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I Corinthians 13 

13 If I speak in the tongues of humans and of angels but do not have love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. 2 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. 3 If I give away all my possessions and if I hand over my body so that I may boast[a] but 
do not have love, I gain nothing. 

4 Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant 5 or rude. It does not insist on its own way; it is 
not irritable; it keeps no record of wrongs; 6 it does not rejoice in wrongdoing but rejoices in the truth. 7 It bears all things, 
believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. 

8 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. 9 For we know only in part, and we prophesy only in part, 10 but when the complete comes, the partial 
will come to an end. 11 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. 12 For now we see only a reflection, as in a mirror, 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. 13 And now faith, hope, and love 
remain, these three, and the greatest of these is love. 

 This summer we have made our way through temperance, justice, prudence, courage, faith, and hope, and now 

we can finally end on an easy virtue. Love. Before we go there though I would like to begin by reflecting on our two 

scripture passages. The first is the decalogue or Ten Commandments, not an uncontroversial piece of scripture these 

days. Centuries ago when the Reformers were motivated by producing people who could articulate and make sense of the 

faith they practiced, they produced worship liturgies and catechisms (i.e. take home instruction) that included the Lord’s 

Prayer, the Apostles’ Creed, and the Ten Commandments. They believed every Christian should be acquainted with the 

words and structure of how Jesus taught his disciples to pray, they believed every Christian should be able to give an 

account of the Christian faith and what is at the heart of God’s creation, reconciliation, and ongoing redemption of the 

world, and they thought every Christian should know what is expecting of us and how we are called to live in the world. 

Faith cannot be reduced to one thing, they reminded us. Sometimes faith is piety, spiritual activity and prayer and 

meditation and reflection on the divine. Sometimes faith is believing. Saying what we believe in a time of crisis. And 

sometimes faith is doing. Following Jesus Christ in our public and private life. Prayer, Believing, and Doing.  

It was the practice in early Reformed worship services to read the ten commandments after the prayer of 

confession and the assurance of pardon--and I emphasize after. The commandments were not some kind of pre-requisite 

for God’s grace, some kind of measuring stick to evaluate our worthiness of God’s love, some kind of ethical evaluation 

tool to determine our worth. Rather, the commandments were read in light of God’s grace and forgiveness, after the 
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worshippers had been assured of God’s mercy. Now that you have been forgiven, live this way. The ten commandments 

are an invitation rather than an evaluation tool. If you are who God has made you to be in your baptism and at the Lord’s 

Table, then go into the world to Love God (commandments 1-4), and Love your Neighbor (commandments 5-10). The ten 

commandments are about love, not punishment or even self-evaluation or spiritual bookkeeping. How many times do we 

see Jesus offer more to those who feel confident because ‘I have kept all the commandments.’ The ten commandments are 

more of a jumping off point into a love that will stretch us, challenge us, and demand more of us than we really believed 

we were signing up for or that we thought was completely natural to our sensibilities.  

 Our second scripture reading might feel foreign or even a bit out of context since we are reading it in a regular ole 

church service and not in the context of a service of matrimony. We just assume the apostle Paul in chapter 13 of 

Corinthians got tired of refereeing a dysfunctional congregational fight for the first 12 chapters, got tired of addressing 

the Corinthians lawsuits against each other, ritual acts of sex, over indulging at the communion table, and spiritual 

posturing about which members of the community had the best spiritual gifts, and Paul just put all that on pause and 

decided, you know in chapter 13 I’ll shift gears here and write some beautiful words about love for a wedding ceremony.  

But the reality of it is Paul was not writing these words about love for a married couple or a wedding ceremony at 

all, but for a fractured community of faith trying to keep them bound to one another in the midst of their divisions, their 

dysfunction, and their disagreement. Ultimately, Paul reminds them, being the smartest person in the room but trolling 

all your haters, may win some points, but ultimately comes across like a noisy gong and a clanging cymbal. Preaching the 

birds out of the trees may be a powerful gift, but it won’t amount to much if doesn’t shape the way you love your 

neighbor. Spiritual gifts and practices are all important callings Paul tells the Corinthians, but if they completely 

disconnect you from the difficult people you are called to love, they are meaningless. Paul is not writing a script for a 

wedding or even for marriage per se, but rather he is reminding the whole Christian community that we are called to love 

the other who is in front of us, whoever the other is, and oftentimes it may not be the person or people we self-select or 

choose or get to put through the vetting process.  

When he was a Methodist bishop in Alabama, Will Willimon, who will be our preacher on Heritage Sunday later 

this fall, was asked what he missed about his old job as dean of the chapel at Duke University. He thought for a second 

and then said what he missed about living and working on the University campus was the office of admissions. The office 

admissions, Willimon declared, vetted every student who gained entry on that campus and they ensured that nearly 

everyone who was accepted met certain criteria even if they looked different or came from different parts of the country. 



 

 

Willimon continued: we don’t have an admissions office in the church. We are called to work together with whomever 

Jesus drags through the door. We are called to love.  

 In a moment of weakness earlier this year, we succumbed as parents to a request to purchase a chameleon. All in 

all, it has not been too onerous of an addition to the household, and there are even moments of chameleon parenting when 

you feel a real sense of bonding and dare I say affection and dare I say love. That is, until you read about chameleon’s and 

their behavior on the internet. There you will find that whatever moment of bonding and affection you thought there was 

between you and this hand-size cold-blooded reptile was an illusion, that this creature only understands ‘fight or flight,’ 

and probably any lingering moment of affection was due more to the fact that my hand felt warm or safe to be a perch in a 

moment that one of the pet owners, i.e., me, mistook for a real moment of bonding. The first rule of chameleon ownership 

seems to be this: ‘chameleons are solitary animals and do not form social bonds with humans.’ But I am going to still hold 

out hope and after all, you can’t believe everything you read on the internet.  

 It’s not just chameleons that many think are incapable of love and unnatural at forming loving bonds. According 

to author Marilynne Robinson, ‘Sigmund Freud said we cannot love our neighbor as ourselves,’ and to teach that, believe 

that, and to try to live that was unnatural and might even do damage to the human psyche.1 Scott Black Johnston points 

us to the novelist Ayn Rand as well, who asserts that human beings are primarily interested in two things: ‘preserving 

ourselves (staying alive) and pursuing what makes us happy.’2 Nothing else matters. Everyone for themselves. Rand 

believed that humans ‘have no moral obligation to give of ourselves to help others,’ and that such actions are a waste of 

time and can even be detrimental to our own health and happiness.3 According to Rand, ‘love is a selfish act. We love 

people because we value them. We love people because they have something to offer us in return.’ Any other motivation 

or action of love is pointless and unnatural. As Johnston reminds us, ‘it is unnatural to see your neighbor as being worthy 

of love regardless of whether they can do something for you. It is unnatural to pledge your resources to a community like 

a church or to some other charity’ without expectation of ‘what’s in it for me.’ ‘It is unnatural to give self-sacrificially to 

lift up your neighbors in need.’4  

 Love is countercultural. Love is unnatural. Love goes beyond the boundaries of our safe spaces and our 

gerrymandered communities of self-interest. I used to be amused by online videos of coaches getting into it with the 
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umpire or parents behaving badly at some child’s fairly trivial sporting event, but sometimes that feels like the norm now. 

Callousness to the vulnerabilities of others and coarseness across our society in what we say, how we say it, and its 

impact on those around us. We are all one hair trigger away from acting as if it is perfectly natural to lose all inhibitions 

and decorum with those whom we disagree, it is perfectly natural to troll our haters or behave like one ourselves, it is 

perfectly natural to think owning the conservatives or owning the libs is the ultimate political victory. Love is just 

flattened out to be an extension of our radical self-interest and the securing of our own happiness. To each his or her own. 

Anything else is unnatural. And weak. A betrayal of our tribe. A waste of time and energy.  

In fact, we often confuse Christian community with the pursuit of our radical self-interest as if that is all that 

love required. We risk becoming reptilian a la carte religious consumers only interested in or passionate about what 

makes us happy and more than ready to discard the parts we don’t like. I’ve certainly had my moments. In my first church 

it used to bother me when the property committee forgot to take the garbage out on garbage day. I was the pastor of the 

church. I went to seminary. I knew a few things. And I was unable to see any love for the community in the act of rolling 

the garbage out to the street when someone else forgot. Thankfully I received love that gifted me with a larger vision of 

the beloved community in my midst. It can be tempting and easier to a settle for being a community where the job of 

religion is just to keep the customers satisfied and not ask much from any of us for fear of any discomfort or demands 

placed upon us beyond our own self-interest.  

After all, the lawyer who asks Jesus what he must to do inherit eternal life in the Good Samaritan Parable in Luke 

10 was pretty comfortable in the response. Love God and love your neighbor. Okay that sounds easy enough. He should 

have just walked away, but he had to ask, ‘And who is my neighbor?’ And then Jesus launches into this story where we 

find out that our neighbor, the one we have to rely on for help, is the Samaritan, the illegal alien, the person next door 

who believes in political conspiracy theories more than death and taxes, the gay couple who happen to walk up at the 

right time, the uneducated laborer who doesn’t vote the way we think they should, I could go on and so could you, but 

Jesus tells us that all of these people are the Samaritan, and that  Jesus himself is the Samaritan, the last person in the 

world we would want to accept help from or believe is the vessel of our salvation, the last person in the world we would 

want to receive love from, the last person in the world we would expect to show us mercy.  

We think we have a pretty straightforward, linear, and clear concept of what it means to love God and love 

neighbor and then Jesus takes what we thought was easy, Jesus takes what we thought was clear-cut, Jesus takes what 



 

 

we thought was straightforward, and stretches our hearts and our souls and our lives with a love beyond what we 

thought was bearable. Beyond what we thought was natural. Beyond where we thought love could go.  

So, faith, hope, and love, these three, but the greatest, the hardest, maybe the most crucial of all, is love.  

 

May such love always inspire you, challenge you, and surround you until Christ’s kingdom comes. Amen.  


