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1 Corinthians 13: 1 - 13 

 1 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. 
 2 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. 
 3 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. 
4 Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant 
5 or rude. It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; 
6 it does not rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth. 
7 It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. 
8 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. 
9 For we know only in part, and we prophesy only in part; 
10 but when the complete comes, the partial will come to an end. 
11 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. 
12 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. 
13 And now faith, hope, and love abide, these three; and the greatest of these 
is love. 

 
 
One of the many advantages of going to seminary, becoming a minister when I was still in 
my 20s was that none of my friends wanted me to be a bridesmaid at their weddings, they 
wanted me to officiate. 
 
So, by the time I was in my 30s I didn’t own a single bridesmaid dress, but I had a whole 
folder full of sermons based on this passage from the letter to the Corinthians. 
 
It’s not hard to see why so many people want this passage to be the scripture at their 
weddings, it speaks of love-  at least in more modern translations it does.  The King James 
Version translates the key word here as charity. 
 
It’s not hard to see why, but it is ironic, because Paul is not writing these words to a couple 
or a family, he’s writing them to a church, and not to a church starting on a wonderful 
adventure, he’s writing them to a church in turmoil.  A church on the verge of divorce. 
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You don’t talk about that at weddings, though.  A wedding is when you speak tenderly and 
encouragingly to a couple making that commitment in the hopes that the vows they make 
that day will stick on the days that aren’t so great.  The days that aren’t filled with cake and 
champagne, the days that start with arguments and are filled with errands and cleaning up 
cat vomit from the floor. 
 
A church in the town of Corinth, a town known as a hub with a great deal of religious and 
cultural diversity.1   
 
The letter was written about the year 54 to a church Paul had founded, and context tells us 
that he is attempting to address the issues they’ve brought to him. 
 
Unlike some churches that were struggling with who could be Christian, this congregation 
was struggling with how to be a community of faith.  How do deal with people who were 
rich and poor, old and young, right and left, together.   What do you do when you disagree 
and have different ways of being in the world? 
 
And while I am unaware of such issues here at Old Stone Presbtyerian Church, in this age 
of scissor issues and increasing divides both economic and philosophical, maybe we need to 
take a look at Paul’s words in a new light. 
  
J. Paul Sampley writes, “The love about which Paul writes so eloquently is a love that does 
not originate in one individual and reach out to another.  Rather, the love celebrated in this 
text comes from God, claims us, and through us reaches out to others….   The Pauline 
notion of love…. reaches through the loved one(s) to God’s broken world.”2 
 
How does it do that? 
 
In part because it is active.  The love here is not passive.  Not an idea or a feeling, but 
actions.  Love shows patience.  Love acts with kindness. 
 
Sometimes that comes naturally.  Sometimes it is a choice. 
 
Bryan Peterson writes: 
Paul never says that such love feels good, and this is where the typical use of this chapter 
goes off the rails. Such misunderstanding creates trouble not only for expectations 
regarding the day-to-day realities of marriage, but also for the realities of the church. 
Because of our disordered assumptions about what love actually is, we often act as though 
the mission of the church is to gather like-minded and likeable people together. We think 
                                                        
1 Much of the background work for this sermon comes from the Rev. Elizabeth Cole Goodrich’s paper for the 
lectionary study group “The Well,” Chicago, Illinois in April, 2015. 
2 Sampley, J. Paul.  1 Corinthians.  In: New Interpreter’s Bible, Vol. X.  Keck, Leander et al, eds.  Nashville: 
Abingdon Press, 2002. 
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that in such a community it will be easy for us to love or, more honestly, to “feel the love.” 
But true love is not measured by how good it makes us feel. In the context of 1 Corinthians, 
it would be better to say that the measure of love is its capacity for tension and 
disagreement without division.3 
 
And maybe this context is the best way we can understand what Martin Luther King, Jr. 
said about the subject: “…Now, we got to get this thing right. What is needed is a realization 
that power without love is reckless and abusive, and that love without power is sentimental 
and anemic. Power at its best is love implementing the demands of justice, and justice at its 
best is love correcting everything that stands against love….” 
 
Love for Paul is not fluffy, it’s rock solid. 
It’s not sentimental, it has work boots on. 
 
Now none of this means that there is never a reason for divorce. 
Or that there is never a reason to change churches. 
 
This passage isn’t written to address what can’t be fixed, it’s written to show the way for 
what can. 
 
It’s not about the ideal Christian, it’s about becoming a follower of Christ, whoever and 
wherever you are. 
 
And it involves the way we treat one another.   In his book The Jesuit Guide to (Almost) 
Everything, Father James Martin, SJ, tells this story:  

Finding God in all things also means finding God in all people. St. Alphonsus 
Rodriguez (1532-1617) was a Jesuit brother who for forty-six years served at the 
Jesuit college in Majorca, Spain, in a humble job of a porter, or doorkeeper… ‘His 
duty was to receive the visitors who came to the college, search out the fathers or 
students who were wanted in the parlors, deliver messages, run errands, console the 
sick at heart who, having no one to turn to, came to him, give advice to the troubled, 
and distribute alms to the needy.’ St. Alphonsus was devoted to finding God in the 
present moment. “Lord, let me know you, and let me know myself,” he would pray. 
Each time the bell rang, he looked to the door and envisioned it was God himself 
who was standing outside seeking entrance. On his way, he would say, “I’m coming, 
Lord!”4 

  

                                                        
3 Bryan Peterson, Commentary on 1 Corinthians 13:1-13 
https://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=2734 
See Krister Stendahl, "Preaching from the Pauline Epistles," in Biblical Preaching: An Expositor's 
Treasury (Westminster, 1983), pp. 306-326). 
4 Martin, 100 
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Paul isn’t writing to tell us what love will fix, he’s writing to show us what the actions of 
love will show us.    That the actions of love will keep our hearts intact, that love will see us 
through. 
 
I spoke with a widow a few years ago who told me that as she grieved she could walk 
through the home she shared with her husband and in each room she could remember 
something kind, something generous, something wonderful her husband had said to her.  
Not clichés, but real conversations, real expressions of what he felt and wanted to feel.  
Even in grief, she knew she was loved. 
 
And so, maybe this passage is good for marriages, too, just as it has something to say to us 
here in the church. 
“I’m coming, Lord.” 
 
May we, today, in these pews and at this table, have more than a glimpse of what it is like 
to live actions of love in such a way.  Here, and out there. 
Amen.  Amen. 


