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1 Corinthians 13:1-13 

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; it is not irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice in wrongdoing, 
but rejoices in the truth. It 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. 

 

Paul had a message this morning for the people in the church in Corinth.  It is a message 

that, I think, he had been working up to in the whole letter.  I want to take a second and make 

sure that we all heard it.  If you do not have love, you are a clanging cymbal, a noisy gong.  If 

you do not have love, then you are nothing.  Dead.  Without meaning, purpose, and life.  If you 

do not have love, then all your works, as good as they may be, are worthless.  They, in 

themselves, bring nothing to your life.  Love is patient and kind.  It is not envious, or boastful, or 

arrogant, or rude.  It is not irritable or resentful,  it never rejoices in wrong-doing, but rather 

always rejoices in the truth. 

You see, something was going on in Corinth.  Paul wrote a letter to them and right down 

in the middle of this letter to this new church plant in Corinth he felt it necessary to educated 

them about love.  Maybe the people there had sent a letter seeking asking for some instruction?  I 

don’t know.  It seems to be more than that.   It was not just a friendly note checking in with some 

past acquaintances.  Paul seems to be addressing a specific need.  Something is going on in 

Corinth.  And that something requires a reminder of what love is.   
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So, what is going on and why is Paul teaching about love?  In order to answer those 

questions, we have to go deeper.  We need to know what’s happening so that we can try to hear 

the real message of the letter through Corinthian ears in the midst of their circumstances.  We 

have to receive it in the context of their struggle in order to understand what Paul was trying to 

teach them, and us.  Our default position seems to be that we want to make this passage about 

emotional love and we make it one of the top passages for modern day weddings, but I think that 

that type of thing is not what Paul is getting at in this letter to the Corinthian congregation.   

Here is what we know.  Paul’s first letter to the Church in Corinth was a rebuke, not an 

embrace.  The church there had become divided and was becoming even more so.  It was only 

about 20 years since Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection and just a couple of years after Paul 

helped them launch their church.  And they were fracturing.  Some of them followed Paul, some 

Apollos who was a local leader, some chose Cephas to align with, and still others Christ.  At the 

same time within the church, there they were fighting over which gifts of the Spirit were most 

powerful and important.  A hierarchy of personal power was developing.  Those who showed 

evidence of the more significant gifts, like speaking in the tongues of angels, words of prophesy, 

and acts of healing, would lord over others though whom the Spirit moved in a different way.  

And Paul was now writing to them to tell them that the road they were on would lead to their end 

as the church.  And more than that, worse than that, it would lead to end of their part of the 

church’s mission to the world.  People in Corinth were watching and what they saw was conflict, 

and back-biting, and division.  They saw confusion, and contention, and anger.  People were 

being invited, and some were responding, but when they came, they didn’t see God. 

And so, Paul wrote to them.  He wrote to explain to them that they were off track and one 

of the way he did so was with a lesson on love.  A different kind of love.  One that focused on 

God and not themselves. 

I wonder if we might hear Paul’s intent more clearly if we would apply a simple word 

exchange.  We all know that God is Love.  Paul certainly had that understanding.  Let’s try 

this… 

If I speak in the tongues of mortals and of angels, but do not have God, I am a noisy 

cymbal and a clanging gong.  I become an irritant in the ears of those who hear me.  Since 

cymbals were most often used in those day within pagan worship, without God my words lose 

their power and meaning and take people down a different path away from the quest of a 

transformed life. 

If I have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have 

all faith, so as to remove mountains, and have not God, I am nothing.  The prophesy, and the 

works, and the understanding and knowledge, outside of God, is meaningless.  I would be 

meaningless.  And a church full of “me s” would be meaningless and ineffective, as well.   
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If I give away all my possessions, and if I hand over my body so I may boast, but do not 

have God, I gain nothing.  My sacrifice is powerless and without meaning.  If I take action, even 

good actions, so that I might be raised up and esteemed in the world, if my end goal all about me, 

then whatever results come are only temporary.   

God’s love is patient, and God in you brings patience to all your relationships.  God love 

is kind, and in you produces kindness for others.  With God, and the embrace of God’s love, 

there is no need of envy, or boasting, or arrogance, or rudeness.  God is not in those things and 

calls us, as his church, beyond them.   

Paul is writing to a struggling church and calling them back to God through Christ, and 

no one else, so that they can appropriately be God expression of love.  But God comes first.  

Understanding who and what God is comes first.  Understanding the path to God through Christ 

comes first, and through all of that comes love for us and then through us to everyone else. 

The past Friday, our Presiding Bishop, Michael Curry, spoke at a conference in South 

Carolina called the “Say Yes to Jesus Conference”.  He was his normal self: energized, animated, 

inspiring.  He spoke a great deal about Jesus and great deal about love.  At the end, after getting 

everyone there all fired up about being the living embodiment of love in the world, he made a 

critical point.  He told the people there at the Say Yes to Jesus Conference that if they are saying 

yes to Jesus it is not enough to just say yes to love, you must say yes to his way of love, to God’s 

way of love. 

 God’s love cannot be diminished.  He sees each and every person as beloved children of 

a loving Creator no matter what their circumstances, struggles, or offenses are.   

God’s love is also transformational.  He sees every person in their separation from him, 

and he sees all the decisions, and actions, and attitudes that further that separation, and loves us 

enough to provide us a path out of that separation and those decisions, actions, and attitudes so 

that we can find the life that we are robbing ourselves of.   

And God’s love is eternal, even for those who choose eternal separation from their loving 

God. 

And God calls us to that love for our neighbors.  A love that cannot be diminished despite 

the circumstance, and the struggles, and the offenses that we allow to separate us.  A love that 

recognizes the need for transformation in all of us, including, and maybe especially ourselves.  

And a love that is eternal that seeks a fullness of life for all people. 

Paul knew that the greatest gift that we have received is the gift of God’s love, and that 

God’s love is the greatest gift that we can give to our neighbor, both inside and outside the 

church.  He is calling the Corinthian church back to that specific mission and he is calling us to 

join them for our time. 

Amen 


