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“The Heart of It All”

1 Corinthians 13:1-13

Many words in our vocabulary have multiple meanings, and often we must see the context to know how the word is used. One such example is the term “heart.” In the very literal sense, the heart is the muscular organ that pumps blood throughout the body. In a figurative sense, heart can be a symbol of love and affection or the central, integral part of something. In this message tonight, “The Heart of It All,” I am using the term “heart” in both of its figurative senses.

In our study of Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians we have come to the thirteenth chapter, certainly the best-known chapter of the letter and one of the best-known chapters of the entire Bible. This is commonly called “The Love Chapter,” often read at wedding ceremonies and highlighted on Christian greeting cards for anniversaries or Valentine’s Day. One commentator writes, “Perhaps no other chapter in the Bible has been any more profoundly loved, widely quoted, or totally divorced from its context than the ‘love chapter’ of 1 Corinthians.”
 Another called this chapter “the greatest, strongest, deepest thing Paul ever wrote,” and few would be prepared to contest this verdict.
 In that sense, we might also call it “The Heart Chapter.”

On the other hand, this thirteenth chapter can also be characterized as the heart, or the central, integral part, of Paul’s teaching on spiritual gifts. Although it occurs as we approach the end of the book, 1 Corinthians 13 can be regarded as the “thematic center” of 1 Corinthians. This chapter stands in the center of Paul’s correction of the Corinthians’ self-seeking exercise of spiritual gifts. They were strutting their own giftedness out of selfish ambition rather than using their gifts for the benefit of the whole body. Through this chapter, Paul argues that only those things done from a heart of love are virtuous.

 Two problems we must avoid in approaching this chapter are taking it out of its context and allowing its familiarity to dull its power. 

First of all, few chapters in the Bible have suffered more misinterpretation and misapplication than 1 Corinthians 13. Divorced from its context, it becomes “a hymn to love” or a sentimental sermon on Christian brotherhood. Many people fail to see that Paul was still dealing with the Corinthians’ problems when he wrote these words: the abuse of the gift of tongues, division in the church, envy of others’ gifts, selfishness (remember the lawsuits?), impatience with one another in the public meetings, and behavior that was disgracing the Lord.
 The chapter is not a digression, as some scholars have thought, but is essential to Paul’s instruction on the use (and abuse) of spiritual gifts in the local church.
 

This chapter is one of the best known and best loved of the entire Bible. It is no accident that the great love chapter falls in the section on spiritual gifts. It belongs there. It is a part of what Paul advises to correct the Corinthian extremes. If their manifestations had been done in love for one another, then he may not have had to write this letter. Love is the rudder by which the gifts of the Spirit must be steered.
 This chapter may seem out of place at first sight, sandwiched within a discussion of spiritual gifts and prophecy. In fact it is vital to the arrangement of the three chapters. Love is the middle term between the gifts of the Spirit and the service of the world.

Second, few chapters are as well known as this one. Unfortunately for many who have been going to church for a while, this might be the 26th time they’ve heard 1 Corinthians 13 referenced, and they’re thinking, “Yep. Love never ends. Got that one. Yawn.” If that’s you, don’t mentally check out! Paul is concerned to get this message through to the very people who have heard it a million times.

The Corinthian Christians had the religious thing down. They did what Christians do every week (they went to church, they prayed, sang, listened to a sermon, and even shared a meal together). But in all the coming and going, in all their churchly activity, in spite of all the sermons they had ever heard on 1 Corinthians 13, they struggled to keep love at the center (heart?) of their lives. Paul steps into this setting—and into our setting today—and says, “I know you love excellence, but let me show you an more excellent way”—the way of love. “The way of love?” they ask. “What’s love got to do with it?”

It was Jonathan Swift, the satirical author of Gulliver’s Travels, who said, “We have just enough religion to make us hate, but not enough to make us love one another.”
 How our world—our church—needs love. Yet the word gets thrown around constantly and carelessly. “Love” is used to describe our feelings for everything from God to chocolate, from cars to pets, from football to family. Sadly, the kind of love implied by the world’s popular poems and platitudes bears little resemblance to the meaning of love described throughout the Bible, and particularly in 1 Corinthians 13.
 

What does Paul mean by “love”? The Greek language of Paul’s day had at least three common words that can be translated by the English word “love”: eros (which does not appear in the New Testament), philia, and agape. The word eros very often referred to a self-pleasing, passionate love, from which we get our English term “erotic.” All too often, this is the level of love implied by our pop songs and glorified in trashy romance novels, risqué primetime dramas, and feel-good movies that inevitably end when the dashing guy gets the perfect girl. The word philia refers to the affection and closeness one feels in friendships, partnerships, or other intimate kinships. It’s “brotherly love,” a strong emotional, psychological, and social bond of camaraderie between two people. Even though we find deep emotions in these two words, neither eros nor philia match the kind of love that imitates the love of God. In 1 Corinthians 13, Paul refers to agape love—the kind of love that seeks the highest good of the other person, even at the price of one’s own comfort, safety, and benefit.

This Greek word agapē was not in common use before the New Testament (it occurs twenty times in the Septuagint and a few times in other writings). But the Christians took it up and made it their characteristic word for love (it occurs 116 times in the New Testament, 75 times by Paul). It is a love for the utterly unworthy, a love that proceeds from a God who is love. It is a love lavished on others without a thought whether they are worthy or not. It proceeds from the nature of the lover, not from any attractiveness in the one loved.
 Biblical love is the decision (not merely a feeling) to compassionately (out of concern for someone else), righteously (based on God’s standards), and sacrificially (giving to meet a need) seek the well-being of another.
 As I have often said, love is a verb, not a noun. It is a choice, not a feeling. And the directive to love others is one of the most repeated instructions in the New Testament, appearing no less than fifty-five times as a direct command.

This evening we will consider 1 Corinthians 13, but not in the usual way. Rather than looking at this as “The Love Chapter,” we will see these familiar verses in their original context, within Paul’s instruction on spiritual gifts in the local church.

The Necessity of Love

Paul begins with the necessity of love in verses 1-3,

If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I am only a resounding gong or a clanging cymbal. 2 If I have the gift of prophecy and can fathom all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have a faith that can move mountains, but have not love, I am nothing. 3 If I give all I possess to the poor and surrender my body to the flames, but have not love, I gain nothing.
The impressive acts Paul lists in 13:1-3 form a hyperbole to argue from the greater to the lesser. The idea is this: Even if we do works that are by all appearances miraculous, astonishing, and extreme, they ultimately amount to nothing without the key ingredient of agape love. Without the motivating presence of this kind of love, the most eloquent, impressive speech—even of angels— would sound like a cacophonous clang. Without love, our prophecies, revelations, knowledge, faith, and charity are worthless, empty shells, unworthy of praise and reward.

The main evidence of maturity in the Christian life is a growing love for God and for God’s people, as well as a love for lost souls. It has well been said that love is the “circulatory system” of the body of Christ.
 

In these three verses Paul lays out three elements that will be important to keep in mind. He’s interested primarily in what the Christian says, what he knows, and what he does. And in each instance he asks the believer to imagine a world minus love.

Verse one highlights the gift of tongues, which seem to be the most treasured spiritual gift by the Corinthian Christians. Paul speaks about tongues in this letter more than any other spiritual gift. I find it interesting that tongues is still the most controversial and misunderstood spiritual gift in the twenty-first century as it was in the first century.

Some have misunderstood Paul’s use of the rhetorical device of hyperbole in this passage, understanding 1 Corinthians 13:1 to make a distinction between a kind of speaking in tongues as a human language, as on the Day of Pentecost in Acts 2:6, and a type of speaking in tongues as a heavenly, angelic, or prayer language. The Greek construction, however, suggests that Paul added the reference to angelic languages to push his example to the highest conceivable extreme: “If I were to speak in the languages of men—and even of angels—but didn’t have love, I would be a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal” (1 Cor. 13:1). The context demonstrates that Paul was presenting hypothetical examples of the most extreme and excessive acts possible. Note the repeated use of the word “all”: “If…I know all mysteries and all knowledge…if I have all faith…if I give all my possessions…” Of course, Paul knew that nobody could speak all the languages of humanity and heaven, any more than people could know everything, reveal everything, and give everything. Yet Paul’s argument is even more compelling, given these exaggerated hypothetical feats: Without love, the most eloquent speech, insightful knowledge, and sacrificial acts are useless.
 As Leon Morris notes, “The best speech of earth or heaven, without love, is only noise.”

Paul insists that love is critical to any understanding and application of spiritual gifts. The gift does not matter when love is missing.
 The Corinthians clearly thought that the possessors of certain gifts were extremely important people. Paul maintains that if they have even the highest of gifts, and that in full amount, but lack love, not only are they not very important; they are actually nothing. His choice of words is impressive.

Love, then, is not a spiritual gift but an entire way of life without which, as we shall see, all spiritual gifts must be judged utterly worthless. In the context of the three chapters, the point of Paul’s argument in these verses is clear. He says, in effect: You who think that because you speak in tongues you are so spiritual, you who prove your large endowment from the Holy Spirit by exercising the gift of prophecy, you must understand that you have overlooked what is most important. By themselves, your spiritual gifts attest nothing spiritual about you. And you who prefer to attest your rich privilege in the Holy Spirit by works of philanthropy, you must learn that philanthropy apart from Christian love says nothing about your experience with God. You remain spiritually bankrupt, a spiritual nothing, if love does not characterize your exercise of whatever grace-gift God has assigned you.

What are the marks of a person filled with the Spirit of God today? There can be no doubt that the chief evidence is moral not miraculous, and lies in the Spirit’s fruit not the Spirit’s gifts.
 As F. F. Bruce says, “the most lavish exercise of spiritual gifts cannot compensate for lack of love.”
 

Paul is not saying that the alternative to gift is love. Far from it. He is showing us that a more excellent way to exercise gift is in love. If love is your aim, you will not use your gifts for purely personal gratification; you will not flaunt your gift at inappropriate times; you will not inhibit others from using their gifts by the misuse of your own. It is not what we know that matters. It is not how gifted we are that matters. It is not even what we do that matters. It is what we are that is crucial. If we believe that, it may induce some revisions in our lifestyle. We shall not in the end be judged by our gifts or our learning, but by our love, by our likeness to Christ.

The Nature of Love

Then Paul describes the nature of love in the well-known verses 4-7,

Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. It is not rude, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres.
Even though the Corinthian church had plenty of money, an enviable location, countless spiritual gifts, and a legacy of celebrity teachers, they lacked the one thing they most needed, in fact, the greatest thing—love.

Earlier I mentioned that the fruit of the Spirit is of greater importance than the gifts of the Spirit. If we carefully read these verses and compare this with the fruit of the Spirit listed in Galatians 5:22–23, we will see that all of the characteristics of love show up in the fruit.
 The fruit of the Spirit comprise a mature Christian character and provide conclusive evidence of the Spirit’s indwelling presence. First among the fruit is love—the divine love which “has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit which has been given to us,” according to Romans 5.5. This is God’s love for men displayed in Christ and now reproduced in their attitude towards him and towards one another.

In these verses, love is not so much defined as described; and even this description is not so much theoretical as practical. Not one element in this pithy list is sentimental; everything is behavioral.

Let me be clear: Love is not just an emotion or a thought. Love must be demonstrated. Love does (or does not). Love means more than good thoughts and feelings. Love is a demonstration, not an inclination.
 Love is a verb.
The verbs Paul uses are all in the present continuous tense, denoting actions and attitudes which have become habitual, ingrained gradually by constant repetition. They sound ordinary and obvious; but they are probably the most difficult habits to cultivate. It is not coincidental that these four verses perfectly describe the character of Jesus himself, and of nobody else. This becomes clear when we substitute “Jesus” for “love” in this passage, and then by contrast insert our own name instead.

For the sake of time I cannot examine each of these qualities of love. I have in the past preached an entire series on this chapter, taking a full sermon on each of these qualities. If you are interested in studying them in detail, contact me and I will direct you to that series.

The Supremacy of Love

Paul concludes with the supremacy of love in verses 8-13

Love never fails. But where there are prophecies, they will cease; where there are tongues, they will be stilled; where there is knowledge, it will pass away. 9 For we know in part and we prophesy in part, 10 but when perfection comes, the imperfect disappears. 11 When I was a child, I talked like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child. When I became a man, I put childish ways behind me. 12 Now we see but a poor reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known. 13 And now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is love.
Paul contrasts the constancy of love with the temporary nature of spiritual gifts. He mentions three gifts specifically: prophecy, tongues, and knowledge. These were probably the gifts most treasured by the Corinthian church. Some have gone to great lengths to say that such gifts have “passed away” with the close of the apostolic era in the first century (along with other miraculous gifts). I don’t believe that is what Paul is saying at all.

When Paul refers to the coming of “the perfect,” when “the partial” will be “done away,” he likely has in mind that condition of perfect knowledge and maturity we will experience when Christ returns and establishes His rule. At that time, “the earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord as the waters cover the sea” (Isa. 11:9). Concerning this future time, God spoke in Jeremiah 31:34, “They will not teach again, each man his neighbor and each man his brother, saying, ‘Know the Lord,’ for they will all know Me, from the least of them to the greatest of them.”
 Therefore, “that which is perfect” is probably best construed as a reference to the eternal state of the believer’s existence in heaven with God. That is the only time, in fact, which suits the condition, “then that which is in part shall be done away.”

Paul likens our present understanding of spiritual things to a person looking “in a mirror dimly.” In the ancient world mirrors were made of burnished bronze, poor reflectors of reality. The word “dimly” is the Greek term ainigma, from which we derive our English word “enigma.”
 We—like the Corinthians—may think we know a lot when it comes to spiritual things, but Paul reminds us that we don’t know as much as we think. And how much we know doesn’t matter as much as how much we care.

Paul concludes this chapter in verse 13, “And now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is love.” The verb remain is singular in the Greek. This may be only because the subject follows and the verb agrees with the nearest subject. But if it is significant Paul is seeing the three as in some sense one. They form a unity. By adding these three he effectively sets them apart from everything else. They are pre-eminent. Nothing may stand with them. We see this also in the fact that the three are often linked in the New Testament (Rom. 5:2–5; Gal. 5:5f; Eph. 1:15–18; 4:2–5; Col. 1:4f.; 1 Thess. 1:3; 5:8; Heb. 6:10–12; 10:22–24; 1 Pet. 1:3–8, 21f.) Evidently it was an accepted practice in the early church to link these three.

Note that all three of the Christian graces will endure, even though “faith will become sight and hope will be fulfilled.” But the greatest of these graces is love; because when you love someone, you will trust him and will always be anticipating new joys. Faith, hope, and love go together, but it is love that energizes faith and hope.

Furthermore, as we saw in this morning’s message, our faith is in what God has done in the past; our hope is in what God will do in the future; but our love is in the present tense.

In eternity, we will no longer need faith because we will have sight. We will no longer need hope because our expectations and anticipations will all have been met and exceeded. But the love that will characterize our eternal relationship with God will continue since God is love.
 Great as faith and hope are, love is still greater. Faith without love is cold, and hope without love is grim. Love is the fire which kindles faith and it is the light which turns hope into certainty.

The implication is clear: Instead of obsessing over the current gifts of the Spirit that will vanish in the future, we should invest our time and energy in nurturing faith, hope, and love, as these benefit us not only in the present age, but throughout time and for all eternity.
Far too often we have turned 1 Corinthians 13 into little more than a sentimental, framed piece of poetry, something to hang on our wall or wear on a keychain—pretty words to admire. But Paul meant for us to take these words to heart, to cherish them, to meditate upon them, and ultimately, to allow them to transform our lives from the inside out.

Love is, if you’ll pardon the pun, the heart of it all. Spiritual gifts are great, but without love, they are worthless. Allow the Holy Spirit to produce His fruit in you—and love tops that list—and then He can use the spiritual gifts He gives you to their fullest extent.
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