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Love 
(Epiphany 4) 

Prayer of Illumination 

Present God, 
 Settle our hearts. 
  Still our minds. 
   And stir our imaginations, 
    That we might hear your Word for us this day. 

1 Corinthians 13:1-13 

If I speak in the tongues of mortals and of angels, but do not have love, I am a noisy gong or a 
clanging cymbal. And if I have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all 
knowledge, and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but do not have love, I am 
nothing. If I give away all my possessions, and if I hand over my body so that I may boast, but do 
not have love, I gain nothing. 

Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude. It does not insist 
on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoices in 
the truth. It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. 

Love never ends. But as for prophecies, they will come to an end; as for tongues, they will 
cease; as for knowledge, it will come to an end. For we know only in part, and we prophesy only 
in part; but when the complete comes, the partial will come to an end. When I was a child, I 
spoke like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child; when I became an adult, I put an 
end to childish ways. For now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then we will see face to face. Now I 
know only in part; then I will know fully, even as I have been fully known. And now faith, hope, 
and love abide, these three; and the greatest of these is love. 

 

The Word of the Lord. 
Thanks be to God. 

–––––––– 

Love 

Our passage this morning is one I suspect we are all familiar with. Most of us could probably 
recite portions of it from memory, and I suspect that more than one of you listening this 
morning heard this scripture read at your wedding or the wedding of someone you loved. And 
if there aren’t at least five of you who have a verse from this passage needlepointed onto a 
pillow or otherwise displayed in your home than I’m a monkey’s uncle. Even people who never 
darken the door of a church are familiar with this morning’s scripture reading.  

The challenge of a passage like this, of course, is that we know it too well. We’ve heard it 
too often. We hear a verse or two and our minds begin to wander—we start reminiscing about 
our wedding or how our grandmother used to quote a verse of this passage to us when we 
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started squabbling with our siblings. We think of other times we’ve heard this passage and we 
either take a trip down memory lane or allow our minds to wander onto other pressing 
matters, certain that we’ve heard it all before.  

There are times, as a preacher, when having a text that everyone is familiar with can be a 
fun challenge—times when you can help people hear an old text in a new way or from a 
different perspective; situations when you can surprise people by putting a text in greater 
context or revealing an otherwise unseen element of the passage.  

Unfortunately, such is not the case with this passage—at least, not with this preacher this 
week. No, despite a fair bit of reading and research, as far as I can tell, this passage means 
exactly what you think it means. There are not, so far as I can find on the internet, a lot of 
sermons on this text that get published or shared. But of the sermons I could find, the biggest 
“surprise revelation” or “new insight” that preachers seemed to be able to come up with was 
pointing out that the passage wasn’t actually written to be a wedding text—that Paul wasn’t 
writing to couples who cherished and desired each other but to people who could barely stand 
the sight of each other.  

The church in Corinth was, at the time of Paul’s writing, a hot mess. According to one 
biblical scholar, there are at least fifteen distinguishable problems that Paul addresses in his 
letter: everything from partisanship and idolatry to incest and prostitution. 1 Corinthians is, in 
many ways, a letter in which Paul systematically addresses each question the community has 
raised as well as the rumors Paul has heard about how they are behaving. What is abundantly 
clear by the time we get to chapter 13 is that the church has lost its way and its members are at 
one another’s throats—arguing over theology and what living a Christian life looks like.  

We tend to read chapter 13 as though it were a saccharine meditation on love, but, as one 
biblical professor put it, it would be more accurate to read it in the voice of an exasperated 
mother at the end of her rope with her children’s bickering or in the voice of a frustrated 
teacher trying to instill basic decency among classmates. 

In the previous chapter of 1 Corinthians, Paul addresses the question of which spiritual gift 
is most important by drawing on the image of a body—trying to get the Corinthians to see that 
each person has a part to play, that each spiritual gift, each talent, each offering a person brings 
to the table is necessary, even the ones that seem lesser. And as chapter 13 begins, you can 
almost hear Paul shifting gears, as if realizing that the body metaphor isn’t going to be enough, 
that he’s going to have to be even more explicit.  

It doesn’t matter what gift you have, he writes, if you aren’t using it with love, for the good 
of the whole, then you’re just a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal and you’d be better off sitting 
down and being quiet. And then, knowing as Paul seems to, that we have an impressive ability 
to delude ourselves as to our own intentions, as though he knows that the rejoinder will be that 
they are using their gifts for love, that surely God gave them such gifts so that others could 
learn or benefit from them, Paul goes on to describe exactly what he means by love. 
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Love is patient. It’s kind. It isn’t jealous or boastful or arrogant or rude. Love doesn’t look 
like putting your gifts or talents on display so that others can “benefit” from seeing them; love 
looks like paying attention to your surroundings, often biting your tongue, and always caring as 
much about others as you do about yourself. Paul, in this passage isn’t a preacher trying to 
inspire a young couple in the occasion of their commitment to one another, he is a preacher 
chastising a congregation that has gone amok.  

 

But even if you didn’t know the context of this morning’s passage, even if you’ve only heard 
it in the context of weddings or funerals, the meaning remains much the same. Whether you 
hear it as Paul addressing a fractious congregation in complete frustration or as a pastor 
gallantly trying to inspire newlyweds, the meaning doesn’t really change. It is still a passage 
about love—about the importance of love, about what love looks like—it’s still a reminder that 
the proof is in the pudding, that love is known by its actions, not by a feeling or an emotion. 
Despite my best efforts to find a new take on this passage, a surprising twist, I can find nothing 
in this passage that lends itself to shocking revelations or new interpretations. 

But, I’ve come to think that perhaps it’s just as well. That perhaps what we need isn’t a new 
take on how to love but a reminder that we need to do it. 

In some ways, those of us gathered this morning would seem to have little in common with 
those to whom Paul was writing in Corinth. I suppose it is possible that there are still people in 
our world who struggle with the same temptations and moral quandaries as those in Corinth, 
but, for most of us, those particular temptations and moral quandaries have been resolved. 
And, I’m sure there are plenty of churches where partisanship and conflict have caused chaos 
and a rending of relationships, but so far as I can discern, Covenant isn’t plagued by those same 
particular troubles either.  

And yet, we too live in a culture that is deeply divided. We, too, live in a culture where there 
are those who are incredibly wealthy and those living hand to mouth. We, too, live in a culture 
where there are plenty of people whose lives and experiences have led them to see the world 
utterly differently than we do. We, too, live in a culture where it is all too easy to assume that 
whenever there is a conflict, we are right and those who disagree with us simply haven’t yet 
understood the point. It might not be like that in this congregation, but it is sure as heck like 
that outside of these four walls. 

And yet, I suspect that most of us hear Paul’s words and, while of course admitting that we 
could always do better, generally feel like we embody the definition of love that Paul lines out. 
If you’re anything like me, you heard this morning’s passage and thought not about all of the 
ways in which you could do a better of job of loving but instead heard all the ways the people 
around you could do better. It’s so much easier to notice the ways in which everyone else is 
doing it wrong. And yet …  
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One commentary I read this week suggested that if you want a truly humbling experience, 
read through this morning’s passage replacing “love” with your name, and see how far you 
make it before it no longer rings true: “Sarah is kind, Sarah is patient, Sarah does not insist on 
her own way.” And if you can make it through that exercise, try asking an honest friend how 
well you’re doing living into Paul’s definition of love.  

For many of us, even the thought of asking for that kind of feedback is enough to make us 
realize that we could do better. Because, when you get right down to it, Paul’s definition of love 
doesn’t care one whit about how good our intentions are, doesn’t care a single little bit that 
we’re obviously doing a heck of a lot better than a lot of those other jokers out there. For Paul, 
it all comes down to whether or not we’re living love—whether or not we’re acting patient, 
putting other people first, acting kindly—not just with those who love us in return, but with all 
the people all the time.  

It’s not easy. Living the love Paul describes goes against our basic instinct for 
self-preservation. And we live in a culture that rarely models this behavior, let alone rewards or 
acknowledges us when we love in this way. Living Paul’s definition of love, even with those who 
love us back can feel exhausting and thankless. But recognizing that, feeling that, knowing that 
and accepting it is part of what we’re called to do. Because love isn’t about how we feel, it’s 
about how we act.  

So my invitation to you for this week is to choose someone in your life to love intentionally, 
as Paul defines it. Choose one person and do your best this week to act patiently with them, 
find acts of kindness you can do for them. Don’t boast or be rude. Don’t act out of jealousy. 
Don’t act as though you know better than they do (even if you do). Don’t insist on having your 
own way. Don’t be irritable with them or act resentfully. Instead, give your person the benefit 
of the doubt. Trust them. Endure their foibles and bad habits without commenting on them. 
Bear with them when they are cranky or tired or stuck in their own head. Don’t rely on the 
knowledge that you love them—make it plain in your actions. 

And if you catch yourself feeling superior for being so much better at loving than they are, 
remember that this is just one person, remember that there is a whole world of people we are 
meant to be loving, and then keep doing what you’re doing. Keep loving that one person 
intentionally and see what happens—see if it changes your relationship with that person, see 
what emotions rise up in you, see if it affects how you interact with others, how you perceive 
the world. And even if nothing seems to change, keep doing it anyway because being Christian 
means being known by your love. 

Amen. 


