
And I will show you a still more excellent way. If I 
speak with the tongues of men and of angels, but 
do not have love, I have become a noisy gong or 
a clanging cymbal. If I have the gift of prophecy, 
and know all mysteries and all knowledge; and if 
I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but 
do not have love, I am nothing. And if I give all my 
possessions to feed the poor, and if I surrender my 
body to be burned, but do not have love, it profits 
me nothing. Love is patient, love is kind and is not 
jealous; love does not brag and is not arrogant, does 
not act unbecomingly; it does not seek its own, is 
not provoked, does not take into account a wrong 
suffered, does not rejoice in unrighteousness, but 
rejoices with the truth; bears all things, believes all 
things, hopes all things, endures all things. Love 
never fails; but if there are gifts of prophecy, they 
will be done away; if there are tongues, they will 
cease; if there is knowledge, it will be done away. 
For we know in part and we prophesy in part; but 
when the perfect comes, the partial will be done 
away. When I was a child, I used to speak like a 
child, think like a child, reason like a child; when 
I became a man, I did away with childish things. 
For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to 
face; now I know in part, but then I will know fully 
just as I also have been fully known. But now faith, 
hope, love, abide these three; but the greatest of 
these is love (1 Corinthians 12:31b–13:13).

There’s an important question we all have to ask once in a while: 
What’s the difference between what matters and seems to 
matter? If you’re a thoughtful person that’s a question that will 
dog you all your life. It’s a question about what’s really impor-
tant. In the midst of all that competes for our time and attention, 
what matters and what just seems to matter? 

Many of you are mothers and this is your day to be honored 
and pampered. For 364 days a year you change diapers, make 
lunches, read bedtime stories, apply band aids and run carpools. 
As a mother, what’s the difference between what matters and 
what seems to matter? 

Or maybe you’re a student. You have to attend a number of 
classes, read a number of books, write papers, and take exams. 
Or you’re a husband with a responsibilities to your wife. Or you 
have a job and a duty to the persons paying your salary. How do 
you decide what matters and what seems to matter?

 

This is a question we ask as followers of Christ. There are so 
many things to do: read the bible, pray, go to church, serve in the 
nursery, witness to neighbors, join a small group, read the latest 
Christian book. The list goes on. How do you decide the differ-
ence between what matters and what seems to matter? 

This is a question that pastors and elders of a church ask a lot. 
What’s really important for the church? You go to different 
churches, you’ll get different answers. You might even find dif-
ferent answers within the same church!  

One person says you have to have faith. Faith moves mountains. 
If you have faith you’ll see God do amazing things. 

Someone else says what really matters is knowledge. You need 
the kind of knowledge that comes from deep teaching of the 
word of God.   

Still someone else says, “No, it’s all about justice. It’s  about being 
the hands and feet of Jesus in our world. We need to be feeding 
the hungry, finding shelter for the homeless, and fighting injus-
tice.” 

Finally, someone else says what matters is commitment, dedica-
tion. We need to be willing to give up everything to follow Jesus. 
We need to even be willing to die for him. The church today is 
too soft. There’s not enough commitment.  

What’s the difference between what matters and what seems to 
matter? In Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians that issue comes 
up, particularly as it pertained to spiritual gifts. There were gifts 
of tongues, healing, faith and knowledge and they had some 
strong opinions about what mattered most. So they asked the 
apostle Paul about this and he gave them an answer. He said the 
church is the body of Christ. Like a body it’s one but it has many 
different parts and each part is important. The eye can’t say to 
the hand “I have no need of you.” The ear can’t say to the eye, 
“Because I’m not an eye I’m not a part of the body.” We all need 
each other.  

That’s what Paul said to them in chapter 12. It’s a good answer. 
I think the Corinthians were happy with it. Like students they 
were ready to turn the page to a new chapter in the book. But 
Paul says, “Wait. I’m not finished. There’s a deeper issue. It’s not 
which of these things matters the most but which of them mat-
ters at all if they lack one thing, and that’s love.
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1 Corinthians 13 is usually read as a sweet and gentle poem for a 
wedding day. But it really wasn’t meant for a wedding day; it was 
meant for a church; a church rife with conflict and rivalry. At the 
end of chapter 12 after discussing spiritual gifts he says, “Let me 
show you a more excellent way. Rather than using your gifts for 
personal gratification; rather than flaunting your gifts in the face 
of those you think are less important; rather than keeping others 
from using their gifts because of the misuse of your own, let me 
show you a more excellent way. It’s the way of love.”  

In this chapter he shows the necessity of love, the character of 
love, and the permanence of love. 

The necessity of love
In describing the necessity of love in verses 1–3, he isn’t saying 
we should pursue love instead of spiritual gifts or gifts aren’t 
necessary, but apart from love gifts are worthless. The engine 
of a car is really useless if it isn’t filled with gas. It’s not that you 
don’t need the engine, it’s just that it’s of no use on its own. 

The person who speaks in tongues without love is nothing more 
than noisy gong or clanging symbol. In other words, the effects 
of this gift on others is actually annoying and even painful. It 
doesn’t matter if they’re the tongues of angels; they’re about as 
enjoyable as fingernails on a chalkboard. 

The person who as a prophet can speak God’s word with great 
knowledge and insight into the deep mysteries of life is nothing 
apart from love. We put smart people on a pedestal. And when 
you combine being smart with an strong appetite for biblical 
truth you have an impressive Christian. But Paul says if you have 
one without the other, you’re nothing.     

It’s the same thing with the person with great faith; faith to 
move mountains. Paul says the person with faith great enough 
to do miracles, perhaps even miracles of healing, is nothing apart 
from love.

Finally, you can be the most dedicated person in the world; 
so dedicated to God you sell all your possessions and give the 
money to feed the poor, or you make the ultimate sacrifice of 
giving up your body. But if you don’t have love it profits you 
nothing. We would think a person like that would at least profit 
in the life to come, but not without love. We all know of people 
who are willing to die for causes rooted in hatred and bigotry. It’s 
not love that motivates them; it’s spite; or the desire to be a hero. 
But without love there is no profit for that person.  

What Paul says here is love is necessary for all these other things 
to really be of value. Why is love so necessary? In another part 
of the New Testament the apostle John wrote a lot about love. 
One of the most profound things he said was, “God is love” (1 
Jn 4:16). He doesn’t say “Love is God.” There are a lot of people 
who think we can replace God with love, but he says God is love. 
Love is the most basic attribute of God. There is nothing he is 

or does that isn’t a reflection of love. God defines love and we 
can only know what genuine love is by seeing it in him. Jesus, as 
God’s Son, was sent into the world because of God’s love, and he 
himself is the perfect embodiment of love. If you want to know 
what true love looks like, look at the life of Jesus of Nazareth. We 
just lived through Holy Week when we focus on that last week 
of Jesus’ life. He washed the disciples feet, sweat drops of blood 
in the garden, let himself be pummeled, mocked and crucified. 
What was that about? Love. But it doesn’t stop there. Jesus sent 
his Spirit to dwell in his followers and one of the Spirit’s jobs is 
to produce in us Christlikeness. In Galatians 5 Paul says the first 
fruit of the Spirit in my life is love.  

But the big question is what is love? What does it look like? 
What’s the character of love? 

The character of love
We all know Hollywood has its own version of love. The Greeks 
had a word for that too. The word was eros. Eros is romantic or 
erotic love. It’s not that this is always bad. Like when two people 
not only fall in love but make a lifelong commitment to one an-
other. But falling in love itself isn’t what Paul is talking about.  

He could have used another word from the Greek language: ph-
ileo. It was the word for friendship or affinity. When we say “I like 
Jane. We get along great,” we’re talking about phileo love. Again, 
that’s not a bad thing, but Paul didn’t use that word either. 

The word he uses is agape. Agape is an act of the will. It’s not a 
feeling but an action and an attitude. Paul tells us what agape 
looks like in verses 4–7. He says 14 things in all. The first two 
are positive—they tell us what love is; the next eight things are 
negative—they tell us what love isn’t or doesn’t do; the last four 
tell us what love always does no matter what. We might wonder 
why Paul says more about what love is not than  about what love 
is. I think it was because he wrote this list with the Corinthians 
in mind, and specifically their misuse of spiritual gifts.  

Love is patient. He’s talking about patience with people, not cir-
cumstances. Difficult people try our patience every day. Mothers 
need patience more than anyone because children can be dif-
ficult. The Corinthians lacked patience with one another. They 
were impatient for their rights in lawsuits; impatient in the use 
of their gifts. 

Love is kind. Patience is a passive form of love. Kindness is ac-
tive. He uses a very rare word used only once in the Bible. It’s an 
action word. Kindness is much more than being nice; it’s doing 
something, even something small, for someone.  

Love is not jealous. This is the first of eight things love is not or 
does not do. There is this curious mixture of inward attitudes and 
outward actions. Inwardly, love isn’t jealous; it doesn’t envy. The 
Corinthians were inwardly jealous of their more gifted friends. 

 

Love does not brag. This is more outward. The folks in Corinth with 
gifts that were placed on a pedestal let others know about it. 
Like us, they knew better than to make a parade of their accom-
plishments, but in small, socially acceptable ways they found 
methods to let others know. 

Love is not arrogant. It’s not puffed up with pride or inflated with 
its own importance.  

Love does not act unbecomingly. It’s not out to defy social or moral 
standards resulting in disgrace or embarrassment. Doing so dis-
respects others. The Corinthians did this in the use of their gifts 
at church under the guise of being led by the Spirit, but the Spirit 
won’t lead us to act in ways that are rude.  

Love does not seek its own. It’s not selfish. It’s not all about me and 
my agenda. Whenever “I love you” becomes “I want you” we’ve 
moved into dangerous ground. The Corinthians sought their 
own way as they took their brothers in Christ to court and as they 
gorged themselves at their love feasts while others starved.  

Love is not provoked. It’s not irritable. It doesn’t overreact. It’s 
not touchy. This includes being cut off by that crazy driver or 
watching as someone cuts in front of you in a long line.  

Love does not take into account a wrong suffered. It doesn’t keep a 
list or a mental record of what you or someone else has done 
wrong in order to pull it out at a convenient time. It doesn’t allow 
those wrongs to simmer into resentment and bitterness. 

Love does not rejoice in unrighteousness but rejoices in the truth. Have 
you ever taken pleasure in someone’s fall? You watch a rival go 
down and outwardly you show care and concern but deep down 
you’re rejoicing. You want to say “I told you so,” but love rejoices 
in the truth. Love and truth go together. Love isn’t so soft it has 
no standards. A mom or a dad discipline their child. With tears 
streaming down his face he says, “You don’t love me” but they 
do love him. Their discipline is evidence of that love. A brother in 
Christ falls into sin. Love doesn’t sit back and say, “No big deal. To 
each his own. It would be unloving to judge.” Love that rejoices in 
the truth will move with gentleness and firmness to restore that 
person. 

Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things and endures 
all things. Four things love always does. The first and last of these 
go together as do the second and third. The word for bearing 
all things is the word used for a roof that covers and protects. 
Peter once wrote “Love covers a multitude of sins” (1 Pet 4:8). 
To do that is to endure all things. There is a fierce tenacity in love 
that won’t give up. And it believes the best. It believes all things. 
That’s not talking about blind gullibility. But love will give the 
benefit of the doubt. It hopes all things. Not unreasoning opti-
mism that denies reality but a refusal to accept failure as final in 
a person’s life.

This is a long list, but if you take these seriously, they’ll change 
your life. Let me share how a friend of mine applied just one of 
these to her marriage. She writes, “Our first 2 years of marriage 
were pretty smooth. Our hurdles began when the children came 
and just learning to juggle that new facet to our marriage that 
was already stretched with his surgery training. With 10 moves 
in our first 10 years of marriage, with his intense 10 years of sur-
gery training, with 3 children that starting coming soon after we 
were married, with being far from any family during that time 
and on a very humble budget, we were maxed beyond what our 
younger years were made to handle.”  

Like many of us, with so much sacrifice, she found it easy to keep 
score. But then the Lord showed her 1 Corinthians 13 and the 
phrase, “love keeps no records of wrongs.” She says “Hmm...but 
it’s that very list of wrongs from which a wife builds her nagging 
repertoire. I don’t think I was a dripping nag in our marriage, per 
se, but when my husband and I would find ourselves in a fight, I 
would chronically bring to the surface the record of wrongs he’d 
been repeating yet again. Our fights were rather redundant from 
my end. I pretty much recounted the same record of wrongs just 
with a new twist of an example where he fell short. 

“When God showed me the reason I wasn’t to keep a record of 
wrongs because HE didn’t keep a record of my wrongs, that was 
pivotal! Instead of keeping a record of my wrongs, he blotted 
them out as far as the east is from the west and in its place He 
offered me fresh doses of mercy from which I could start every 
day. No reminders of the wrongs; instead a clean slate washed by 
His sacrificial blood. Well, I reasoned, as a FOLLOWER of Christ, I 
too should FOLLOW in such a radical expression of love. If He did 
it, then I was called to do so too.”   

But the Lord took her a step further: “Not only does He not keep 
a record of wrongs, but, wow, He keeps a record of what I do 
right. He’s recording those things I do for His glory and by His 
Spirit; the things I’ll one day receive a crown for that I can cast 
before Him who wore my crown of thorns.” 

She goes on to tell about getting together with a girlfriend for 
a weekend. They were married to surgeons. They’d been each 
other’s sounding boards for years. It was easy to point out their 
husband’s shortcomings when they got together. But this time 
she suggested that for the entire weekend they tell each other 
what made them fall in love with their husbands in the first place 
and what they admire about them. 

She says, “Mark, it was AMAZING! The more we kept a record of 
the right things they’d done, the more our hearts swelled and 
the more grateful we were for the men God had given us. We 
both left that weekend more full, more revived, more energized 
than ever.” 
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That’s love. And as she discovered, it’s also the kind of love God 
has shown us. This whole list is. God is patient and kind toward 
us. He’s not provoked. He bears all things. He’s all these things. 
It’s only when we’ve understood and received that love, will we 
love others. None of us can love this way on our own. But we can 
love because he first loved us. There is something about being 
loved that frees us to love others.  

The permanence of love
We’ve seen the necessity of love and the character of love. In 
verses 8–11 we see the permanence of love. His point is love lasts 
while gifts don’t. Prophecy, tongues, knowledge will all be done 
away with when the perfect comes. He’s talking about heaven. 
When prophecy has found its fulfillment, when tongues are 
taken up in the song of the redeemed, when knowledge is com-
plete, then love will remain.  

He uses two images. One is of a child. Children speak and think 
and reason like children. When they grow up, they do away with 
those things. Spiritual gifts are like child’s play compared to what 
we will experience in heaven.  

I’m having work done on my house to get it ready for market 
and they took some carpet off the floor to refinish the hardwood 
floors underneath. My friend who is doing the work brought 
me into one of the bedrooms and showed me my own name 
etched on the hardwood floors. It was the crooked printing of 
a small child. I had written it there close to 45 years ago. I don’t 
write that way anymore. I don’t write on hardwood floors either! 
That’s what Paul is saying. All these gifts you make so much of 
are just the etchings of a child compared to heaven.  

The other image is of a mirror. What we see and what we know 
now is a dim reflection of what we will see in heaven. Now, what 
we know of God and see of God is dim, but then we will see him 
face to face and we’ll know him as fully as he has always known 
us.  

And so faith, hope and love are things we abide in now. But as 
someone has written:

Faith will vanish into sight, 

Hope be emptied in delight

Love in heaven will shine more bright. 

So love is what we’re bound for. It’s our destiny. I never realized 
that until studying this passage this week. Paul’s whole point is 
we need to practice now what will be perfected in heaven. We 
need to learn the ABC’s of love now because we will speak it flu-
ently in heaven. N.T. Wright says, “Love is God’s river, flowing 
into the future, across the border into the country where there 
is no pride, no jostling for position, no contention among God’s 
people. We are invited to step into that river here and now, and 
let it take us where we are going.”

Conclusion
So in the end we’ll not be judged by our gifts or our learning but 
by our love. How will we fare? How will we fare as individuals? 
How will we fare as a church? We ask, what is the church? The 
church is a colony of heaven in a world of darkness.  

Remember the church at Ephesus? Jesus said, “I see your deeds, your 
toil, your perseverance. You’ve suffered much for me. I see your sound 
doctrine; how you hold fast to my moral standards. But I have this 
against you. You’ve left your first love” (Rev 2:1–7).  

So when the day comes how will we fare? If only what is done 
in love will bear inspection on that day, how will we come out? 

How will we fare when our worship is judged in this light? 

How will we fare when our service is judged in this light? 

How will we fare when our suffering is judged in this light? 

How will we fare when our families are judged in this light?  

How will we fare when our career is judged in this light? 

How will we fare when our fun times are judged in this light?

This manuscript represents the bulk of what was preached at CPC. For further detail, 
please refer to the audio recording of this sermon.


