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     Today’s reading comes from Paul’s first letter to 

the church in Corinth, all thirteen verses of chapter 

thirteen. As Rev. Ashley so aptly preached last 

Sunday, Corinth is a city that doesn’t sleep, where 

‘what happens in Corinth stays in Corinth.’ It was a 

busy industrial city, in large part because of its 

location on this 4-mile isthmus where captains who 

wanted to shave some time off sailing around 

southern Greece could have their ships rolled on 

logs from one end of the isthmus to the other. Can 

you imagine being on a crew that helped move 

ships on logs over 4 miles of land? It might be that 

they had beasts of burden doing the pulling, but 

still, you had to be a tough cookie to make this 

happen, hard-working people who sacrificed their 

bodies (like tonight’s football players)! Corinth was 

a distinctive city with a diverse population who 

worked hard and probably partied hard, too. 

We can tell that the church in Corinth was arguing 

over whose talents were the best. That’s why in 

chapter 12, Paul describes how the different gifts 

and identities of the church’s members make them 

like a body, and individually members of it. In this 

metaphor, the seemingly lesser parts are honored 

for being just as integral to the body as any other, 

and unity is maintained because as far as the 

church shares in its faith and ministries, it 

embodies Christ, it is the body of Christ today. 

But then Paul says that although there are lots of 

important gifts—following Jesus, predicting the 

future (prophesying), teaching, healing, speaking in 

tongues. The Greek for speaking in tongues is 

glossolalia, it’s this phenomena going back to some 

early churches that Pentecostal churches still 

practice. It’s speaking in a language that doesn’t 

make sense to humans because it doesn’t originate 

from a human group. Thus some like to imagine 

that glossolalia is speaking in the tongues of angels. 

But then Paul says, for all those gifts, there is a 

“more excellent way”. Listen now for God’s Word… 

1 Corinthians 13:1-13 

1. 

It has been said that when you investigate and 

explore a writing closely, it’s like dissecting a frog in 

that by getting so into the details you kill the 

meaningfulness of the words. Although perhaps 

you can view a specimen closely without killing it, 

or even after going under the knife, the words and 

their content can be revived. 

Today we just heard Paul’s love chapter. There are 

three sections, a.k.a. strophes to the chapter (if you 

ever read bad poetry, you have my permission to 

call it a cata-strophe). Strophes one and two are 

often read at Christian wedding services, while 

strophes two and three are often read at funerals 

and memorial services. I should know: I go to my 

fair share of such services and get to wear my robe. 

Now this chapter isn’t a poem unto itself. It has a 

context. Paul turns to chapter 13 after writing 

about the different gifts like I mentioned before. 

He lists some significant gifts before he reveals that 

there is something even better than all those. You 

think healing is awesome? I can top that! Paul 

shares. What could be better than all those other 

things? We are curious. And so we turn from 

chapter 12 to 13.  

2. 

Paul doesn’t immediately divulge what that better 

way is. The sentence starts—'If I speak in the 

tongues of mortals or of angels’ (that “glossolalia”). 

Those are significant acts, especially in the church, 

to speak like I am now or to speak in tongues, in a 

charismatic flourish. If I do those significant things 

in the life of the church, but I don’t have love, then 

I might as well open my mouth and have the sound 

of a gong or a cymbal clang and reverberate, 
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because that’s how pointless speaking without love 

would be. 

Just to be clear, the word that we’re hearing as 

love, agape, is translated elsewhere (like in the 

King James Version) as charity. The advantage of 

using charity is that charity expresses giving. The 

disadvantage is that we think of charity as 

transactional—charity for us is giving money or 

used clothing to a cause. Our charity can be done 

at arm’s length. Using the word ‘love’ has the 

advantage of making it clear that agape is 

relational and transformational. Paul is talking 

about actions that bring us close to others. But Paul 

does not mean love in the strictly romantic sense. 

Romantic love can have agape in it, but it’s not 

exactly the same. Neither word says it all, so we’ll 

use love and can also think of it being self-giving 

love. 

Notice that Paul’s first section gives three examples 

of things it would be silly to do without love. It’s 

silly to speak without passion, it is silly to have 

strong faith without love. And it is silly to watch an 

episode of ‘Tidying Up with Marie Kondo’ and 

giving all our stuff so that we can boast to our 

friends but without love, because then all we gain 

are empty closets and bookshelves. These are all 

counterexamples from Paul. 

It’s like a round from this board game I like. The 

game involves old sayings from around the world. 

Everyone hears the first half of an old saying. 

Without knowing the real ending, players make up 

a fake ending that will then be read with the other 

fakes and the real ending. Players then vote on 

which they think is real. My favorite example from 

the game is: There’s an old Tanganyikan saying, “If 

you have only one cow, you don’t ask…” 

[I’ll give you the real one and three fakes]: 

a) “…would you like to marry my daughter?” 

b) “…who mooed?” 

c) “…which cow gave this milk?” or 

d) “…how many cows do I have?” 

Which one is real?  

C: ‘…which cow gave this milk?’ 

But all those would be silly to say, right? Through 

counterexample, you just learned a little bit about 

the experience of having just one cow. 

Paul teaches us about the experience of giving love 

by considering what it’s silly to do without it. It 

would be sad for example for a person to help 

move ships across the 4-mile isthmus at Corinth 

and to not have love, to not love doing it, right? 

They could boast all they wanted to, but they 

would only gain a paycheck without loving it. That’s 

why when I read the first strophe, I use some irony 

and sadness in my voice. 

Because love is that commitment to spending your 

life—your time and your body—for something. 

Love is moving your mouth, mountains, ships, 

people, or whatever, for a valued purpose. 

3. 

The second strophe. 

The first chunk of the second strophe is 

straightforward. To couples about to get married I 

speak these words with hopefulness. ‘Love is 

patient; kind; not envious or boastful, arrogant, or 

rude. It does not insist on its own way, nor does it 

enjoy wrongdoing, but rejoices in truth.’ These are 

characteristics that the church in Corinth seemed 

to lack toward one another, but that are good 

characteristics of love in personal relationships in 

all forms. Patience, kindness, joy in truth: these are 

characteristics that we want to sign up for but that 

fulfilling is much more difficult to do. And when I 

counsel younger, first marriage couples, I say if you 

think this is a tall order when there’s just two of 

you, just wait until that day when you might have 

kids! God bless and good luck! 

At weddings, this part looks ahead; at funerals, this 

part often helps us looks back. It’s like saying, 

“Remember the patience of your spouse, parent, 

sibling, child, friend? That was love. Or remember 
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when you were there for your loved one? Also 

love. Did you always fulfill that? Probably not. But 

can we today rejoice in the truth of your loved 

one’s life and what it means to you? Yes, and 

insofar as we do that, we have love.” 

Which brings us to the second half of the second 

section, when Paul ramps up the intensity. ‘Love 

believes all things; bears all things; hopes all things; 

endures all things. For those getting married, this 

tells them what love will likely encounter. For 

people at funerals, it confirms the bearing or 

burdens and endurance of pain and helplessness in 

the face of their loved one’s death.  

4. 

And then Paul turns from the second to the third 

section. This final section begins with three words 

that put a lump in my throat. They form the 

boldest claim of the reading: 

Love. Never. Ends. 

At weddings these three words imply that if the 

couple’s relationship is truly based on mutual love, 

two-way, self-giving love, then nothing can put an 

end to this relationship. That’s a big claim in a 

world with almost 50% divorce rates. But it makes 

the stakes clear: Love never ends. 

At memorials and funerals these three words imply 

that a person’s connection to their loved one will 

never go away because it will live on in love; but it 

also warns that their grief will not simply go away, 

for if love never ends, then neither will the loss. 

Love: consolation and never-ending pain. If I read 

those words at funerals, I must mean them. And 

the words themselves force me to look into the 

eyes of the one for whom this death is the biggest 

catastrophe and who needs to hear what they 

might be in for, being linked to and missing the one 

they loved for the rest of their lives. 

The rest of the third strophe distinguishes more 

between what ends and doesn’t, what is partial 

and complete. Those other gifts from chapter 12, 

Paul reminds us, they come to an end. Some day 

you won’t need to predict the future or teach 

anymore, when the partial comes to an end. I 

didn’t know as much as a kid. Now I know more 

fully. And now we see in a mirror only dimly, 

darkly, vaguely.  

But there will come a day when we will see face to 

face. In a chapter that never utters the name of 

God, the words strongly imply that the face we will 

see some day is God’s. Then I will know fully and be 

fully known. Then the love, the commitment to 

others and to God will be made complete. Then I 

will live in the love that never ends. 

Everything else fades away. Everything else you 

can’t take with you. Faith, hope and love stay with 

you from this life into the next. And the most 

foundational of these is love: self-giving, other-

yearning love. Because it not only stays with you 

but is made complete with God. 

5. 

The good news is that this reading applies at the 

milestones of weddings and funerals, but beyond 

them too to interpret and enrich the everyday 

moments of our lives. 

We may have explored this reading, but more truly 

the reading inspects us and what we give ourselves 

to and for. What are we toiling for? Do we believe 

in and endure in the love that never ends? Do we 

have faith and hope and love? Do we have faith, 

hope, and love in God? These words of love can 

work on you each day. Let them. 

The good news is also this:  

If you have only one God, you don’t ask: Who gave 

us this love? No: that would be silly!  

God created us and sustains us in love; Jesus loves 

us at the table, on the cross, and out of the empty 

tomb. Jesus shows us to find love in our encounters 

with neighbors and with God, in Jesus’ name, 

Amen. 


