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Love:  The Most Excellent Way 
1 Corinthians 13 

 
The church in Corinth had become bitterly divided into factions.  When Paul heard about 
the conflict he sent a letter to the congregation.  He began by reminding them that the Holy Spirit 
had brought this diverse group of people together and had knitted them into being the One Body 
of Christ.  That same Spirit had the power to reunite them.  So, Paul challenged them to cross a 
bridge.  The bridge between Christian love as a fantasized ideal and Christian love as a concrete 
reality.  He goes on to describe the way across that bridge by saying 

"I will show you a more excellent way. 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.  

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.  

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.  Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or 
boastful or arrogant or rude. It does not insist on its own way. Love is not irritable or 
resentful; it does not rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth. Love bears all 
things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. 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.  For we know only in part, and we prophesy 
only in part; but when the complete comes, the partial will come to an end.  

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. 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.  And now faith, hope, and love abide, these three; and 
the greatest of these is love. 

 
One of the first things that stands out each time we hear this powerful love song is that Paul only 
lists 2 positive qualities of love - love is patient, love is kind.  Then Paul launches into a tirade 
of negative behaviors that are not at all loving.  Why is it easier to say what real love isn't  
rather than what it is?  Sadly, I think it's because all around us each day rather than witnessing 
acts of loving kindness and patience we see how truly unloving we all can be and so did Paul.  
Struggling with their differences had led his church into becoming something much less than  
a loving fellowship of Christian disciples.  There were some who were boasting about  
how much more spiritually mature they were than others.  There were those who insisted on their 
own way and refused to consider the viewpoints and opinions of others. For some their arrogance 
had gotten the better of them so they constantly put others down in order to puff themselves up.  
Others were quick to judge always pointing out people's mistakes.  As tensions rose some 
members became downright rude.  Rather than modeling the way of discipleship the 
congregation had succumb to the ways of the world around them. 
 
Writing with a deeply troubled heart, Paul pleaded with the church to heal their factions 
and to use their spiritual gifts to build up the body of Christ.  Reminding them that 
to be the Body of Christ the church doesn't simply make room for diversity 
it needs a diversity of members with a diversity of gifts to fulfill its mission. 
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Using 15 different verbs Paul tells them (and us) what love can and does accomplish, but above 
all, love unifies, be it a marriage, a family  or a faith community. 
 
In our human love songs, we sing of our fantasized ideal of romantic love born of  
the passion in our heart.  The love described in God's love song is born of compassion 
that flows from an act of will as we are able to put another's needs before our own. 
The Greek word for such love is agape - the sacrificial and selfless love which Jesus lived  
and taught.  The way in which he loved us and commanded us to love others.  Agape love 
has the power to conquer human sin that separates and divides us reshaping human lives and 
rebuilding human communities.  Love that is stronger than all the forces of evil and death.  It's 
hard to unpack the depth of this passage in one sermon (and maybe you've heard a sermon series 
preached on it or attended a bible study in past).  Today, I'll use broad strokes to describe this 
kind of love that binds us together. 
 
First, Paul tells us that without love our words are more noise than helpful; our knowledge of 
faith is empty rhetoric; our extravagant acts of which we might be inclined to boast really 
amount to nothing because they come from pity rather than heart-felt compassion.  Agape Love 
is patient and kind.  Someone once said when it comes to relationships those 2 qualities of love 
mean love is attentive.  All of us can learn how to be more attentive to the needs and feelings of 
others by learning how to see, acknowledge and value a person for who they are.  While sitting 
in a restaurant one day a preacher overheard a waitress ask a child what she would like when the 
mother interrupted and said, "she'll have a hamburger."  But the waitress said, "no I was asking 
her" and the child replied "see I am real!"  Inside many of us there's still that voice screaming 
“hey I'm real, look at me, hear me.”  We cannot love those whose plight we refuse to see 
or those to whom we refuse to listen.  We won't know who they really are or what they really 
need.  Love is kind means giving to someone what they really need not what we think they need 
or worse yet dismissing their needs altogether in favor of our own. 
 
Paul then says, Agape Love is practical.  It does some things and resists doing other things.  It 
demonstrates patience. It refuses to stoop to petty retaliation.  It shuns competitiveness, resists 
keeping a scorecard of wrongs done or mistakes made.  Agape love is not rude.  The word he 
uses means a deliberate lack of consideration of how my behavior affects anyone else. 
What all these unloving behaviors have in common is that they spring from our natural born 
inclination to be selfish and self-centered.   At the sight of our Lord who out of love for the 
world laid down his life for others our selfish hearts melt and we are able to say love so 
amazing, so divine demands my soul, my life, my all.   
 
Paul reminds us that unlike romantic love that waxes and wanes with our changing passions and 
desires or collapses under the weight of stress love born of the Spirit alive and at work within us 
is resilient.  It is most powerful in situations of stress and conflict. 
   
This is a favorite passage at weddings some of you may even have had it read at your own.  
Being a present yet somewhat detached observer at weddings (and funerals) Pastors see how 
stress impacts family relationships. In my ministry, nowhere is it more evident than at the 
wedding rehearsal.  Tensions tend to run high as everyone is anxiously trying to do their best 
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to ensure that the couple have their perfect day.  More time is spent conducting family 
negotiations than in conducting the rehearsal.  Then less than 24 hours later something magical 
happens.  Even if, as I always warn couples, something goes awry it seems to evaporate into  
the love in the air.  As the couple stands before me their hearts filled with love they hear 
someone read “love is patient..love is kind..love does not…”and in that most sacred moment 
of becoming one they really believe that Love endures all things.  Then they too must cross the 
bridge from their romantic love becoming a concrete reality in order to grow together rather than 
apart. 
 
A couple of years ago 2 of my parishioners wanted to renew their vows as part of their 50th 
wedding anniversary.  Looking at the 2 of them standing before me and hearing this love song 
read again, I remember thinking these two people really know what it takes to live in this most 
excellent way of love.  They knew what Paul meant when he said “when I was a child I spoke 
like a child, I acted like a child but when I grew up, I spoke like an adult, I acted like an adult.” 
For 50 years they had not only grown in their love for one another they had matured spiritually 
together by growing in their faith that rooted them in hope so that a fuller and deeper measure 
of love flowed from them towards one another. How did I know that? I could see it in their 
relationships with their children, grandchildren and with other members of their church family. 
 
Jesus won the hearts of people by showing them a love they could not resist and that my 
friends is the challenge and the invitation for us in these very contentious times 
in which we are living. To win the hearts of people by modeling for them the most excellent 
way of love born from the compassionate heart of God that dwells within each of us 
and among all of us as the One Body of Christ. 
 
And now faith 
 hope and love abide 
  but the greatest of these is love. 
    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


