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1Corinthians 13

1Cor. 13, the “love chapter”, is often taken out of context and turned into something that Paul probably never intended it to be.  For instance, I usually read this chapter at every wedding I perform.  But Paul never intended this chapter to be a summary of how husbands and wives should treat each other.  It is a wonderful summary of how husbands and wives should treat each other.  And I think it’s OK to use it that way.  But Paul had another purpose in mind when he wrote these 13 verses.


Given what we studied already in chapter 12, can anyone tell me what Paul's purpose in writing this chapter was?  


(Hint:  In chapter 12 Paul told those who thought speaking in tongues was the most important gift, and that every Christian should speak in tongues, that they were wrong.  Then he listed many of the other gifts of the Holy Spirit.  Then he wrote this chapter on love.  Does anyone know why?)

I believe Paul wrote this chapter about love to tell the Corinthians, “It doesn’t really matter what gift you have.  If you don’t use it with love you’re nothing.”


Let’s read what he wrote.


Read v. 1


The “resounding gong” reference is an interesting one.  Some modern scholars today believe Paul was referring here not to a gong, like the Chinese use.  But they believe he was referring to a bronze vase that was used with other bronze vases in theaters “to echo and amplify the voices of the actors”.  (Richard B. Hays, p. 223, in Interpretation: 1Corinthians; cf. Craig Blomberg, p. 259, in The NIV Application Commentary:  1Corinthians.)  Did you know they did that?  I guess the sound of the actor’s voice would go in the vase and get louder as it echoed inside and bounced out towards the audience.  Sort of like the technology called the Bose Acoustic Wave.  And, to add to this possible interpretation, Corinth was known for its manufacturing of bronze vessels, such as these vases.


The “clanging cymbal” reference is equally interesting.  Again, some scholars believe Paul was referring here to the cymbals used in the local worship of Dionysus and Cybele.  (Hays, p. 223; Barclay, p. 117.) 


So, what Paul is saying is, “To use the gift of tongues without love is like talking into a big bronze vase just to hear your own voice, or like the crazy, loud and chaotic worship that the followers of Dionysus and Cybele do.  It’s useless.”


Reminds me of someone who might take a large pot like this one, put it over their head and just talk away.  

[Do this.]

Paul is saying that that’s how relevant it is to speak in tongues without love.  Why?  Why do we need love to correctly use the gift of tongues?  Because, as we saw in chapter 12, people who use the gift of tongues without love can become arrogant towards those who don’t have this gift (“I’m better than you, because you don’t speak in tongues.”)

But Paul isn’t just picking on those with the gift of tongues here.  In verse 2 he mentions that you’ve also got to have love when you exercise the gifts of prophesy (which was Paul’s favorite gift), the gift of knowledge and the gift of faith.  Do you remember those gifts?

“Prophecy” is the ability to speak for God directly to a person, or a group, on God’s behalf.  “Knowledge” is to have practical insight that sees how to put theoretical “wisdom into practice”.  (Barclay, p. 109)  The gift of “faith” is to believe that God can make the impossible happen.  (It’s a wonder-working faith, a faith that believes miracles still happen because God is great.)  Yet, Paul is saying that exercising any of these gifts without love is useless.  Verse 2.

Read v. 2

How could using the gift of prophesy without love become a bad thing?  Well, what if you had a word from the Lord to someone and refused to tell them because you didn't love them?  Or, what if you told them but in a mean, hurtful, way.  With this gift comes the responsibility to use it lovingly.

How could using the gift of knowledge without love be harmful?  Well, you could use your God-given knowledge like a club, banging people over the head with it, making anyone who didn’t agree with you feel like they were disagreeing with God.

How could using the gift of miracle-working faith without love be bad?  You could make someone who didn't have as much faith as you feel inferior, because they don’t believe that God will do what you believe God will do.  Or, with the gift of faith you could influence someone to stay away from all doctors, because YOU believed God was going to heal them.  Or you could even strong-arm your church into taking out a zillion dollar loan because you had the faith that God would help you pay it off, making anyone who disagreed with you feel stupid, and saddling the church with a debt they could never repay.

Paul’s point is clear.  Using the gifts of the Holy Spirit without love just won’t work.  And finishing up this point, Paul mentions the gift of “contributing to the needs of others” which we saw last time in Romans 12:8.  Verse 3.

Read v. 3

Now, how could it be bad to give away all of your money to the poor, if you didn’t do it in love?  I mean, you've still given them your money, didn't you?  Yes.  But the way that we help the poor is as important as how much we help the poor.  Have you ever seen a wealthy person help the poor so that others would be impressed?  They’re just using the poor to win people’s praise.  Or, have you ever seen a wealthy person help the poor in a condescending way, downgrading them, patronizing them, making them feel like they’re like dirt?  Giving money to the poor is a very good thing – if it’s done with love.

Any questions?

Next, Paul goes on to describe what this love looks like.  At this point I think it's helpful to point out that the word Paul uses for "love" is a special word in the Greek.  In the Greek it's called “agape”.  And, apparently, we Christians made this word up.  Before the New Testament the word "agape" doesn't appear anywhere in Greek literature.  So, agape is a special kind of love that came out of our understanding of how God loves us and how we should love others.

Let's define it.  Simply put, agape love is a love that is unending and undeserved.  It’s the kind of love that God has for us.  We can never do anything to make God stop loving us.  It’s unending.  And we can never do anything to earn God's love us.  It’s undeserved.

Let’s see what words Paul uses to describe agape.  Verse 4.

Read v. 4

1.  Love is “patient”.  The Greek word for "patience" is one of my favorite Greek words:  “makrothumia”.  Thumia, from which we get the word “thermal”, meaning what?  Hot.  And makro, meaning what?  Meaning big, or large.  Put them together and “makrothumia”, or patience, is when it takes something “big” to get us “hot”.  It means we have a long fuse.  It means we’re “long suffering”.  It takes something “big”, some big event, some extended provocation, to get us “hot”, to get us angry.

And that’s what agape love is like.  People who say, “Oh, I have a short fuse,” and who blow up at the slightest irritation, or annoyance, aren’t living in love.  They make people nervous, like they're walking on eggshells around them, doing anything they can to avoid a blow up, a confrontation, an explosion!  But Christians who practice agape don’t make people feel like that.  Instead, we are “makrothumia”, long-fused.  We are patient.

2.  Love is “kind”.  To be kind means to be nice.  It’s to refrain from being overly critical of others.  It considers people's weaknesses and doesn't expect them to be as perfect as we are.  Agape is forgiving.  Are you kind?  If you were in Jesus' sandals, what would you have done when the Pharisees brought to him a woman caught in the very act of adultery – a sin clearly requiring death by stoning?  What would you have done?  Are you kind?  Are you kind even towards bad people?

3.  Love does not “envy”.  To envy is to want what others have.  It’s to covet others’ possessions.  And extreme envy is to not only want what others have.  It’s to also want others to lose what they have.

How is envy unloving?  Envy pits you against others, making you feel like rivals, not brothers/sisters.  It puts your eyes on their possessions, making you forget that they are persons.

4.  Love does not “boast” and is not “proud”.  Why not?  How are braggers, those who are conceited and puffed up about themselves, acting in ways contrary to love?  Well, have you ever been around people who can be described as, “Enough about you; what about me?” kind of people?  People who are boastful and proud don’t really see the person they’re talking to.  All they see are their own accomplishments.  They use people, really, as sounding boards only.  People to them are only objects against which they can speak and hear the echo of how great they are come back to them.

Verse 5.

Read v. 5

5.  Love is not “rude”.  There is a place in God’s kingdom for people who have manners and grace; for those who are courteous and polite.  How loving is it to cut someone off on the highway?  How loving is it to not hold the door open for someone else?  How loving is it to be in a long check-out line at Giant Eagle, and another check-out line suddenly opens up, and you hurry over to it before someone else can get there first?  (Sorry.  Did that sound a little too personal, like it's happened to me?)
6.  Love is not “self-seeking”.  Why not?  Because we are disciples of the one who came to be a servant to others.  So, we also are to be servants of others.  How difficult that is to remember.  It’s counter-intuitive and counter-culture.  Both our intuition and our culture teach us that it’s better to be served than to serve.  Jesus teaches us just the opposite.  And where do we see that the most in his ministry, before he goes to the cross?  How about at the Last Supper, where he does the job of a house servant, washing the feet of his disciples – even the feet of Judas.  (Ever think about that?  If Jesus washed all of their feet, that means he also washed the feet of the man who was to betray him.  Whooo.)  Jesus shows us that love is not “self-seeking”.

7.  Love is not “easily angered”.  Which word have we seen already, that is the opposite of being “easily angered”?  Love is “patient”, long-fused, versus short-fused.  In case we didn’t “get it” the first time, Paul gives us the flip side here.  They mean the same thing.
8.  Love “keeps no record of wrongs”.  Really?  Why not?  Well, instead of keeping a record of all the times we've been hurt, what does love do?  Love forgives and . . . forgets.  Husbands, wives, are you listening to this?  How many of you have ever brought up something that your spouse did, or said, a year ago?  How many of you can rattle off 4 or 8 or 16 things your spouse did, or said, over the past 10, or 20, years?  This is not helpful.  And it is not loving.  Paul was pretty clear.  Love “keeps no record of wrongs”.  Instead, it forgives and forgets.  

Verse 6.

Read v. 6

9.  Love “does not delight in evil”.  What do you think that means?  I think it means that love isn’t happy when something bad happens to another person, no matter how mean that person has been to us.  Jesus taught us, “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.” (Mt. 5:44)

10.  Love “rejoices with the truth”.  Love is on the side of truth, not the side of lies.

Verse 7

Read v. 7

11.  Love “ always protects”.  It always protects others from harm.

12.  Love “always trusts”.  Love “always believes the best about other people” (Barclay, p. 123).

13.  Love “always hopes”.  Love believes that no person is hopeless, beyond redemption or having their life straightened out.

14.  Love “always perseveres”.  Love doesn't quit on you.  Love does what it knows is right and keeps on doing it until the job is done.  That’s why Paul writes in verse 8 . . .

Read vv. 8-10

What’s Paul saying about the gifts of the Holy Spirit?  He’s saying that they aren’t meant to last for all eternity.  When will they “pass away”. 

 When will the gifts of the Holy Spirit be no more?  Do you see it in verse 10?  “When perfection comes.”  When is that?  Most scholars believe Paul is referring to when we meet God face to face, in heaven when we die, or at the 2nd coming of Jesus.  In heaven the gifts of the Holy Spirit won’t be needed, since God gave them to us to benefit the church on earth.  Turn to chapter 1, verse 7.

Read 1:7

But once Jesus is “revealed” at the 2nd coming, or when a Christian dies and goes to heaven, we won’t need the gifts anymore.  So Paul ends the chapter with these words in verse 13.

Read v. 13

Why is love the greatest?  Anyone?  Because of all of the things mentioned in this chapter, only love will last forever.   If you think about it, once we’re in heaven we won’t we need faith or hope.  Why not?  Because we’ll see God “face to face” in heaven.  There won’t be any need for faith and hope.  God will be right in front of us!  Verse 11.

Read v. 11a

By “child” Paul doesn’t mean a young Christian, before they mature.  Instead, he means all of us, young and old, while we're still here on earth, in our bodies.  Right now we’re all children.  We’ll only be a complete “man” and a complete woman in Christ when we get to heaven and don’t need the things of this earth anymore, like the spiritual gifts.  Paul is actually scolding those Corinthians who are making such a big deal of their spiritual gifts that they’re treating those who don’t have the same gifts with contempt.  He’s scolding them by saying, “Stop being such a child!  Stop caring so much about things that won’t last, like your spiritual gifts.  Grow up!  Put love first in your life and put these childish ways behind you.”

Read vv. 11-12

And because we will know God “fully” in heaven, we won’t need either the spiritual gifts, or even faith and hope.  

But we will still need love – love of God, love of Jesus, love of others.  Love is the greatest because love remains forever.  And with that established, Paul can drive home the point that he’s been building up to since the beginning of chapter 12.  Look at the first verse of chapter 14.

Read 14:1

And we’ll find out next time how to balance our use of the gifts of the Holy Spirit with love.

Any questions?

OK.  Now, there’s one more thing I’d like to do.  I’d like to talk about how the descriptions of love in this chapter can be taken too far.  Has this crossed anyone’s mind yet?

For instance, verse 4 says, “Love is patient, love is kind.”  But, say, a husband is abusing his wife physically, emotionally and sexually.  Should she be patient and kind with him, hoping he’ll change?

Or, verse 5 says that love “is not self-seeking”.  But, say, a child has a dream to become an Olympic champion, or a lawyer, or whatever.  And their father, or mother, says, “No child of mine is ever going to leave this neighborhood.”  Should they let their dream die, because it’s selfish to dream?

Or, verse 5 also says love “keeps no record of wrongs”.   But, say, your child has been caught doing drugs.  And they promise you they’ll never do them again.  But they do.  And then again.  And again.  Should you stop keeping count, stop documenting their behavior, because if you loved them you wouldn’t be keeping a “record” of their “wrongs”?

Or,  verse 7 says that love “always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres”.  But, say, you have a friend who’s been caught stealing from stores, and stealing from friends.  Should you trust them when they tell you they’re cured, always hoping that they’re better, always persevering as the trusting, hoping, friend?

I think these verses have been used by sinners, abusers, addicts and criminals forever – to make their family and friends feel guilty for wanting to bust them.  

I also think that the other parts of love described here require us to be honest in our dealings with them.  What other parts?

How about “Love is kind”?  It’s not kind to allow a person to keep doing harmful behavior to themselves.  Nor is it kind to ourselves to allow them to keep hurting us.  

How about the end of verse 4, love “is not proud”?  Love tells family pride to take a back seat, even if it means the whole community, the whole world, finds out that we have a family member who has a real problem.

How about verse 6:  “Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth.”  The truth is, in the examples I gave you, we’re dealing with someone who physically abuses others (a crime), someone who squashes the dreams of others, someone who does drugs (a crime), someone who steals  (a crime).  We’re dealing with criminals here!  That’s the truth.  They are doing evil things.  That’s the truth.  And they not only need help.  They need to be stopped.

Don’t ever let anyone tell you, “If you love me, you won’t bust me.”  It’s because you love them, because you love yourself, and because you love their future victims, that you must bust them, and get them help.

OK?  Any questions?

