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… and the greatest of these is love 

 

Jeremiah 1:4–10 

Psalm 71:1–6 

1 Corinthians 13:1–13 

Luke 4:21–30 

 

Text: 1 Corinthians 13:13 

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

 

Introduction 

It may have surprised the Apostle Paul to learn that his beautiful and poetic word 

on love—1 Corinthians chapter 13—has become a main staple for reading at 

Christian wedding services.  Paul’s teaching on love was written for a church that 

struggled to put it into practice; everything Paul says love is not, they are; 

everything he says love is, they are not.  The Corinthian Christians are abusing 

their freedom, refusing to share, dividing into factions, boasting in their own gifts, 

seeking recognition for themselves, and jockeying for position in the church.  As 

Paul writes, he is not thinking primarily a young couple who adore one another 

along with families and friends in a joyous mood coming together to celebrate on a 

happy occasion.  He is thinking about the messy situation in the church and seeks 

to correct things. (This is not to say that the text should not be read at weddings). 

 

When Paul’s description of love—the ‘love is’ part—is lifted out of this chapter 

and read, it can give the impression that love is the foremost in a list of virtues for 

a happy and fulfilling life.  Read within the context of the letter to the 

Corinthians—along with Paul’s other letters—what Paul describes as love is a state 

of being.  It constitutes the fundamental relationship to God without which ‘I am 

nothing’, says Paul.  Paul is writing to a community of people to whom God's love 

has been revealed in Jesus Christ. Their love is a response to God's gracious love, 

and it is from this relationship of love that all their spiritual gifts spring. 

 

The explicit theological foundation for the love Paul writes about is laid out at 

several points earlier in the letter. For example: ‘God is the source of your life in 

Jesus Christ: so neither the one who plants nor the one who waters is anything, but 

only God who gives the growth; and yet for us there is one God, the Father, from 

whom are all things and for whom we exist, and one Lord, Jesus Christ, through 

whom are all things and through whom we exist.’ The love Paul has in mind is the 

reality of God's presence in our lives and the very basis of our humanity.  Paul’s 

letter to the Romans is the distillation of all that he wants to say about the gospel.  
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It is in this letter that he writes, ‘…for I am convinced that neither death, nor life, 

nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor 

height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from 

the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.’ If we are going to understand what Paul 

says about love we need this larger context. 

 

Paul introduces this chapter by saying, I will show you a still more excellent way.  

The word used here—“way,” road,” or “path”—has a rich history in the Scriptures 

and in early Christian reflection and practice. The invitation is to a journey, a 

venture with God.  The love Paul has in mind is this way, this path, this 

relationship with God that is life—remember that Jesus said, “I am the way.” 

 

1. This chapter on love is a very poetic piece of writing and, like a hymn or poem, 

could be divided into three verses with a chorus at the end…and the greatest of 

these is love.  In the first verse life is said to be very hollow without love.  Without 

love, Paul says, I am a noisy gong, I am nothing, I gain nothing.  What is he talking 

about? Is life really this hollow without love? 

 

Keep in mind the context of Paul’s thinking.  In this chapter Paul is describing 

‘agape’, that strong Greek word the New Testament takes over to speak of the self-

forgetful, self-giving of God in his sacrifice at the cross.  He is thinking about 

Jesus who gives himself completely for us.  In English we use our word ‘love’ 

when talking about the array of loves in life.  Paul is talking about the love of God.  

It is God who defines ‘agape’ for Paul as self-forgetful, self-giving.  And for Paul, 

this love is first, and foremost, love for God. 

 

In this opening stanza you will notice the predominance of the self-referential word 

‘I’.  “If I speak in the tongues of mortals and of angels, … if I have prophetic 

powers, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have all faith, so 

as to remove mountains… If I give away all my possessions, and if I hand over my 

body so that I may boast.”  And therein lies the problem.  It is all about me.  

Without this love, the love Paul is thinking about that is Jesus Christ, the heart of 

being a believer is ripped out, in fact the very reason for life is lost…or as Paul 

says, “I am nothing.”  Without this love (agape) all our spirituality amounts to 

nothing. 

 

Permit me a personal reflection as a potential parable.  For me, in my marriage 

with Valerie, vacations were endless time with her.  Yes, we enjoyed travel and 

activity and sight-seeing as part of vacations—but its essence for me was that I got 

to do all that with her.  I recall vividly, after she died, that the purpose of going on 
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vacation was lost; the heart of it seemed ripped out. My parable is limited but I 

offer it as a glimpse of what Paul might mean when he says that without love 

(agape), even if he possessed great prophetic powers and faith that could move 

mountains, ‘I am nothing.’ The heart of the matter has been lost, ripped away. 

 

Reflect for a moment on the life of Jesus.  Many regard Jesus as a wise teacher.  

However, would we have ever heard the name Jesus or anything about his teaching 

if he hadn’t been crucified and raised from the dead?  Was Jesus’ teaching so 

outstanding that he would be regarded as a sage for the ages apart from the 

dramatic events that took place at a garbage dump outside Jerusalem?  The gospel 

witnesses that it is at the cross where we see most definitively what God’s love is 

as God pours himself out without remainder for our sakes, complete and utter self-

forgetful, self-giving.  If Jesus is not this love (agape) then I don’t think we would 

ever have heard his name.  I think this may be why Paul will say, without love, I 

am nothing.  

 

2. The second verse of this hymn on love describes what love is and what love is 

not.  Love is patient, kind, rejoicing in the truth, bearing, believing, hoping and 

enduring all things; love is not envious, boastful, arrogant, insisting on its own 

way, irritable, resentful or happy about wrongdoing.  I invite you to notice that 

love is an action word; it is described in terms of our interactions with others.  

Love can be seen.  A child knows readily when a parent is being kind and patient 

and, alternately, when the same parent is irritated or resentful.  Love permeates 

everything about life.  First because God is this love and holds all things together. 

Secondly, since God is love in the perfection of his triune being—Father, Son and 

Holy Spirit existing in perfect self-forgetful self-giving for each other—God 

creates humans out of this love to know this love and to live out this love towards 

one another. 

 

As I think of our Lord’s life it seems to me that Paul’s definition of love is a 

description of Jesus.  Paul writes, love is kind.  Was Jesus always kind?  Some 

would question such an assertion particularly with respect to Jesus’ interaction 

with the people in his hometown synagogue.  We read that story today.  In Luke’s 

account it seems things were going well for Jesus as he preached that day.  ‘All 

spoke well of him and were amazed at the gracious words that came from his 

mouth,’ until he said to them, ‘Doubtless you will quote to me this proverb, 

“Doctor, cure yourself!” And you will say, “Do here also in your home town the 

things that we have heard you did at Capernaum. … Truly I tell you, no prophet is 

accepted in the prophet’s home town.” And as Jesus expanded on this point it 

seemed to drive the congregation into a rage. 
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I invite you to keep in mind that we were not in the room to hear the tone of voice 

Jesus used; Luke has just said that Jesus’ words were heard as gracious to those 

listening to his sermon.  Many times we import into the text how we imagine Jesus 

might offer a corrective word—a tone that typically accords with how we offer 

corrective words to others.  I also point out that then, as now, people bristle at the 

gospel assertion that we humans are sinners in need of a saviour.  The scriptures 

declare that we are captive to Sin (capital S) which is our defiant rebellion against 

God—‘unbelief’ is how our underlying condition of Sin is described.  The result is 

alienation from God; in the account of the fall, Adam and Eve are driven from the 

garden—they didn’t wander off because of curiosity or poor directions.  Small ‘s’ 

sins are the concrete behavioural manifestations or outcroppings of our underlying 

condition, capital “S” Sin. 

 

Sinners in need of a saviour; not diamonds in the rough who simply need a little 

moral polishing or some personal work on integration.  This message does not 

always sit well with a world that thinks the only truth that exists is ‘your’ truth or 

‘my’ truth.  The gospel is good news because we are given this diagnosis of our 

condition only in the course of God providing the cure.  Jesus Christ is himself the 

cure in that he gives his life for us.  It is love (agape) that Jesus announces that we 

are sinners and is at the same time the very cure for that sin.   Is it kind to refrain 

from telling a person of some peril they are in?  Is there anything Jesus said to his 

hometown synagogue congregation that was not true? 

 

Reflecting further about this definition that shows us what love is and what love is 

not—is there a household anywhere in the world that would not be blessed if 

members of the household lived out the pattern that Paul holds up for us?  Just 

think about the impact in our world if we could curb irritability and resentfulness 

in home life.  Is there a business anywhere that would not prosper if the 

interactions of colleagues with one another and with clients were guided by what 

Paul says love is and love is not? Just think of what the positive impact on 

commerce might be if we could curb envy and arrogance and wrongdoing in our 

work places. 

 

In the last line of this verse, Paul writes, that love bears, believes, hopes, and 

endures ‘all things.’ This is not to say that love tolerates anything.  Remember that 

God’s love is purposed to do away with sin not tolerate it; Jesus dies for sin and is 

raised victorious so we can have victory over sin.  A good translation of this 

sentence is in the Revised English Bible. “There is nothing love cannot face: there 

is no limit to its faith, it's hope, it's endurance.”  Or as one theologian translates, 
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“Love never tires of support, never loses faith, never exhausts hope, never gives 

up.” 

 

3. The third stanza of this hymn on love begins with the claim that ‘love never 

fails.’  The word translated ‘fails’ (‘πίπτει’) means falls to the ground in a literal 

and metaphorical sense, often with the added force of collapsing or falling apart. 

We regularly use the term ‘fall apart’ to speak of the disintegration and demise of 

something or someone hitherto apparently robust. The power of Paul's language is 

best conveyed by translating this phrase, ‘love never falls to the ground’ or ‘love 

never collapses.’ 

 

Love never fails; this is what the Psalms repeat over and over, “For the Lord is 

good; his steadfast love endures for ever, and his faithfulness to all generations.’ 

(Psalm 100:5; 106:1; 107:1;118:1,2,3,4; 136:2) Or “the steadfast love of the Lord 

is from everlasting to everlasting.” (Psalm 103:17)  Or as in the prophet Jeremiah, 

“The steadfast love of the Lord never ceases, his mercies never come to an end.” 

 

This idea that God’s love (agape) endures, never fails, never falls to the ground, 

never collapses, launches Paul into thinking about the future God has promised his 

people; propels him to talk about things that endure into that great future God has 

purposed for his people.  The great purpose of God to bring to completion his work 

of redemption when all things will be subject to our Lord—that existence where 

sin is no more and love will give way only to more love.  There will come a day 

when we won’t need preachers anymore or more knowledge because all will be 

complete.  “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.” 

 

Each Sunday we pray, ‘thy kingdom come.’  Believers live in that kingdom now—

its reality is known by faith.  One day it will be undeniable and known by sight.  

We are to live the love of that kingdom now in this fallen world ever pointing to 

that kingdom.  Hastening its day, as the scripture says.  As I re-read the definition 

of what that love is and is not I know that I fail to love in a consistent way.  Here is 

where I take heart, I may fail to love but love will never fail to fulfill its purposes.  

This is because God is love and renders it certain.  It is a marvel of his steadfast 

love that God works through our halting discipleship to weave his purposes to 

redeem.  This is what motivates us to again take up kindness instead of irritability, 

to take up patience instead of insisting on our own way… and so on. 

 

Biblically speaking, you cannot separate love from the source of love—for God is 

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

 
 

   

 

 

 


