Summer Series: One in the Spirit

#4 – “One in Love”

1 Corinthians 12:28 – 13:13

 It’s got to be one of the slipperiest words in the English language – this word love. We use it in such a broad way that it has almost lost it’s meaning to us. We use the word to speak of how we feel about our spouses and families. “I love my wife and children.” But then we will turn around and use the same word to speak of how we feel about our dessert. “Boy, I just love this pecan pie!” Given the usage of this word in our language, what then does it mean to love? Does that word, love, have any real meaning in our day and time and in our lives?

 Throughout the month of July as we have gathered in here for one combined service, we have been reflecting on the unity of the church, utilizing Paul’s words to the church in Corinth nearly 2000 years ago. We’ve noted that he church there in that Greek city was diverse, gifted, filled with conflict and struggling to understand how Christians should live in a pagan if not secular, culture.  

  In the 12th chapter we have looked at so far, Paul urges this church to hold to the common confession of faith they have, which is “Jesus is Lord.” He invites them to see their diversity as strength, not as a liability and to celebrate it as a means to reach others with the good news. And he has reminded them that each member of the body of Christ is needed and that they all need one another to be the complete expression of Christian faith in their environment. And after saying all of that, Paul then goes on to say something at the end of the 12th chapter that is profound and that sets the stage for what may be one of the best known and most loved passages of scripture in the Bible. At the end of the chapter 12, Paul writes:

“And I will show you a still more excellent way”

 You mean to tell me that there is a “more excellent” way to be a united church than having a common confession of faith? There is a greater way to be a united church that being extremely gifted and equipped with many talents and celebrating that diversity? There is a better way to be “one in the spirit” that recognizing that each of us is needed and that in a community of faith we need one another? 

 And Paul’s answer to this church that was about to come apart at the seams was, “Yes, these are all excellent ways to bind yourself together as a church. However there is indeed a “more excellent” way to hold together as a community of faith. It is the way of love. 

And there’s that slippery word – love. However, nowhere in all of history has this elusive word been better defined than in this poetic expression from the pen of the Apostle Paul. I think at heart we know this. Without a doubt, this is the passage of scripture that is most often requested by couples whose marriages I perform. Even though this passage is not really about marriage, I never try to dissuade a couple from its being read at their wedding because whether it is directly about marriage or not, I think couples intuitively know it is the best expression of the true meaning of love that has ever been written.

 It is such a clear expression of the true meaning of that slippery word that even a Hindu, Mahatma Ghandi, meditated on it repeatedly. In 1917, when his supporters in India drifted toward violence, he urged them to read Paul’s words here on love. For a new year’s gift that same year, he sent his nephew a handwritten copy of 1 Corinthians 13. (William W. Emilsen, “Ghandi and the greatest thing in the world,” Expository Times, January 2002, pp. 118-119)

 Even those outside the Christian faith understand that in this passage of scripture we have the finest expression ever of this thing called love. For the sake of ordering our thoughts today on love, let me suggest three words that can frame our understanding of Paul’s “more excellent way” called love. 

 The first word is…

…Primary (vv.1-3)

Love is to be the number one priority in our lives. Paul uses some conditional clauses (“if…then” statements) to introduce the primacy of love:

 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. 2And 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. 3If 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.  

 Now, think back with me to the previous weeks about the kind of church that existed in Corinth at that time. It was a diverse congregation that was in conflict. And one of the main sources of conflict was over spiritual gifts – tongues, prophecy, knowledge, wisdom, healing, miracles, faith. There is no doubt the Holy Spirit was at work among the Christians in Corinth. And there was some in the church whom, it seems, were especially enamored with the gift of tongues. Yes, the church in Corinth leaned more toward the Pentecostal variety as opposed to the Presbyterian variety!

 However, as Paul starts his excursus on love here, notice that he essentially says that:

 “It does not matter how religious you are; it does not matter how spiritual you think you are; if love if not first and foremost in your church, it all amounts to zilch! Zero! Nada! Love trumps religion! You need to know that and put it to work in your midst”

 Can’t you just hear Paul preaching that? And he’s right. 

· If love is not first and foremost in a congregation, it does not matter how beautiful their sanctuary is or how well maintained their grounds. 

· If love is not first and foremost in a congregation it does not matter how many programs it has for children and youth or how many Bible studies they hold during the week. 

· If love is not first and foremost in a congregation it matters not how eloquent the preacher is or how wonderful the music is.

 If love is not primary, we’re just making noise, stirring up dust, whistling in the wind. Without love, we are nothing. Love has to be primary. 

 And it is not easy to make love primary. It’s not easy in our marriages, our families or in our church. There’s an old cartoon that pictures a preacher at the pulpit and a deacon sitting behind him with a grumpy expression on his face. The preacher says, "So until next Sunday, remember that God loves you, I love you and Brother Al here is working on it." It takes work to make love primary, yes even (or perhaps especially!) in the church.

 The second word by which we might frame Paul’s more excellent way called love is the word…

…Practice (vv.4-7)

 In verses 4 through 7, Paul begins in earnest to describe what love looks like in real life.

4 Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant 5or rude. It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; 6it does not rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth. 7It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.

 One of the things that makes the word “love” so slippery in our minds is we tend to want to define it as a noun – as a thing. However love, true love, Christian love, is not a thing, but an act. 

 It’s easy to miss in it in the English language, but in the original Greek language in which Paul wrote these words, it jumps off the page. In these 4 little verses here, did you know that there are 15 verbs used to describe what love is! Fifteen verbs! Action words. I’m not sure about you, but for me, that says love is not something abstract and theoretical, but something tangible and practical. Love is acting some ways and not acting in others. Love is not only to be primary among God’s people, but to be practiced by us as well.

 There was once a woman who was an associate pastor of a large Presbyterian church in southern California. This woman loved to go to Nordstrom department store in Bel Air during the Christmas season, mostly just to enjoy the ambiance and the live Christmas music on all five floors.
On one of her visits, the minister was on the top floor of the store looking at some of the finest dresses in the world, when the elevator doors opened and out stepped a very disheveled looking woman. Her clothes were dirty and torn, her hair was matted, and her stockings were rolled down to her ankles. She just stood there holding a very full and very dirty gym bag in her hand and it was obvious that she probably wasn't going to buy anything—all the dresses were all in the multi thousand-dollar category.
The minister half-expected a security guard to come and show the woman out. But instead of a security guard, a stately saleswoman came over to the woman with the gym bag and asked, "May I help you, madam?"
The woman said, "Yeah! I wanna buy a dress!"
"Any particular kind of dress?" the saleswoman asked in a very kind and dignified manner.
"A party dress!" the woman answered.
"Well you've come to the right place," said the saleswoman. "Follow me. I think we have some of the finest party dresses in the world."
The saleswoman then spent more than fifteen minutes matching the dresses with the woman's skin color and eye color, trying to help her find just the right match. After selecting three dresses, the saleswoman said, "Shall we go and try them on?" They headed into the dressing room. The minister hurried into the adjoining dressing room and put her ear up to the wall. She had to hear what would happen next.
The woman with the gym bag tried on the dresses with the saleswoman's help. But then, after about ten minutes, the woman said very abruptly, "I've changed my mind. I'm not going to buy a dress today!" The minister in the adjoining cubicle held her breath and heard the saleswoman say, "That's all right." And then, in a gentle voice she said, "But here's my card. Should you come back to Nordstrom, I do hope that you'll ask for me. I would consider it such a privilege to wait on you again." And don't you just get the feeling that that's exactly what Jesus would do—if Jesus were a saleswoman at Nordstrom? That saleswoman knew that love is something you do. (as told by Julie Pennington-Russell, “The Greatest of These” 30 Good Minutes, Chicago Sunday Evening Club, 2002)
 Love, if it is to be primary, has to be practiced. And the final word to frame our discussion of love this morning, is the word…

…Permanent (vv.8-13)

I have always been struck by Paul’s brief, yet categorical assertion in verse 8

“Love never ends”

 And then Paul goes on to elaborate on this, asserting that all else in the world is transitory. All else will “come to and end,” will “cease,” will “fade away.” When all else is said and done, dead and gone, what will remain is love. Wow! What that says to me is that the only permanence that exists in this world and in my own life are those things that I say, I do, that I commit and I create, in love.

 Deeds of love, acts of kindness and patience, practices of good manners and charity done in love have a permanence that will live on into eternity. They will out live me and they will out live you. Love transcends time. 

As the great theologian Karl Barth wrote:

“Love is the future eternal light shining in the present.”

 May that future eternal light shine through you and me and our church as we live bound together as the body of Christ in this place, One in the Spirit – one in love.
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