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“Love”	is	such	an	overused	and	misunderstood	word	and	concept.	Yet	love	is	so	central	
to	life.	In	a	Christian	sense,	it	is	also	what	being	a	disciple	of	Jesus	Christ	is	all	about.	For	
all	the	“love”	we	see	displayed	on	our	television	and	movie	screens,	this	is	still	a	pretty	
“love-less”	world	in	which	we	live.	People	desperately	need	love—love	that	is	not	a	sorry	
imitation	of	 the	 real	 thing.	Each	generation	comes	up	with	 its	own	distortions	of	 love.	
Some	have	confused	it	with	mere	sentimentality.	Others	have	mixed	it	up	with	security	
or	 safety.	 Some	misunderstood	 it	 to	 be	 tied	up	with	 “things,”	 objects	we	 can	 give	 and	
receive.	And,	of	course,	love	can	be	thought	of	in	a	purely	sexual	way.	
	
Love...	 so	 easily	 confused,	 confounded,	mixed	up,	misunderstood,	 distorted,	 in	 a	 ‘love-
less’	world.	 It’s	not	 that	 love	doesn’t	 involve	 sentimentality,	 security,	 things	given	and	
received,	even	sex...	But	it's	so	much	more	than	the	sum	total	of	its	expressions.	People	
are	dying	out	there	for	lack	of	love.	They	search	for	love	wherever	they	can	find	it.	And	
finding	none,	they	die—inwardly	and	outwardly.	
	
1	Corinthians	chapter	13	is	perhaps	one	of	the	best	known	and	most	loved	passages	of	
Scripture.		It’s	used	often	in	marriage	services	and	for	those	times	when	we	like	to	think	
of	love	as	one	of	the	greatest	virtues	in	life.	
	
In	chapter	12	of	Paul’s	letter	to	the	church	in	Corinth,	Paul	has	gone	to	great	lengths	to	
describe	the	nature	and	purpose	of	the	spiritual	gifts	that	God	gives	to	each	member	of	
the	church.		He	has	also	set	out	a	criteria	for	determining	the	kinds	of	gifts	that	were	the	
most	profitable	for	the	building	up	and	nurture	of	the	church.	But	Paul	is	not	yet	finished	
with	the	subject	of	spiritual	gifts.	In	chapter	13,	he	brings	his	discussion	on	spiritual	gifts	
to	pinnacle.	In	chapter	13	Paul	focuses	on	the	very	greatest	of	spiritual	gifts—the	gift	of	
love—the	one	gift	which	not	only	comes	from	God	and	reveals	God	to	us,	but	describes	
the	very	nature	of	God	himself,	for	God,	we	are	told,	is	love.	
	
The	Corinthian	 church	had	 the	kind	of	 spirituality	 that	had	all	 the	 religious	 trappings.		
They	 displayed	 many	 of	 the	 gifts	 of	 the	 Spirit.	 They	 had	 knowledge,	 they	 worked	
miracles	and	they		prophesied	and	spoke	in	tongues.		However,	it	would	seem	that	they	
had	abandoned	some	of	 the	 things	 that	 really	mattered,	genuine	Christian	ethics,	with	
love	as	supreme.	Modern	Christianity	fairs	little	better.	Too	often	the	church	gets	caught	
up	in	the	trappings	of	religious	form.	We	make	sure	that	everything	is	done	right,	yet	we	
forget	 the	 important	things,	 like	accepting	and	caring	 for	one	another	 in	an	attitude	of	
love.	
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Love	 is	 an	active	 commitment.	 It’s	not	primarily	an	emotion	but	an	act	of	 the	will.	An	
action	that’s	done	in	love	is	an	action	that	looks	at	the	needs	of	others,	beyond	how	you	
might	 feel	 at	 the	 time.	 As	 the	 primary	 Christian	 virtue,	 love	 needs	 to	 be	 expressed	 in	
everything	 that	 you	do.	As	 a	 consequence	of	 this,	 love	 is	 the	medium	 in	which	 all	 the	
spiritual	gifts	are	to	function.	It’s	not	that	we	are	to	exercise	God’s	gifts	and	love,	but	that	
we	are	to	exercise	his	gifts	in	a	life	that	is	taken	over	by	the	love	of	God	and	are,	hence,	
expressions	of	the	love	of	God.		
	
But	how	can	we	understand	this	kind	of	 love?	This	 is	 the	thought	that	Paul	pursues	 in	
chapter	13.	And	he	does	 this	by	pointing	out	 the	uniqueness	of	 love	over	all	 the	other	
spiritual	gifts.	
	
First,	 Paul	 begins	 by	 contrasting	 love	 with	 other	 religions,	 actions	 and	 attitudes.		
Without	 love,	 such	 religions,	 actions	and	attitudes	are	worthless.	All	Christian	actions,	
whether	it	be	in	worship	or	service,	must	be	grounded	in	love.	Love	must	be	evidenced	
in	all	aspects	of	our	behaviour.	Paul	describes	the	actions	of	love	in	two	areas:	Love	as	it	
relates	to	acts	of	worship	and	love	as	it	relates	to	acts	of	service.	
	
Paul	 implies	 that	 the	 absence	 of	 love	 in	worship	 is	 nothing	more	 than	paganism.	 It	 is	
merely	philosophy	that	is	devoid	of	Christian	wisdom.	Worship	without	love	is	merely	a	
form	of	religion	without	its	essential		substance.	If	the	prophet	does	not	love,	his	or	her	
Christian	achievement	is	nil.	You	may	know	everything	there	is	to	know	about	God	and	
the	Christian	faith,	but	if	you	do	not	have	love,	your	knowledge	amounts	to	nothing,	for	
true	knowledge	is	grounded	in	love.	
	
As	 it	 is	 for	Christian	worship,	 so	 it	 is	with	Christian	service.	You	may	give	all	 that	you	
have	to	others,	even	to	the	extent	of	sacrificing	yourself	in	serving	others,	but	if	it	is	not	
done	in	love,	then	it	serves	no	enduring	purpose.	Love	is	the	one	thing	which	alone	gives	
value	 to	 all	 the	 other	 spiritual	 gifts.	 If	 you	 think	 that	 this	 should	be	 easy,	 think	 again.	
Love	 of	 this	 kind—love	 that	 demands	 this	 type	 of	 commitment	 is	 a	 contradiction	 of	
human	nature.	It’s	not	something	that	is	inherent	in	us,	nor	is	it	something	that	we	can	
create	in	ourselves.	Love	of	this	kind	can	only	be	a	gift	from	God.	
	
Paul	then	goes	on	to	describe	this	kind	of	love.	While	he	does	at	times	say	what	love	is,	
he	mainly	describes	it	in	negative	terms;	that	is,	he	tells	us	what	love	is	not.	Very	often	
it’s	easier	 to	describe	 things	 in	 terms	of	what	 they	are	not,	 rather	 than	what	 they	are.	
This	is	what	is	called	an	“apophatic”	argument.	A	lot	of	theology	is	addressed	in	this	way.	
In	the	case	we	have	here	in	1	Corinthians,	it’s	because	love,	in	its	essence,	is	beyond	any	
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kind	of	description	that	we	could	make	or	even	understand.	It’s	often	easier	to	describe	
it	love	terms	of	what	it	is	not,	rather	than	what	it	is.	
	
However,	love,	says	Paul,	is	long-suffering,	it	is	kind,	does	not	envy,	does	not	brag,	is	not	
puffed	up,	does	not	behave	in	an	unseemly	way,	 love	does	not	seek	its	own	ends.	True	
love	means	not	losing	your	patience	or	temper,	no	matter	what	you	may	have	to	put	up	
with	from	others.	True	love	means	not	looking	for	those	things	that	do	not	belong	to	you,	
but	is	being	prepared	to	give	up	your	entitlements	for	the	sake	of	others.	True	love	even	
goes	to	the	extent	of	accepting	upon	yourself	the	evil	that	is	brought	upon	you	by	others,	
and	then	deals	with	it	by	giving	it	over	to	God.	
	
True	 love	does	not	 rejoice	at	 immorality,	but	rejoices	 in	those	things	that	are	true	and	
wholesome.	True	love	means	not	pointing	out	what	is	wrong	in	others.	It	means	putting	
yourself	 in	 the	 background	 and	 rejoicing	with	 others	 at	what	 is	 right.	 Love	 supports,	
believes,	hopes	and	endures	all	things.	In	other	words,	love	makes	the	world	go	round,	it	
never	 looses	hope,	 and	no	matter	what	kind	of	 rebuff	 it	 gets,	 never	 ceases	 to	be	 love.	
This	is	the	kind	of	love	in	which	your	spiritual	gifts	must	operate—not	so	easy	when	you	
think	about	it.	
	
What	is	it	then	that	makes	this	kind	of	love	so	important?	What	sets	it	apart	from	all	the	
other	gifts	in	the	long	run?	The	reason	love	is	set	apart	from	all	the	other	gifts,	Paul	says,	
is	 because	 it	 is	 love	 alone	 that	 triumphs	 in	 all	 our	 attitudes	 and	 it	 is	 love	 alone	 that	
endures	when	all	else	perishes.	
	
There	will	come	a	time	when	spiritual	gifts	will	no	 longer	be	necessary.	All	 things	will	
eventually	fade	into	obscurity	when,	at	the	end	of	the	age,	God	meets	us	face	to	face.			
	
However,	when	everything	else	perishes,	the	gift	of	love	will	not	perish	but	will	persist	
into	the	eternal	world.	Why?	What	makes	love	stand	out?	What	gives	love	that	enduring	
quality	that	causes	it	to	remain	after	all	else	has	gone?	Well,	if	we	often	fail	in	our	love	
for	God	and	for	others,	then	how	can	love	persist	when	it	seems	so	fragile?		The	idea	of	
genuine,	enduring	love	can	only	make	sense	when	we	talk	of	love	that	comes	from	God.	
Only	God	persists	without	variation	in	his	love.	
	
Prophecies,	shall	cease,	tongues	shall	cease,	and	knowledge	shall	cease.	Once	prophecy	
has	been	fulfilled	there	will	be	no	need	for	further	prophecy.	When	prophecy	ceases	so	
will	tongues	because	of	their	relationship	with	prophecy.	And	when	God	reveals	himself	
to	all	people,	no-one	will	be	able	to	boast	about	their	particular	stock	of	knowledge,	for	
then	they	will	know	God	just	as	he	has	known	them.	Prophecies,	tongues	and	knowledge	
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are	all,	at	best,	only	partial	revelations	of	God.	Love,	on	the	other	hand	reveals	God	in	the	
fullest	way,	because	God	is	love.		Love	is	the	essence	of	the	nature	of	God.	
	
In	 the	 end	 only	 three	 things	 will	 remain:	 faith,	 hope	 and	 love.	 Faith,	 the	 thankful	
recognition	of	the	gracious	God,	will	exist	as	long	as	God	continues	to	be	gracious.		Faith	
is	 an	eternal	mark	of	 the	 true	 relationship	between	God	and	humankind.	 	Hope	 is	 the	
endurance	 that	 finds	 the	meaning	 in	God	and	not	 in	 self.	 It’s	 the	confidence	 that	what	
God	has	given	will	not	be	taken	away.	God	is	faithful	and	will	continue	to	be	faithful.		God	
is	our	hope	and	will	continue	to	be	our	hope.	
	
Finally,	then,	there	is	love,	grounded	in	the	very	nature	of	God.		It	is	God,	who	alone	loves	
spontaneously	and	without	motivation.	We	love	because	he	first	loved	us.		Love	reveals	
to	us,	God	himself.	 It	 is	a	revelation	both	clearer	and	more	profound	than	any	that	can	
come	from	prophecy	or	knowledge.	Love	never	fails,	because	it	is	the	nature	and	being	
of	God	himself,	and	because,	unlike	prophecy	and	knowledge,	when	we	love	others,	we	
reveal	something	of	the	nature	of	God	in	our	own	lives.		For	this	reason,	then,	love	is	the	
greatest	of	gifts,	 for	it	 is	also	true	that	love,	beyond	any	other	gift,	 is	able	to	build	up	a	
Christian	community	in	harmony	and	unity.	
	
The	whole	emphasis	on	spiritual	gifts	is	on	the	nature	and	use	of	these	gifts	to	build	up	
the	 body	 of	 Christ.	 As	 we	 move	 into	 this	 new	 year,	 with	 all	 kinds	 of	 challenges	 and	
uncertainties,	let	us	learn	to	love	one	another	with	the	kind	of	love	that	reveals	God	to	
others.	In	all	that	we	do—in	our	worship	and	in	our	service	to	others—let	us	seek	that	
which	is	righteous	and	learn	the	true	meaning	of	what	it	is	to	love.		Let	us	put	aside	petty	
differences	and	seek	only	the	good	in	one	another.	

	
Above	 all	 the	 gifts,	 seek	 the	 greatest	 ones,	 those	 that	 build	 up	 the	 church,	 those	 that	
enable	us	 to	nurture	and	care	 for	one	another,	 those	 that	 are	grounded	 in	 the	eternal	
love	of	God,	especially	love—whose	greatest	expression	of	this	is	found	on	the	cross.	
	
To	the	God	of	love,	be	all	glory,	honour,	majesty	and	power.	Amen.	


