1 Corinthians 13:8-13 Sermon Manuscript
“A Love that Will Never Cease”

Now before we dive into the text itself, chapter 13 and especially chapter 14 of 1 Corinthians are the texts that are used and debated when it comes to the issue of whether the sign gifts of tongues, prophesy, miracles and the like are still given today in terms of it normally operating in the church. Those who believe that the sign gifts continue like tongues and prophesy are generally in the camp known as the “continuationist” camp. “Continuationism” is the position or belief that the sign gifts of tongues, prophecy, and other miracles are still given even through today. Those who believe that these sign gifts ceased, in that God no longer gives these gifts because the era of the apostles and prophets came to a close, usually around the time of the completion of the canon of the Bible, are known as “cessationists.” “Cessationism” is the position that generally believes that the sign gifts had “ceased” when the church was established, typically coinciding with the completion of the canon of Scripture. It’s important to say that cessationists don’t say that miracles can’t happen or that God can’t do miracles or work out of the ordinary to bring someone to saving faith, but that the giving of these spiritual gifts as a normative practice is no longer given. Now over the years of examining these passages and arguments from both sides, I am persuaded that the position of cessationism has the stronger support from the Scriptures than the position of continuationism does. So when I come to those texts of Scripture that are debated, I will argue an interpretation of 1 Corinthians 13 and 14 from a cessationist perspective. However, I am not going to really focus on the argument of continuationists versus cessationists to the point where it looks like the sermon is all about “well for passage A), continuationists hold this interpretation and here’s why, while cessationists interpret it differently because of this reason.” 
	This is because of several reasons, Number 1: The continuationist/cessationist debate is not what the text is about. Pauls’ focus in chapter 13 and 14 is not about continuationism or cessationism. It is about the proper use and purpose of spiritual gifts so that the church could operate in an orderly manner as God sees fit. So I don’t to want to preach these texts and emphasize a point that the text is not intending to make and miss the main point of the passage. Number 2: This issue is not one to break fellowship over because it's not a salvation issue. Now when I say it’s not a “salvation issue,” I am not saying that just because a theological position or issue is not a salvation issue, we should view it as not important to talk about it and agree to disagree with those who different views. I think this issue is important to talk about given the appropriate time, place, and occasion to talk about it. But I am not a fan of using the language of “primary, secondary, tertiary issues,” where primary are doctrines that one must believe to be saved, and secondary are issues that one does not need to believe in to be saved one way or the other, and tertiary or third level are just issues that you might hold to that it is pretty much anything goes at that point. While I understand the reasoning behind why people say that, sometimes the language of “primary/secondary/tertiary” can be a little bit misleading because it makes people think all secondary issues are the same in terms of non-importance. But not all secondary issues are the same importance. 
For example, someone might hold to the primary doctrine or position that salvation comes by grace through faith alone, but they might hold to the doctrine of annihilationism, which technically falls into that “secondary” category or issue. Annihilationism is the doctrine on hell that those who are suffering in hell will not suffer in hell for eternity, but eventually be snuffed out, or annihilated out of existence after those who are punished in hell serve their just sentence. While the duration of conscious torment may not be a required to be believed in to be saved, it does pose a lot of serious theological implications and problems for how we understand sin and the gospel. So while continuationists and cessationists can agree to disagree on their views of whether the sign gifts are active today, I think both continuationists and cessationists will see the position of annihilationism as more problematic and impactful for the faith than to debate whether sign gifts have continued or not. [Read Scripture and then pray]
INTRO: You probably all heard of the phrase “all good things must come to an end.” It’s a popular phrase that many use today and it originated in the 1300s by an English poet. In some ways, it is a depressing phrase when you think about it that any joy or happiness or pleasure that we experience will never be permanent. While there are many things we would consider as “good” that do come to an end eventually because we live in a sinful and fallen world, there is one “good thing” that God promises and assures us will never come to end. That is, “love.” “His” love in particular. His love will last forever. Nothing, absolutely nothing can shake, change, or destroy His love. And today, we are comparing the permanence of love with the impermanence and temporary nature of spiritual gifts that God gave in the church. 
Now last week we looked at the nature or characteristic of this love and what God’s love is and what it isn’t. We saw that love as a virtue and a quality is so central and essential to the Christian life that even if you are the most knowledgeable of God’s mysteries or the most eloquent preacher ever, or even the most passionate and zealous for even the faith to the point where you are willing to die for your beliefs, but you lack love…you have gained nothing. And I concluded that as we looked at these verses on what love is and what love is not, it was looking into the mirror of God’s law of love. We are looking at God Himself and how He acts. And the truth is none of us can live like this or have lived like this perfectly on our own. And that’s why Jesus came to this earth, filled with the love of the Father, to die for our sins and to take our place so that we would be filled with His love and follow in His footsteps of self-sacrificial love. 
And now, this love that we are looking at is going to remain, it will be permanent and will continue on into eternity. So let’s look at the permanence of love starting in verse 8: “Love never fails, but if there are gifts of prophecy, they will be done away; if there are tongues, they will cease; if there is knowledge, it will be done away.” The Corinthian believers were seeking the spiritual gift of tongues, prophecy, and knowledge as if it was seemingly for them the “be all end” all of the Christian faith. They were so consumed with attaining or “zealousy seeking” these “greater gifts” because they thought it made them somehow more spiritual. But in earnestly seeking these spiritual gifts, they forgot about seeking as a priority and of first importance the love of God and to be filled with the love of God. But Paul contrasts the permanence of love with the temporary nature of these spiritual gifts by saying tongues, prophecy, knowledge will eventually be gone. 
When will they be gone? Well, this verse is not clear when these gifts will be no more, so we have to determine that by the more clearer Scripture passages. That is called using an interpretive principle of Scripture called the “analogy of Scripture,” which is using Scripture to interpret Scriptures, especially to interpret the less clear passages with the clearer passages of Scripture. Since the Word of God does not contradict itself and it is perfectly consistent and harmonious within itself, and because the authority for the reality, purpose and meaning of life and eternal life is within the pages of Scripture, therefore we turn to other passages of Scripture to interpret the passages of Scripture that aren’t as clear or are more difficult to understand. If you have noticed that sometimes when I preach, when it comes up I try to teach you all key principles of biblical interpretation, because if you don’t know how to interpret the meaning of Scripture correctly, you won’t grow as much in your faith, confidence and trust in the Scripture and you won’t be as sanctified as you should in the Lord. Again, if anything I say, especially when I make comments on interpreting the Bible correctly, doesn’t make sense to you or that you wanted to repeat or to phrase in another way, please come up to me afterwards and ask for clarity. Ask me to repeat something, because it is my job as a shepherd not only to feed the flock the Word of God, but also to equip you with the tools to be able to independently discover the meaning of God’s Word for yourself and not have to rely on what the pastor said, because I could be wrong on a theological conclusion or what I think Scripture means. 
And the goal of every local church congregation is that every person who is there is able to take what the pastor says and square it up with the Scriptures, using these sound biblical principles of interpretation to say “yeah…I can confirm that what my pastor is preaching was the truth… or to say “hmm…I don’t know if I agree with that based off of what this Scripture says…” or even if necessary to say “the pastor was wrong on this!” I can’t stress how important it is for us as Christians to understand how to interpret the Bible correctly. I think that’s why Heidi is going through that book by Howard and William Hendricks with her ladies small group because she understands the importance of proper or sound biblical interpretation right? It’s called “Living by the Book: The Art and Science of Reading the Bible.” (by the way, I had nothing to do with what book she choose for her small group). For my own life, I can testify that my walk with the Lord grew tremendously once I started to interpret the Scriptures correctly for myself, because then once I knew the meaning, the Holy Spirit took the unlocked meaning of Scripture to bring spiritual change and transformation in my heart to look more like His Son Jesus Christ. That’s what the Holy Spirit does, he not only applies the redemption of Christ to us, creating salvation in us, he applies the truth from Christ, which is the Bible, and applies it to our life, creating us as 2 Corinthians 3:18 says, from one degree of the glory of Christ to the next.
   Now, returning back to verses 9 and 10 “For we know in part and we prophesy in part, but when the perfect comes, the partial will be done away.” When he says “Know in part” that is referring to the previously mentioned gift of knowledge. When he says “prophesy in part” that’s referring to the gift of prophecy. At that time when 1 Corinthians was written, the spiritual gifts of prophecy, tongues, knowledge and miracles were among the gifts given to build up and establish the church. The spiritual gift of knowledge was knowledge of God’s will that was divinely revealed or supernaturally revealed by God that would be otherwise undiscoverable without it. And the gift of prophecy was speaking forth that knowledge or God’s will for His people that involved both forthtelling (saying a command for the immediate moment) and foretelling (predicting what will happen in the future and how we are to act in light of it). 
And my understanding again of what prophecy is, is that it is authoritative, infallible proclamation of divine truth. So what I am doing right now is yes proclaiming God’s Word as a preacher, but I am not prophesying. If I was prophesying as a prophet of God, I would be saying “God told me or God revealed to me that you are to act in a specific way and manner and do this or do that or God told me that in exactly 500 days, a famine will come over America and we are to prepare for it right now.” Now, I think it is appropriate to say that what I am doing right now in the pulpit every Sunday is preaching the prophetic word, because the Word of God is prophetic in the sense that it is authoritative, divinely revealed truth that authoritatively commands us to act in a certain manner and foretells how future events will pan out. 
God’s revealed truth, the Scriptures are by its very nature prophetic, but we don’t prophesy that truth because it’s already sufficiently prophetic, we exhort, encourage, and rebuke people with the prophetic truth of the Bible. Does that make sense? So prophecy from my understanding of the way prophesy and prophesy functioned, it is always infallible inerrant proclamation of the truth. I don’t see anywhere in the Bible, both Old and New Testament, that prophesy could be understood as a fallible proclamation, that it could contain errors or failed predictions in it. However, that being said, Paul says, that these gifts are “partial! “ They’re not complete, they’re not perfect, because we are awaiting for “the perfect” to come. What is “the perfect” that is to come that he’s referring to? Now there’s a bunch of interpretations of what the “perfect” is referring to, and for cessationists like me, it is tempting for us to make the perfect conveniently mean “the completion of the canon of Scripture.” It would be convenient for us cessationists and be a strong argument for these gifts ceasing, but I don’t think that’s what the “perfect” means. Why? The context seems to be pointing to eternity or the eternal state and I don’t think the Corinthian believers at that time would have interpreted the “perfect” was a reference to the completion of the canon of Scripture.  
I think the “perfect” simply means “the eternal state,” or the point in which we receive our perfected bodies without sin and can understand things and be who we who were meant to be for the first time without the presence and corruption of sin. As amazing as the spiritual gifts of knowledge and prophecy are, they are only partial, they are given only for a specific purpose. They are by nature temporary. Once we get to the eternal state, there won’t be any spiritual gifts that are needed to be given, because we will perfected by the love of Christ. Then Paul gives us two analogies to help us see the difference we will transcend when we are perfected by the everlasting love of God in heaven. Verses 11 and 12: “When I was a child, I used to speak like a child, think like a child, reason like a child. When I became a man, I did away with childish things. For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face. Now I know in part, but then I will know fully as I also have been fully known.” 
The difference between us now in our redeemed but corrupt state and us then in the future when we will be both redeemed in soul and in body is the like the difference between a child and a full grown mature man. His point is not that we as adult believers are no different than a child right now in our thinking and ways, but that compared to the eternal state we are like children in our limited understand and limited capacities to love. Or to put it another way, he says we are like those who look at a dimly lit mirror. Today we have HD vision glass mirrors compared to back then. Back then, they didn’t have lighting like we do, and their mirrors were not very good at seeing an accurate representation of yourself compared to today. It was blurry back then to look at a mirror at night. Because of our sin, we see a blurry picture of ourselves and the glory of Christ, but with our sin removed, it is going to be like seeing ourselves as we are face to face. Our knowledge will be a full knowledge, not an exhaustive knowledge like God’s, but a full knowledge like God fully knows us. 
And so verse 13, “But now abide faith, hope, love-these three; but the greatest of these is love.” “Faith, hope, and love” are frequently mentioned in Paul’s writings as the three greatest virtues of the Christian life. Those virtues are characteristic of all those who have put their trust in Jesus, but God says the greatest of these virtues, if you only had to pick one out of three to pick, it would be love. Love is the most supreme of all virtues that ties all the other virtues together. Larry was sharing with me the story of that man who came here once maybe like 15-20 years ago and shared his testimony of suffering and trials. His name was Brian Sakultarawattn and at age 19, in 1995 he tried putting out a fire by picking up a canister of water, but he didn’t realize that canister was full of gasoline and that created a fiery explosion that engulfed his entire body and he suffered burns over 97% of his body. He lost both arms, one leg, and lost his sight. He was in a relationship with a beautiful young gal named Haley, and despite the horrible disfigurement, she still went ahead and married him. 
I would understand any woman or man who decided to walk away from the relationship if this happened to their girlfriend or boyfriend, and yet, she selflessly went ahead and married him because of the true love that was in her heart, the heart of Christ. What does she get out it? Not much. Now I know she must have been deeply in love with his character rather than his physical appearance and attractiveness, but still, that’s another kind of love. And yet that kind of transcendent love is but a taste, a flashing image, of the love Christ showed to you and me. John 13:1 says of the disciples that… Jesus “loved them until the very end.” He loved them and committed His unbreakable love to them even when He knew they would desert Him and betray Him. And have you ever wondered why the apostle John who wrote the gospel of John mentioned love so many times? Have you ever wondered also why John called himself the “one whom Jesus loved.” It was no because he was a particularly loveable guy. Quite the opposite in fact. He was unloveable because he had a big anger issue. Him and his brother James, John and James, were nicknamed the “Sons of thunder” which sounds cool to us, but they earned that nickname because they were known to be fiery guys. They had a temper. 
In fact in Luke chapter 9 there is an account where James and John are with Jesus and they pass through a town seeking hospitality, but they reject Jesus and they out of their anger and annoyance mercilessly pushed Jesus to call forth “fire from heaven to consume them” in judgment. But Jesus rebuked them and instead said in Luke 9:55 “You do not know what kind of spirit you are of, for the Son of Man did not come to destroy men’s lives, but to save them.” For judgment for his sins, John the apostle and his brother James should have been consumed themselves by fire from heaven, but instead Jesus loved them and showed them mercy as he is willing to show to any sinner who humbles themselves, repents of their sin and flees to Christ. 
Jesus Christ, the Lord of heaven and earth did not come to destroy you in your sins, even though if he did, he would just and right in doing so. But instead, he showed mercy to you in coming into our world to save you from your sins by His love. When you were undesirable, when you were unlovable, when you were hideous in your sins, when everyone else would have rejected you and gave up on you, Jesus didn’t. Instead He lavished His love on you when He died on that cross for you. And once you are in His love, you will never perish in His love because His love will never cease from existence. So how are you going to respond back to Him? Are you going to reject His love and keep living for yourself? Or will you receive His love and live out His love for Him and others? 
