1 Corinthians 13:1-7 Sermon Manuscript
“God’s Love in a Loveless World”

	The 16th president of the United States, Abraham Lincoln was known for many things. He delivered the famous Gettysburg Address, led the us through the civil war and by the end of his term as president, slavery would be abolished. But perhaps one of the lesser known aspects of president Lincoln was his patience and love for his political opponents. One of Lincoln’s earliest political enemies was a man by the name of Edwin M. Stanton. Stanton had a disdain for Lincoln and would mock the future president by calling him things like a “low cunning clown.” Or he would call Lincoln “the original gorilla” slandering Lincoln to his audience saying “It is ridiculous for people to go to Africa to see a gorilla when they could easily find one in Springfield, Illinois” (referring to Lincoln). Lincoln never responded to Stanton’s mockery and when Lincoln became president and needed a secretary of war, he chose Stanton for that position. When Lincoln’s friends asked in disbelief why he would ever do that, his simple reply to them was “because he is the best man.” Years later, at Lincoln’s funeral after his assassination, Stanton looked into the coffin and with tears in his eyes, remarked to everyone “there lies the greatest ruler of men the world has ever seen.” Obviously Stanton’s heart and attitude towards his political rival changed over the course of several years from one of hate to one of love and respect for the great president. 
	And we must ask “why did Lincoln return blessing, respect, and love for his opponent when his opponent was being nasty and mean and hateful towards him?” I think the only answer is “love.” It was God’s love that enabled Lincoln to love a loveless Edwin Stanton. It could only be God’s love that enabled Lincoln to treat and respond to Stanton the way he did. And I think the fact that we are wowed and impressed when we hear of people like that reveals a sad truth about us…that we are wowed and impressed by people or accounts like that because we hardly see that in our world. Love is rarely seen in our world compared to all the hatred or lack of love we see in the world. Jesus said to His disciples that the “love of most will grow cold.” Well, we have come to the famous chapter in the Bible on love. 1 Corinthians chapter 13 is that famous chapter which is often recited at weddings. 
It is a beautiful, almost poetic passage about the power and nature of God’s love. In some ways, depending on how you look at it, chapter 13 is a breath of fresh air in a stagnant environment filled with the suffocating air of the sin of the Corinthians. So far, there hasn’t been a whole lot of good things Paul has been saying about the Corinthian believers, because they haven’t been doing a lot of commendable things. Unlike the Philippian church, the Corinthian church was stubborn and rebellious in their sin and we have been looking at almost constant rebuke of sin after sin in that church. Maybe you have been sick and tired of the negative tone that we have been going through week after week and desire a more positive tone. Well here is the week to enjoy and breathe in a passage that doesn’t point out a specific sin they were doing. 
Now last week we started a new section on spiritual gifts and order in the church. Chapter 12, 13, and 14. And in chapter 12 we saw how the Corinthian believers were not using their gifts in a way that was honoring and pleasing to the Lord. Those with the so called “greater” gifts like tongues and prophesy, typically the gifts that are more publicly displayed in church viewed themselves as superior and more “spiritual” than those with the “lesser” gifts like hospitality or encouragement, as inferior and less spiritual. But part of the reason why they believed the showier gifts of tongues and prophesy and others were superior was also because they were looking for an ecstatic experience sort of like how they experienced it in their idolatrous pagan days of trying to commune with the spirits of gods they worshipped. They were struggling with totally separating their pagan emotions and experiences with their new experiences of being in the Holy Spirit. But the desire to seek the “greater” gifts was not because they wanted to edify the church and build one another up, it was to build themselves up. I have argued that all of these sins and problems that we have seen so far in 1 Corinthians was due to self-indulgence. And anything done selfishly to please self and not done out of consideration to please others is due to a lack of love. It is not that we are incapable of love, as we love and take care of ourselves, but that on our own in our sinfulness, we tend to love only ourselves and not others. 
	 So let’s look at what the apostle Paul has to say about this kind of selfless love that that we so desperately need. He focuses on speaking and eloquence in 13:1 “If I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, but do not have love, I have become a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal.” Now what’s important to know and realize what Paul is doing here in verses 1-3 is that he is proposing to us a hypothetical extreme as you will soon see. Some conclude based off this verse that speaking in tongues is supposed to be some holy, otherworldly angelic tongue. But the word for “tongues” is glossolalia which always refer to actual human languages. But he’s saying even if there was somehow a heavenly type of angelic tongue that one can instantly learn through the gift of tongues, but he doesn’t have love, then it’s as good as someone bashing one of the big Chinese gongs in your face. A pastor I knew once told me that when he preached this passage in 1 Corinthians 13, he had the creative idea of bringing an actual cymbal or a gong to use as his sermon introduction. Before saying a word to the congregation, he lifted up the gong and started banging away at it for a long time, maybe even couple of minutes. Then he said, “is that annoying to you?” That’s what it look and feels like to others when you speak in tongues without the love of God. 
	Well Paul continues on in verse 2 “And if I have the gift of prophecy, and know all mysteries and all knowledge; and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing.” Even if you have all the Ph.D’s in the world, even if you are wisest man in the world like King Solomon…when it says know all mysteries and all knowledge!? You would be able to comprehend the Creator and Lord of the universe, which is impossible! And he further says even if you had a faith that can move a mountain (if such a kind of earth-shattering faith existed), and you didn’t have love?... you would be nothing! Isn’t that amazing? Well what about if selflessly sold everything I had and even zealously died for my faith, doesn’t that count for something? Well verse 3 “And if I give all my possessions to feed the poor, and if I surrender my body to be burned, but do not have love, it profits me nothing.” If you saw a believer selling everything that he owned to give to the poor you would probably be impressed, humbled, and sobered by that. You would consider that person very spiritual and holy and in synch with the Lord. But if he did that not out of a sincere love for God and others, he gains nothing. Many give tremendous amounts of their possessions so as to be recognized and applauded by men, not to be applauded by God. That’s what the Pharisees did, they gave and practiced piety to be noticed by men, but they lacked the love of God in their hearts. 
	Same thing even goes for martyrdom. “surrender my body to be burned” is just as it sounds, it is being executed by being torched, which many people will say is one of the most painful and agonizing ways to die. If a believer let’s say is not willing to recant of his faith or a certain doctrine and he ends up being burned at the stake, he would have gained nothing from that because he did not die because he loved Jesus and loved His people. The greatest acts of proclamation, spiritual courage, piety, and zeal means nothing unless the motivation is out of love for the Lord and His people. The love of God is so important that Jesus says all of the commands of Scripture are summed up in these two commands: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength and love your neighbor as yourself.” 
And so, speaking of the love of God, what is it? What is it and what is it not? Verse 4 “Love is patient, love is kind…” That word for “patient” is “macrothumea” literally something that takes a high boiling point to boil. “Macro” meaning “big” and “thumea,” what does that sound like? Thermos or thermal, “heat.” If you are a loving person, then you shouldn’t be easily offended or easily get angry when someone is mean to you. Your ceiling of patience should have a high boiling point. Love is kind, meaning you think of others and how you can alleviate their suffering, or make their lives easier, or bring cheer to their lives. You are thoughtful in how you can display kindness to them. That is how love manifests itself. How can you tell when love is not being love? Well let’s continue on in verse 4: love…“is not jealous, does not brag, is not puffed up…” 
One pastor said one of the hardest battles a Christian must fight is against jealousy because there will always be someone who possesses better things than you do, who does things better or even who acts better than you. A good mindset to have to keep us in our place and humble is to know that there’s always going to be someone better than us when it comes to whatever we might think we are good at, whatever it might be whether physical or spiritual. I used to work with an older gentleman in custodial at Grace church in Los Angeles and he was such a humble man of God, an incredibly hard worker despite going through the hardship of losing his wife, and serving in the Vietnam war. I remember when I was paired up with Rick to clean tables or something he would say to me, “every time I thought I was tough, my father always said back to me, “son remember there’s always going to be someone tougher than you out there that can kick your behind.”
When someone gets promoted or recognized for their great work over us, our temptation in the flesh is to maybe acknowledge that but not praise them for that work and not celebrate with them with the same joy and enthusiasm they have. We’re kind of like, “hehe…good job…nice” (while we feel pain in our heart because we really wanted that recognition or applause or promotion). The world would go a step further and even wish those persons ill will. On the flip side of jealousy is “bragging” where in our flesh we have a temptation to “brag” about our accomplishments. Jealousy is wanting what someone else has. Bragging is trying to make others jealous of what we have. But what did Paul say about boasting in Galatians 6:14? “God forbid that I would boast in anything except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ.” Love is not “puffed up,” it’s not inflated with self and ego and with “me.” Our world is filled with that right, especially in the sports world where the drug of choice for athletes is the drug of ego. Most young people know the slang term “G.O.A.T” which stands for “Greatest of all time” and people debate who is the GOAT in boxing, track and field, basketball, football, any sport you can imagine. The one saying he is the “greatest of all time” is not proof that he is not the greatest of all time, with a few exceptions. But the big sin that stands in the way of love is pride. Pride loves self but despises and looks down upon others. But love is not puffed up with pride.
Verse 5, love… “does not act unbecomingly, does not seek its own, is not provoked, does not take into account a wrong suffered…” What else does love not do? Well love does not act unbecomingly which means love is not “rude.” Some translations translate it “love is not rude.” That’s the idea, love is considerate of the timing, place, and occasion whereby something is said, love considers whether flatly speaking its mind, even if it’s the truth, will end up doing more harm than good. Some people can be just plain rude sometimes. There are some people who have no filter put on them, they just speak their mind and doesn’t care about how people will perceive it, justifying it with “well it’s true isn’t it?” That thing is hideous! Love does not seek its own (but seeks the welfare of others). This is kind of a silly illustration but I was in the drive thru line at a restaurant and you know how there are like two lines where you can place your drive thru order but eventually the two lines converge into one? Well it was a really long line and I placed my order before several of the cars to the other lane and I should have been next to converge into that one lane, but several cars did not let me in even though I arrived there first and ordered first before them. That definitely irritated me and said, “you sinners, how could you not have the common courtesy of considering and respecting others?!” 
	Love is not easily provoked, that goes hand in hand with patience. How many of us are provoked by hurtful comments and the sin of others? If you are patient with people, you will also be one who is not easily provoked by others. And this one should get all of us love “does not take into account a wrong suffered.” Love does keep a registry and account and write in its ledger every single time it has suffered a wrong from someone. I get it, sometimes people do really hurtful things to us or to those whom we love and we find it very difficult to not keep track of it and to remember the wrongs done to us. The words “I forgive you” are easier to say and we know we should say them because we are commanded to, but often our feelings don’t match the words that come out of our lips. But if you are the type to keep track of wrongs and remember the date and exact time someone did something to offend you, don’t do that. Stop living that way. That’s a horrible way to live and it most of all makes a mockery of how much of your sins God forgave you. If you have unforgiveness in your heart, let it go, just let it go. You are never more like God than when you forgive. I think part of verse 5 is not only talking about not counting someone’s sins against them, but being filled with love towards them to such an extent that they are quick to forget the offense like it ever happened. That’s hard. It’s easier to not count someone’s sins against us, but to love that person to such an extent that you eventually forget that they ever did that offense to you is another thing!
	Lastly, verses 6 and 7 “it does not rejoice in unrighteousness, but rejoices with the truth; it bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.” This is the opposite of what the world says about love. The world says tolerance is love. The world equates not offending someone with love, but love rejoices with the truth. If you are protecting something that is false in the name of love, it is not true love. Love always protects, cherishes and upholds what is the truth unlike society which likes to divorce the truth from love. Love enables one to bear the most unbearable of circumstances, to believe when the outcome looks bleak, to hope when things seem hopeless, and to endure when life seems too much to go on. These descriptions of what love is and what isn’t is describing what God is like. 1 John 4 says that God is love. Love is who he is, it is His very essence. We only know the concept of love because God is a God of love and He gave that sense to us. You may be asking, “how can anyone love like this?” I am nowhere near as close to this! And I think that’s the point. These verses should serve to make us feel hopeless because we are looking at what God is like and how He acts. And to always perfectly love God like this is His standard and definition of being a “good person.” And it is impossible to meet this standard on your own. That’s why Jesus Christ came as Love Incarnate to fulfill the entirety of the demands of God’s law on your behalf so that if you trust in His Son, He sees you as if you have perfectly loved Him with all your heart, soul, mind and strength and your neighbor. One day Jesus will come again to rid this world of all that is caused by the lovelessness of men’s hearts when He judges all that falls short of that standard of love. Jesus can save you from you’re the consequence of your lovelessness by His saving love if you forsake your love for the world and for yourself and embrace His love for your soul.  

	


 


