 
His first thought was to say, “No.” He thought that he 
and his wife could manage things. Then he realized that 
the food would be a great help. Others stepped forward 
to do small tasks, to fill in and to cover the hospital visits.  
The hardest time of all was Easter when he was in bed 
nauseated, exhausted and unable to preach. Somebody else 
filled in for him that day, too.  (“What Cancer Teaches,” 
Journal for Preachers, Vol. XXX, No. 2, pp. 42-43). All of 
this taught him that Christian love seeks the good of the 
other. This love is concrete, practical, patient, unchanging 
and committed for the long haul.  

Finally, Paul says that when everything else has faded 
away, love is the one thing that lasts forever. Why love and 
not something else? Paul’s words about Christian maturity 
give us a clue. Like children, we grow into full maturity. So 
much of what we say and do in our personal lives, in our 
daily lives and in the community of the church belongs to 
the incomplete and sometimes immature aspects of our 
lives. Our accomplishments and our acquisitions belong to 
this world that is passing away. Only love is perfect. Love is 
the evidence, you might say, of the kingdom of God in our 
midst. Love lets us see and experience life as God sees it.  

Leo Tolstoy wrote, “Everything that I understand, I 
understand only because I love.” Whenever we practice 
love, we see the future clearly in this present moment.  
Love is the one thing we carry to the other side because it 
comes from the other side. Love is what meets us through 
the looking glass. When I pray for our church, I pray that 
we will seek above all else this gift of love. I used to think 
that we needed a wedding to have a time and a place to 
hear these words of love. Now, I know they stand over the 
whole of life - around a dinner table or at a funeral, on a 
school playground or in a dorm room, in a bedroom or a 
boardroom and even in a church fight. These words are 

about the primacy, the character and the endurance of love.
I remember the first time I heard these words of Paul 

read at a funeral. A woman had died much too soon. She 
had been raised in the Presbyterian Church and taught 
by her family to be polite, to conform and not to rock 
the boat, but she was edgy, iconoclastic and unorthodox. 
I think it was the church’s failure to love that bothered 
her the most. She was a mother, a wife, a friend. She was 
talented art teacher. What made her so great was not only 
her ability to help others to use their talents to express in 
art the beauty and tragedy of the world, but the way she 
loved her students. She touched countless lives. She was 
a life raft to students who were drowning in the sea of 
personal problems, addiction and depression; it was the 
constancy of her love that led them like the north star to 
discover that they too were loved and capable of loving 
others. In the end, she taught us about the strength of love. 

This is Gratitude Sunday. It is the day we reflect on all 
the gifts that God has given us and how we will respond 
with thankful hearts. Of all the gifts God has given, the 
greatest of these is love. We respond with our lives; we 
make our commitment to Christ and to the work of his 
church for the coming year. 

As the familiar hymn declares, “Love so amazing, so 
divine, demands my life, my soul, my all.”  


