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1Corinthians 13:1-13 Love: The more excellent way

What is love? That’s really the question we come to today in our study of Spiritual gifts. The
thing about love is that it is a tricky word, at least in English, although perhaps a bit more
specific in Japanese. | love my wife and my son...

But | also love pizza, hamburgers, tonkatsu, beautiful scenery and winning at board games.
And of course | love God as well. So, obviously, we really need to understand better what it
means to love another person. Remember that in the context of this section of 1Corinthians
Paul is discussing spiritual gifts. As he ends chapter 12 he ends by listing a set of gifts and
giving distinct numbering to at least the first three gifts which by their nature are
instrumental in the founding of the church. And then he concludes the list with focusing on
tongues and interpreting tongues, in other words, supernatural gifts that involve words.
With his transition statement, “And | will show you a still more excellent way,” he leads into
chapter 13 where we find ourselves today. It turns out as he continues his discussion on
what constitutes that “more excellent way” that the gift that is above them all is the gift of
love.

And it is specifically The Preeminence of Love that Paul first describes as we begin reading
chapter 13. Let’s start by reading verses 1-3. 13 If | speak in the tongues of men and of
angels, but have not love, | am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. 2 And if | have “prophetic
powers, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and if | have all faith, °so as to
remove mountains, but have not love, | am nothing. 3 °If | give away all | have, and “if |
deliver up my body to be burned,' but have not love, | gain nothing. Notice that Paul begins
by contrasting love with the gifts that he has just described. He starts at the end of his list
by pointing out tongues, and really both versions of the gift of tongues that | described last
week. Whether it is being understood in languages you don’t speak, tongues of men, or
spiritual language to God, tongues of angels, both are worthless if they are not practiced in
a spirit of love. While Paul is clearly referencing the spiritual gifts he by mentioning speech,
this definitely applies to any words we say. Ephesians 4:15 says that we are to

be ...speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in every way into him who is the head,
into Christ... Part of Christlikeness is that our words, even words that are spoken in truth
that the other might not want to hear and reject are to be spoken with love. I’'ve seen on
social media many Christians speak a lot of Biblical truth with a lot of unloving and hateful
words. That is never supposed to characterize Christian discourse and communication. The
gong and cymbal make a lot of noise, but it is not a pleasant noise to hear when your child
goes through the house banging those cymbals together for a long time! We want our words
to reflect Proverbs 25:11, A word fitly spoken is like apples of gold in a setting of silver.

Then he moves back towards the beginning of his list of gifts to contrast prophecy and
faith. You can have the strongest faith, the most amazing gift of prophecy and explain the
mysteries of God in ways that make everyone want to hear what you have to say, but if in
the exercise of those gifts it leads to prideful unloving arrogance, then in reality you have
nothing to offer. Then he moves on to might not seem like gifts at first, those who give
sacrificially and those who are willing martyrs for their faith. This is really incredible that
Paul is including these as gifts and then saying that even this level of commitment is
meaningless without love for others. How could you give away everything you have for
others without loving them? You could do it to have people think well of you and really do it
for your own pride. You could be stand firm in your faith, even to the point of martyrdom,
but apparently even in that if you don’t love those persecuting you fail in that commitment.
Jesus gave us the example on the cross of what is expected in martyrdom. As he hung there
dying for our sins at the hands of angry government and religious leaders who were blind to
who he truly was, he said in Luke 23:34, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they



do.” That is love. It was the ultimate example of why Jesus was sent in the first place and
why he was hanging on that cross. That purpose is seen in John 3:16 which says, “For God
so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish
but have eternal life.”

So, it is clear that whatever gifts we use, whatever truth we speak, whatever service we do
for the Lord must be done always with a heart of love. But what kind of love. What is it that
the Bible means, that God means, when he tells us to love others. That is Paul’s concern as
he keeps writing and gives us The description of love in verses 4-7. 4 °Love is patient

and ‘kind; love °does not envy or boast; it "is not arrogant 5 or rude. It 'does not insist on its
own way; it is not irritable or resentful;? 6 it “does not rejoice at wrongdoing, but 'rejoices
with the truth. 7 "Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, “endures all
things. Remember how | pointed out at the beginning that the word love itself is very inexact
at least in English. The first thing you need to know about love as the Bible describes here is
that the Greek language the Bible is written in helps us to differentiate what kind of love
Paul is talking about, because it is not as inexact as other languages. There were four words
for love used in ancient Greek. First you had the word Eros. This was the word for Romantic
and sexual love. It is not found in the Bible, although of course hinted at in instructions for
married couples. The second is Phileo. This is translated in the Bible as “brotherly love.” We
see it in passages like Hebrews 13:1, Let brotherly love continue. This love involves strong
feelings of affection for another person, but not in a romantic or sexual way. Then we have
another word similar to Phileo, but specifically showing family type of love, such as between
a parent and child. That word is Storge. In the Bible you see it used in a negative way to say
people do not have this love in a couple of places like Romans 1:31 where it is translated
heartless. You also see it used as a compound word with Phileo. Finally, we have the word
Agape. That is the word that is mostly used for love throughout the Bible. As we see from
this description that Paul gives us here, this type of love is self-sacrificing. It is focused on
the good of the object of one’s love. There is the type of love God has for us.

Think about what the words that describe this love. Patient...now often do we get impatient
with other people. We even get impatient sometimes with God because we don’t see him
doing what we want in our timeline. Aind...we can all too often lash out in anger at others,
especially those we say we love. Kindness can be seen in actions or words that build up the
other person, that show the other person we care about what them as a person and what
they are going through. After those two positive traits, we have a list of negative traits or
things that love is not. It does not envy or boast. These two go together. If we truly love
someone, we neither envy what they have or boast about what we have...or what they can
do that we can’t or what we can do that they can’t. Next, it says love is not arrogant or
rude. Arrogance and rudeness show pride and in psychological terms, narcissism. It is an
attitude that you are better than the other person, what you have to do and to say is more
important than whatever it is they are saying or doing. This should never be who we are as
followers of Christ, but way too often we treat others even our spouses, our co-workers
and friends, not to mention random people in exactly that way. Then we are told that love
does not insist on its own way. This is selflessness. To love others means that we give up
what we want out of that relationship, to pursue the good for the other person. Not being
irritable... there is a difficult one to practice. How often are we simply irritable with those we
love. Resentful...are we sincerely happy when good things happen to those we say we love,
or do we secretly envy or resent what they received and we didn’t?

[t does not rejoice at wrongdoing, but rejoices with the truth. Again, we have two that go
together, and these are difficult. If we truly love someone, then we must love them enough




to speak truth to them. Is it really loving to accept every action they make even if that action
is sinful? No, it is not. | know Christian parents who have changed their stance on something
like gay marriage because their children came out as gay or lesbian and wanted to marry
their partner. You can practice all the other parts of love before this and still not accept sin
in the life of the person you love. You do not have to be unloving in other ways to still stand
for truth with those you love. Finally, Paul ends the description of love with four final
statements, Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.
How much are you able to put up with in the person you love - all things? Are you going to
believe the best and hope the best for the person that you love. We are quick to assign
motives sometimes and believe the worst about another person. Finally, are we going to stay
by that person we love’s side no matter what they are going through? Do we go through it
with them, or do we abandon them because it is too hard to support them and love them for
richer, for poorer, in sickness or in health...to quote the traditional vows of marriage?

It is this enduring aspect of love that Paul ends his thoughts on. The endurance of love is
what sets true Godly love apart from many false versions of love that world offers. Look at
verses 8-13. 8 Love never ends. As for prophecies, they will pass away; as for tongues,
they will cease; as for knowledge, it will pass away. 9 For "we know in part and we prophesy
in part, 10 but “when the perfect comes, the partial will pass away. 11 When | was a child, |
spoke like a child, | thought like a child, | reasoned like a child. When | became a man, | gave
up childish ways. 12 For "now we see in a mirror dimly, but “then face to face. Now | know in
part; then | shall know fully, even as ‘| have been fully known. 13 So now faith, hope, and
love abide, these three; but the greatest of these is love. These statements regarding other
types of gifts are what lead me and many others to lean more to the direction that some of
these supernatural gifts like tongues and prophecy are no longer active today. There is a
very long gap in history where there is no record of the regular occurrence of tongues in the
church. Then starting in the 20" Century with the Azusa Street revival, there has been an
increasing number of charismatic gifts becoming more active in the church. Is it real?
Perhaps, but it has caused me questions given that they did seem to disappear for nearly
two thousand years. That being said, it has to be said that the Bible never says when those
gifts will cease, only that they will. This could be speaking of ceasing in our eternal existence
in Heaven when we both love perfectly and experience God’s love in all of its perfection. It is
not clear when, but it is clear that love is everlasting. We see this aspect of love in the love
that God has for his people. Jeremiah 31:3 says, ...| have loved you with an everlasting love;
therefore | have continued my faithfulness to you.

Any exercise of our gifts now, whatever that gift may be is partial and incomplete at best.
We exercise our gifts like children. Of course as parents, we take joy in our children using
their gifts, whether music, art, academics, sports whatever it might be. But as children, they
a lot of growth to do in those things that is gained by experience. That is how God looks at
our use of these gifts. We will only perfectly use these gifts when we are fully spiritually
mature. That will only come in eternity when we are with Christ. But when that happens
some of these gifts will no longer be needed or used. But our faith in Christ, our Hope in
God’s love for us and our love for God and others will be perfect in its expression. If those
are gifts that continue into eternity, then does it not make sense that our time and effort is
best spent in using and increasing in these gifts that will last? So, love for others should be
what we focus on in our spiritual walk. It is the one gift that we all share and we can all grow
in.



Here on this earth, we only see in a mirror dimly, like verse 12 says. We only dimly see
God’s glory, and we only dimly in our limited human way understand can begin to
understand the immensity of God’s love for us when we are told that “God so loved the
world.” So we can only imperfectly love others. But some day we will see God face to face,
and shall know [him] fully, even as [we] have been fully known...by him. Is there any stronger
motivation to love than to experience love yourself? God’s love is more extensive than we
could ever know. He knows us fully. He knows how sinful we are, even more than we
recognize in ourselves; and yet he loves us with a love that is described in Romans 8:38-39.
38 For | am sure that neither death nor life, nor angels nor rulers, nor things present nor
things to come, nor powers, 39 nor height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be
able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. That’s the love God has
for us. We are supposed to go into this world and love others, however imperfect our love
may be, in the same way.

| want to close by thinking about who we are told to love in the Bible. Matthew 22:37-38
tells us to love God and our neighbor, meaning whoever we are around. 37And he said to
him, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all
your mind. 38This is the great and first commandment. 39And a second is like it: You shall
love your neighbor as yourself. 400n these two commandments depend all the Law and the
Prophets.”

Matthew 5:43-44 tells us that we are to have this love for our enemies. It is important that
it doesn’t say have a phileo type of love for them. You don’t have to have close friendship
with them, but you do have to love them. 43 “You have heard that it was said, “You shall
love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’” 44 But | say to you, Love your enemies and pray
for those who persecute you. Then in John 13:34-35, Jesus tells us we are to love other
followers of Christ, other Christians. 34 A new commandment | give to you, that you love
one another: just as | have loved you, you also are to love one another. 35 By this all people
will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.” Finally, in Ephesians,
husbands are given a specific command to love. Ephesians 5:25 says, 25Husbands, love
your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her... How are you doing in
showing love to all these different people? How are you loving God? How are you loving
others? How are you loving your enemies? How are you loving your fellow believers? How
are you loving your spouse? Can we truly say that we are obeying Christ’s command to love
one another: just as | have loved you? Jesus died to show God’s love for us. What are we
sacrificing to love the people that God has placed in our lives? Love is truly the more
excellent way that each of should be pursuing every day God gives us on this earth. Let’s

pray.



