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FBC Advent 4 Service - Love - Sunday December 19 2021 1 Corinthians 13:1-7 

Intro: Most of us who have attended weddings over the years have probably heard 1 Corinthians 13 
read at least at half of them. 1 Corinthians 13 is the finest description of love that exists.  

Having said this, it’s important for us to see that this passage is not directed toward marriage (though 
the application is appropriate). It’s directed to our relationships with each other in the body of Christ.  

In 1 Corinthians 13 Paul shows us that what is most important is not the label or the gift that you’re 
given by God, what matters most is the spirit in which you exercise that gift. 

Paul begins chapter 13 by taking some of the spiritual gifts he’d just been talking about, and says they 
are all useless without love. Without love, speaking well or speaking in tongues is just making noise. 
You’re merely entertaining yourself. 

Without love, great faith is nothing. Faith can become merely a tool to get what you want.  

Without love, being generous and even giving your life as a martyr, is empty. Japanese Kamikaze 
pilots and Islamist terrorists give themselves as martyrs. They do it because they hope to gain honour 
among men and before God. There’s no love in these acts. Sometimes we give, not because we care 
about others, but because we care about people believing That we care about others! 

All throughout the Bible we’re commanded to love. Before Jesus died he gave this instruction as a 
command. “A new command I give you. Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one 
another. By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.”  

One of the cruelest and most self-condemning remarks you can ever hear is the one that men often 
use when they leave their wives for another woman. “The truth is, I’ve never loved you.” This is meant 
to be an attack on the wife – saying in effect, “The truth is, I’ve never found you lovable.”  

But put in a Christian context, it’s a confession of the man’s utter failure to be a Christian. If he hasn’t 
loved his wife, it’s not his wife’s fault, but his. Jesus calls us to love even the unlovable—even our 
enemies!—so a man who says “I’ve never loved you,” is a man who is saying essentially this: “I’ve 
never acted like a Christian” 

Being a true follower of Christ means we have to learn to love others. The kind of love the Bible talks 
about is a decision, a mindset, and a way of looking at the world and at others. 

As one psychiatrist said, “Love cures. It cures those who give it and it cures those who receive it.” 

Love truly is good medicine. It’s been said that the three most powerful words in the English language 
are “I love you. I know that our society sometimes confuses love with sex or with money or with gifts.  

Many people don’t understand love and are even afraid of it because they’ve never seen it done well. 

But even with all our counterfeits, and even with all the misunderstanding, and even in spite of the 
abuses committed in the name of love, it’s still true that what the world needs now is love, sweet love.  
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And not just the word “love.” We need the real thing. We need to see love in action and to 
hear it and to feel it and to experience it in our lives. And we need to know how to pass it along to 
others. 

These verses are the most eloquent and profound words ever written on the subject of love. Many of 
you know these verses from I Corinthians 13 by heart. This is after all, one of the most famous, most 
beloved, most beautiful chapters in the Bible.  

And yet I wonder, have we really pondered its deeper meaning. Have we heard it so often that we no 
longer think about what the words mean?  

So let’s put some meat on the bones, and talk about love. What is it? 

Is it a feeling? 

Is it a shiver in the liver? 

Is it an emotional attachment? 

There are lots of different ways to use the word “love” today, like the man who declared, “I love my 
wife, I love my baby, I love my French fries dipped in gravy.” What kind of “love” is Paul talking about 
in I Corinthians 13? Have we heard it so often that it has lost its power to move us? 

Here is I Corinthians 13:1-3 from The Message by Eugene Peterson: “If I speak with human eloquence 
and angelic ecstasy but don’t love, I’m nothing but the creaking of a rusty gate.  

If I speak God’s Word with power, revealing all his mysteries and making everything plain as day, 
and if I’ve faith that says to a mountain, “Jump,” and it jumps, but I don’t have love, I’m nothing.  

If I give everything I own to the poor and even go to the stake to be burned as a martyr, but I don’t 
have love, I’ve gotten nowhere.  

So, no matter what I say, what I believe, and what I do, I’m bankrupt without love.” 

The point of this passage can be stated in one simple sentence: Whatever I do, whatever I say, it’s all 
useless without love. These three verses explain a different facet of this truth. 

I. Love is Greater than Eloquent Communication 

“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” (I Corinthians 13:1). 

Have you ever tried to learn to speak a foreign language? It’s not easy to do. I studied French and 
Latin in high school and along the way picked up scattered Spanish and German phrases from 
Saturday morning cartoons and German war movies. I speak English and that’s basically it.  

I greatly admire our missionaries who spend years studying a new language so they can effectively 
minister for Christ in another culture. God bless them for their sacrifice for the cause of Christ. 
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And yet our text says that without love, it doesn’t matter how many languages you speak or how 
eloquently you can communicate your message. The greatest linguist in the world is ineffective if he 
speaks without love. 

This point would have hit home because eloquence was greatly admired in ancient Greece. We have 
only to think of the great philosophers of Athens who held their listeners spellbound, and of 
Demosthenes the great orator. And of Paul himself as he presented the gospel on Mars Hill in Athens 
(Acts 17:16-34). But without love, electrifying eloquence means nothing. 

It’s also helpful to know that the pagan religions of ancient Greece used loud clanging cymbals to get 
the attention of their gods. Let the point be clear: If we speak without love, we’re no better than those 
who have no faith in God. 

Love is Greater than Spiritual Gifts. v. 2 

“If I had the gift of prophecy, and if I understood all of God’s secret plans and possessed all 
knowledge, and if I had such faith that I could move mountains, but didn’t love others, I would be 
nothing.” Paul mentions three spiritual gifts that he had previously discussed in an earlier chapter.  

Prophecy refers to the ability to declare God’s truth in a powerful, life-changing way.  

Knowledge involves the deep understanding of the Word of God.  

Faith is the unique ability to trust God for great things.  

These three gifts are all from the Holy Spirit, and yet without love the person who has them is 
“nothing.” 

Here’s how the Living Bible renders this verse: “If I had the gift of prophecy, and if I knew all the 
mysteries of the future and knew everything about everything, but didn’t love others, what good 
would I be?” The phrase “everything about everything” is striking. You could literally have total 
knowledge about all things, but be nothing. You must have love also. 

So let me ask you a question: Would you like to be really smart? I mean super extra-smart beyond 
ordinary smartness. What if you had an IQ of 500? That would be amazing, wouldn’t it?  

Would you like to be so super-smart you could answer all the questions on “Jeopardy” in the blink of 
an eye? Let’s suppose you really were that smart, and let’s also suppose you were the most gifted 
speaker in the whole world, so that whenever you opened your mouth, everyone stopped in their 
tracks to listen to your words.  

And let’s suppose that you were brilliant in math, science, history, language, arts, and in every other 
realm of human knowledge.  

And on top of that, what if you had the knowledge to cure all manner of sickness, so that you could go 
from patient to patient and from hospital to hospital, clearing out the wards.  
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Wouldn’t that be something? And let’s suppose that on top of all that, you were such an incredible 
diplomat, you could convince Russia, China and the US to put down their guns, destroy their nuclear 
weapons and decide to become best friends. 

Suppose all of this was true of you. According to our text, God would say, “It’s not enough if it’s not 
done in love!” At this point the words of old Matthew Henry are so important. Writing over 300 years 
ago, he noted that “it’s not great knowledge that God sets a value upon, but true and hearty devotion 
and love.” 

III. Love is Greater than Personal Sacrifice. v. 3 

“If I give all I possess to the poor and surrender my body to the flames, but have not love, I gain 
nothing” (I Corinthians 13:3). If ever a verse got my attention, this is it! This verse poses a problem to 
many believers, because it asks us to rethink how we view noble activities. Surely giving to the poor is 
a good thing to do. And dying for your faith in Christ is the ultimate sacrifice.  

So what is Paul trying to tell us? That we should immediately stop our charitable work? Absolutely 
not! 

The key to understanding his words mean that good and honourable as these things are, if you do 
them without love they do you no good. 

So let’s pursue this further! Wouldn’t it be breathtaking that if you were so incredibly rich, that before 
this year was out, you gave billions of dollars to many agencies working in the name of Christ to 
alleviate human suffering around the world and to spread the Good News of Jesus Christ.  

What if you could guarantee that every person on earth would have enough to eat and no one would 
ever go hungry? Would that not be an incredible thing to do? Yes it would. 

But God says, if you do it without love, you gain nothing. The truth is, we may give to worthy causes 
because we want our name in lights, or just get a huge tax receipt. If we give for those reasons, the 
people on the receiving end will be blessed, but in God’s eyes, it will gain us nothing at all. But what 
Paul says next is really the most difficult of all to grasp for; 

He talks about being willing to die for Christ?  

From time to time we send out new missionaries for the cause of Christ. Do we understand that many 
of these wonderful men and women are going to dangerous parts of the world?  

Some of them will face uncertainty and possible arrest every day. Has it hit us that we’re sending 
missionaries to live in places most of us would not care to visit? Some of them may end up paying the 
ultimate price for their faith.  

How much are you willing to suffer for the gospel? Think carefully before you answer. 

But most astonishing of all, God says without love, even sacrificing yourself for Christ will profit you 
nothing.  
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Giving to the poor and sacrificing your body are both noble actions, but they are useless without love. 

I can summarize these three verses this way: 

Love is greater than eloquent communication. 

Love is greater than spiritual gifts. 

Love is greater than personal sacrifice. 

Without love … 

I say nothing, 

I gain nothing. 

Perhaps a simple illustration (suggested by Pastor Leith Anderson) will help get the point across. 
Consider the power of numbers. What do you get when you add 10 + 15? The answer is 25. Now 
suppose we multiply 10 X 15. The number now becomes 150. 

Let’s take a really big number. Suppose you multiply 1,000,000 X 1000. You end up with one billion: 
1,000,000,000. What number comes above a billion? Answer: A trillion. What comes above that? I 
didn’t know until I checked it out this week.  

Above a trillion there is a quadrillion. Above that is a number called a quintillion, which is one 
followed by 18 zeroes. Now that’s an enormous number. So let’s multiply 25 quintillion times zero. 
What do you get? Answer: Zero.  

Okay, let’s do that the way kids would do it. Let’s start with the biggest number in the world times the 
biggest number in the world. Whatever that number is, multiply it by zero. What do you get? Zero. It 
doesn’t matter what you start with on the left. If the number on the right is zero, the answer will 
always be zero. 

God is saying to us that life without love is zero. You can pile up all the good deeds, all the education, 
all the spiritual gifts, and all the noble works that you like. Without love, it still equals zero.  

You can be smart, beautiful, strong, wealthy, educated, multi-lingual, rich and famous but without 
love it still equals zero. 

How can we learn to love? John 3:16 has the answer: “For God so loved the world that he gave his 
one-and-only-Son.” Jesus is the proof of God’s love. Run to the cross. Behold the bleeding form of the 
Son of God. “See from his head, his hands, his feet, Sorrow and love flow mingled down.” Spend time 
at Calvary basking in the shadow of the cross. There you will see love made real before your eyes. 

During the 17th Century, Oliver Cromwell, Lord Protector of England, sentenced a soldier to be shot 
for his crimes. The execution was to take place at the ringing of the evening curfew bell. But at the 
appointed hour, all was quiet, the bell didn’t sound.  
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Upon investigation it was discovered that the soldier’s fiancé had climbed into the belfry and clung to 
the great clapper of the bell to prevent it from striking. When she was summoned by Cromwell to 
account for her actions, she wept as she showed him her bruised and bleeding hands.  

Cromwell’s heart was touched and he said, “Your lover shall live because of your sacrifice. Curfew 
shall not ring tonight!” 

Through his sacrifice, Christ has stayed our execution. The judgment bell will never toll for us. The 
proof of his love is in his bruised body and bloody hands.. 

Because of his love we live.  To live in love is to be like Jesus. 

Prayer: Heavenly Father, You have shown us what love is, and you have told us that love must be our 
greatest aim. Help us to remember that without love our words don’t matter and our knowledge is 
empty and all we give is insignificant and all we accomplish is inadequate.  

We thank you that the love of God has been poured into our hearts by the Holy Spirit. As we have 
been loved, help us to walk in love this week. For Christ’s sake, Amen. 


