
1 COR. 13, Love, Feb. 3, 2019 

 So, this morning I plan to focus on our lesson from 1st Corinthians 13, one of the 

most well known of all Scriptural passages.  It is also a text that we associate with 

weddings----it only comes up once every three years in the lectionary on Sunday 

mornings, but you probably have heard it at 50-75% of the church weddings you have 

attended!  Even our bulletin cover artist automatically seemed to picture a bridal bouquet 

in connection with these verses.  We have a wedding coming up here in June.  I don’t 

want hurt anyone’s feelings, but none of you are invited.  It’s strictly a family wedding, 

and it’s for Pastor Lawrence Lee, formerly the pastor at United in Two Harbors who filled 

in here every so often, and his fiancé, Marisa Ring. I am so pumped that they asked me to 

perform their wedding and that they wanted to have it here.  This is not a first marriage 

for either of them, and it’s so hopeful to see people get a second chance at love and to be 

so happy about it.  This past Wednesday, when many of us stayed home all day and the 

post office actually suspended service because of the extreme cold,  Pastor Lee, in 

Bayfield, posted the following note on Facebook about the perfect breakfast for such a 

bitterly freezing morning:  “Oatmeal with bananas, brown sugar, cinnamon, a dash of 

salt, and a splash of Amaretto. Highly recommended.”  Sadly, I don’t drink, but I get the 

idea---sounded like just the thing.  And Marisa, his fiancé, here in Duluth,  realizing that 

her future husband apparently had a special flair in this area, replied on Facebook:  “You 

know you're on breakfast duty for-literally-ever.”  I could hear her delight in thinking 

about all of those forever breakfasts stretching out into their shared future.  And I don’t 

doubt that many of us recall the joy of recognizing that we are in a relationship that has a 



“forever” component to it as we find ourselves loving and being loved by a significant 

other.  Forever is an amazing concept, whether in regards to shared breakfasts or a shared 

life.  As one popular song puts it, “If love doesn’t last forever, tell me—what’s forever 

for?”  I think it’s a fair question.  Why would God make a forever, if love doesn’t last that 

long?  And these words in 1st Corinthians from St. Paul , heard most often at weddings, 

have helped define love for thousands of years, including that “Forever” dimension, 

because Paul tells us that love never ends.  This forever-dimension of love is one of the 

reasons that weddings are joyful! 

 Let’s indulge in a little playful imagination for a moment, and let’s think about 

weddings in relation to arguably the two most prominent personages of our Christian 

faith:  Jesus and Paul.  Which would make the better wedding guest?  Let’s take a survey. 

How many think Jesus?  How many think Paul?  Yeah, it’s a matter of opinion obviously, 

but I’d definitely go with Jesus.  Alert worshipers will recall that several weeks ago we 

had a text in which Jesus turns water into wine at a wedding, at his Mother’s request, and 

really adds to the sweetness and joy of the occasion.  Admittedly, we have no stories 

about Paul as a wedding guest, but let’s consider his overall attitudes towards marriage, 

as revealed in his letters.  Paul was not a fan.  He considered marriage a lesser evil than 

burning with desire and becoming promiscuous, but barely.  He highly recommended 

celibacy.  I find myself picturing Paul sitting at a wedding with a scowl on his face, and I 

very much doubt he ever tapped his spoon on his wine glass to encourage the newlyweds 

to kiss or bounded up to join in the bunny hop line.  



 Here, then, is the great irony: that this same Paul’s words have become more 

closely associated with weddings and marital love than any other words in the world.  

God has a sense of humor, you know?  But, in fairness to Paul and his original intentions, 

let’s erase all of our wedding associations from these words for at least a short while in 

order to appreciate their broader significance.   

 Paul writes these words from the city of Ephesus to the congregation in Corinth, 

around 55 AD.  He had begun this Corinthian congregation a few years earlier, had stayed 

there for about 1 and ½ years, and then had moved on. But he is getting reports, both 

from those in the congregation and those without, that the congregation is seriously 

divided and faltering.  The issues appeared to be a competition of sorts among the 

members, as to who were the best Christians.  Who had the greatest facility to speak in 

tongues or to prophesy?  Who had the most faith?  Who could give away the most and be 

the most philanthropic?  Paul, perhaps feeling as though he has somehow created  a 

monster, is attempting to walk a tightrope here.  He is both wanting to affirm the spiritual 

gifts and active impulses of these believers, but at the same time, he wants to clarify what 

actually matters most and makes all the difference.  He does so by writing these inspired 

words about love; not with weddings and bouquets and conga lines in mind at all, but 

with this polarized congregation in mind, that seems poised to implode because of their 

divisiveness.   

  Paul addresses these very issues of divisiveness and competition in the 

opening words of 1 Cor. 13.  He tells the congregants that it doesn’t matter how 

articulately and eloquently you speak.  Even if you speak like an angel, if you do it 



without love, it’s nothing.  And it doesn’t matter that you claim to have special 

knowledge, special prophetic information that no one else has received; even if you can 

move mountains with your prophecy and faith, it all comes to nothing if there is no love.  

Finally, no matter how willing you are to sacrifice yourself for your beliefs, even if 

you’re willing to be burned alive as a martyr, it doesn’t matter, if you act without love.  

Love makes all the difference within any form of human community, be it marriage or a 

family or a congregation or a nation or a world.  

  So, let’s think about love for a moment.  We’ve already recognized that 

Paul isn’t speaking of romantic love.  Love, for Paul, is a wide umbrella that covers many 

qualities of living that we value.  It is far too multi-faceted to be described quickly or 

easily.  Instead, Paul lists for us some of the things love is and some of the things love 

isn’t.   

 Let’s start with the negatives.  What isn’t love?  Well, love isn’t arrogant or 

boastful or envious or rude.  Ouch. Does a day go by when we’re not at least a little 

arrogant or boastful or rude or envious?   Love doesn’t insist on its own way; it is not 

irritable or resentful.  Bigger ouch.  I like to insist on my own way, and irritability and I 

are like buddies.  Love does not rejoice in wrong-doing.  Still not too good--don’t we 

often feel just a tiny thrill of positive interest when we hear about someone else who has 

done wrong? “Do tell”, we say to the bearer of such news.  Or in the words of President 

Theodore Roosevelt’s daughter, Alice, “If you can’t think of something nice to say about 

anybody, come and sit by me.”  The tendency to find illicit pleasure in other’s failures, 

mess-ups, and mistakes is a surprisingly common human pleasure.  Based on this 



description, it would appear that there are many times in each day when we probably act 

outside of love’s umbrella.  That, I’m pretty sure, is what makes daily confession and 

forgiveness such a gift. Both with others and with God.  Indeed, in contrast to that insipid 

quote from the Love Story movie of the 1970s, “Love means never having to say you’re 

sorry”, love actually means being willing to say you’re sorry.  If we lack the ability to 

acknowledge our failures and ask forgiveness for them, we will, in fact, become arrogant 

and rude and boastful over time, won’t we?  The exact qualities that Paul describes as 

loveless.  And we will also find ourselves the frequent cause of dispute and conflict 

within our families, churches or communities, even if unintentionally.  Paul knows what’s 

up here.  Becoming strident in our expression of faith, because we’re so certain of our 

moral superiority and our right-ness, never changes anyone else for the better.   

 Richard Rohr, Christian mystic, priest and author, writes about what happens 

when we give in to delusions of spiritual superiority and arrogance and try to coerce 

people into faith by overwhelming them with our rules, as some in Corinth appear to have 

done.  He states, “Just giving people commandments doesn’t change the heart. In the 

end, Christianity is not a moral matter until it is first and foremost a mystical 

matter. Commandments and laws may steel the will, but they do not soften the heart—or 

create soul—like one authentic personal encounter will do.  Thus, we have produced an 

awful lot of “mean” Christians, which we must admit is Christianity’s present public 

image.”  These words terrify me.  Are “mean Christians” the present public image of the 

body of Christ?  Those two words should never go together!  Not in the sense of “mean” 

as being nasty and malicious, nor in the sense of “mean” as being meagerly and cheap.  



None of those are even remotely close to being Christ-like qualities and a Mean Christian 

should be a contradiction in terms.  Mean Christians will not be a part of saving, 

redeeming, or healing anyone or anything.  Only love can do those things.   

 So, let’s return to our text and see how Paul  frames love in positive terms; having 

stated what love isn’t, what is love like?  What kind of actions and behaviors fall within 

love’s umbrella?  The first thing that Paul tells us is that love is patient and kind.  

Patience and kindness—no glamour there, but rather qualities that are as essential to daily 

living as food and beverage and oxygen.  Where would any of us be without the patience 

and kindness of spouses or family members or friends or fellow church members or co-

workers or strangers?  Or God?  One of the care facilities I sometimes make visits in has 

a placard in the elevator that reads, “Be kind—everyone you meet today is fighting a hard 

battle.”  How true is that?  We just don’t always know it.  But we’re all a work in 

progress and you know what?  Life is hard.  It sometimes takes all our courage just to get 

up and face the day.  In light of that often unacknowledged but so true reality, kindness 

and patience are definitely what are called for.  How much it means to receive them from 

others.  How blest we are to be able to give them to others.  With kindness and patience, 

we are within love’s umbrella, building bridges instead of tearing them down.  

 Furthermore, Paul says, love rejoices in the truth.  Well, some truths are hard to 

hear and accept, but love rejoices in them anyways, because love isn’t fragile.  Love is 

strong.  Which Paul acknowledges when he continues, “Love bears all things, believes all 

things, hopes all things, endures all things.”  There is a tough and enduring quality to 

love, and there must be.  To bear heavy burdens, to maintain belief when it would be 



easier to doubt; to hope when despair is far more appealing, and to just keep enduring 

when giving up is what you’d like to do---all these things are only possible with the 

strength of love in our lives, which is really the presence of God.  This is the kind of love 

that only God can give and inspire.  This is the kind of love that allows marraiges, 

families, communities and congregations to work together for good.  This is the kind of 

love that changes the world, a life at a time.  This is the kind of love that allows us, 

congregationally to keep those words, “We can’t do that”, out of our general 

congregational vocabulary, because love can do that—it bears, believes, hopes, endures, 

and acts.  And it doesn’t matter if it takes a little time, because love lasts.  Love lasts 

forever. That’s why God made forever.  Love lasts, and  Love can change the world.  

 In a few minutes, we will be witnessing the Holy Baptism of Hudson Schutte.  It 

will involve words and water and prayers, but it’s really about love.  God’s love for 

Hudson and for all of us, and the love we share as a congregational family.  Then, after 

worship, we will have our annual congregational meeting.  It will seem that we are 

talking there about facts and figures, budgets and programs, elections and events.  But, in 

reality, we will be talking about love.  We will be celebrating the ways that God, in love, 

has blest us this past year; and the ways that we, in love, were able to be a blessing to 

others.  And as we look forward to the year to come, we will be envisioning how that love 

will be clothed and channeled in practical ways to reach out and allow us to be the heart 

of the community.  Because Love is an agent of Change.  And love lasts forever. Thanks 

be to God.  Amen. 




