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The Beatles once sang a song with the lyrics: 

 

Love, love, love. . . . 

There’s nothing you can do that can’t be done. 

Nothing you can sing that can’t be sung. 

Nothing you can say, but you can learn how to play the game. It’s easy. 

Nothing you can make that can’t be made. 

No one you can save that can’t be saved. 

Nothing you can do, but you can learn how to be you in time. It’s easy. 

All you need is love. 

All you need is love. 

All you need is love, love. 

Love is all you need.1 

 

While I’m not so sure that John Lennon and Paul McCartney had the famous love chapter from 

Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians in mind when they wrote the lyrics to the Beatles’ hit song 

about love, perhaps there is some connection between the secular and the sacred as we face a 

week where St. Valentine’s Day intersects with the start of the season of Lent on Ash 

Wednesday. 

 

Most people associate our passage from I Corinthians 13 with a wedding. It is absolutely one of 

the most popular passages of scripture that couples choose at the very beginning of their wedding 

planning. In fact, there is a scene in the movie Wedding Crashers where Owen Wilson’s 

character, John, and his colleague, Jeremy, played by Vince Vaugh, are sitting together at a 

wedding. When a reader gets up to share the scripture lesson, John bets Jeremy $20 that the 

scripture passage will be 1 Corinthians 13. Jeremy doubles down on Colossians 3:12, “As God’s 

chosen ones, holy and beloved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, 

meekness, and patience” (NRSV). As the reader steps up to the microphone, you hear, “And now 

a reading from Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians. Love is patient. Love is kind.” Clearly the 

screenwriter had a clergyperson consult in the writing of this script. 

 

While this passage is beautiful for a wedding, Paul was not writing to young couples about to 

join their hearts as one. Paul does not even seem to be writing to couples with the intent to 
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describe what marital love might look like. Rather, Paul is writing to a congregation of believers 

in Corinth to encourage them to love as a way to live out who God has called them to be in Jesus 

Christ. 

 

As the chapter begins, Paul seems to lift up several great virtues as a parallel to love. Knowing 

that his hearers view him as an example of faith, Paul begins: 

 

If I speak in the tongues of mortals and of angels, but do not have love, I am a 

noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. 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. If I give away all my possessions, and if I 

hand over my body so that I may boast, but do not have love, I gain nothing.2 

 

In the first three verses, Paul calls the Corinthians, who look to him as an example, to follow the 

example of love above all else. Without love, Paul seems to say that the believer is nothing. Love 

is more important than the gift of speaking in the languages of humans or angels; love is more 

important than being empowered by the Spirit of God as a prophet; and love is even more 

important than giving away everything you have, including offering your own life. 

 

Eugene Peterson paraphrases verse three in The Message this way, “If I give everything over to 

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

So, no matter what I say, what I believe, and what I do, I’m bankrupt without love.”3 Without a 

grounding in love, nothing else he does, or we do, matters. Without love, our actions mean 

nothing and we are “bankrupt.” 

 

Love is central to Paul’s letter to the church in Corinth. In his concluding remarks in this letter, 

Paul writes, “Let all that you do, be done in love.”4 

 

So, what exactly is love? When we’ve fallen for someone, we say that we’re “in love.” When we 

have to stand firm for “someone’s own good,” we talk about practicing “tough love.” When we 

approve of an idea, we say, “I love it.” When we describe an innate beauty in something, we 

might say, “Isn’t that lovely?” Some of us may describe our preference for foods with “love,” 

saying things like, “I love chocolate.” And yet, there is something really important about hearing 

three simple words, “I love you,” isn’t there? But what is love?  

 

In a Peanuts comic strip, Charlie Brown and Peppermint Pattie are sitting outside, reclining with 

their backs against opposite sides of a tree. Peppermint Pattie says, “You know what I don’t 

understand, Chuck? I don’t understand love.” 

 

Charlie Brown asks, “Who does?” 

 

Peppermint Pattie presses further, “Explain love to me, Chuck.” 

 

He replies, “You can’t explain love…” and then continues, “I can recommend a book, or a 

painting, or a song, or a poem, but I can’t explain love.” 
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But Peppermint Pattie insists, “Try, Chuck! Try to explain love…” 

 

Charlie Brown says, “Well, say I happen to see this cute little girl walk by, and I…” 

 

Just then, she interrupts him, asking, “Why does she have to be cute, Chuck? Huh? Can’t 

someone fall in love with a girl who isn’t cute, and has freckles and a big nose? EXPLAIN 

THAT, CHUCK!!” 

 

“Well, maybe you’re right… Let’s just say, then, that I happen to see this girl walk by who has a 

great big nose, and…” 

 

“I DIDN’T SAY A GREAT BIG NOSE, CHUCK!” Peppermint Pattie yells loudly, causing poor 

Charlie Brown to roll over himself. 

 

In the last frame, Charlie Brown says, “You not only can’t explain love… actually, you can’t 

even talk about it…” 

 

Just the other day, Pastor Dan was asking the same question of people around town and around 

our building. He stopped me in the hall with a camera in hand and asked, “What is love?” I had 

to pause and think for a moment. I felt like I was caught by a reporter at that moment. I didn’t 

want to give up my own sermon, but what do you say when you’re put on the spot? You’ll have 

to check out the video to see if my answer made it for our Shine service this week. 

 

Paul, however, had a clear description of love. Right after encouraging the Corinthians to “have 

love” in verses 4-7, Paul describes what love is and what love is not. He writes: 

 

Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude. It 

does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice in 

wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth. It bears all things, believes all things, hopes 

all things, endures all things. 

 

For Paul, love is centered on the “other” rather than centered on the “self.” When Paul speaks of 

love, it is in relation to someone else. Love is reflected in patience and kindness towards another.  

Paul’s use of negatives to describe what love is not reminds his hearers that love focuses on 

another person rather than on one’s self. When we are envious, boastful, arrogant, rude, insistent 

on our own way, irritable, resentful, or rejoicing in other’s faults, we are focused on ourselves.  

For Paul, those actions are the antithesis to love. 

 

To be “love,” “love” must be focused outward towards others. Eugene Peterson tries to get at the 

heart of what love is when he paraphrases the verses this way: 

 

Love never gives up. 

Love cares more for others than for self. 

Love doesn’t want what it doesn’t have. 

Love doesn’t strut, 

Doesn’t have a swelled head, 
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Doesn’t force itself on others, 

Isn’t always “me first,” 

Doesn’t fly off the handle, 

Doesn’t keep score of the sins of others, 

Doesn’t revel when others grovel, 

Takes pleasure in the flowering of truth, 

Puts up with anything, 

Trusts God always, 

Always looks for the best, 

Never looks back, 

But keeps going to the end.5 

 

This is not to say that one shouldn’t have a healthy love for one’s self, but that when we realize 

how much we are loved by God, love focuses itself outward in expression towards others. 

  

Not too long ago I read a study done with a group of four to eight year olds who were asked, 

“What does love mean?” Here are a few of their answers: 

 

“When my grandmother got arthritis, she couldn’t bend over and paint her 

toenails anymore. So my grandfather does it for her all the time, even when his 

hands got arthritis too. That’s love.” Rebecca - age 8 

 

“When someone loves you, the way they say your name is different. You know 

that your name is safe in their mouth.” Billy - age 4 

 

“Love is when you go out to eat and give somebody most of your French fries 

without making them give you any of theirs.” Chrissy - age 6 

 

“Love is what makes you smile when you’re tired.” Terri - age 4 

 

“Love is what’s in the room with you at Christmas if you stop opening presents 

and listen.” Bobby - age 7 

 

“If you want to learn to love better, you should start with a friend who you hate.” 

Nikka - age 6 

 

“There are two kinds of love. Our love. God’s love. But God makes both kinds of 

them.” Jenny - age 86 

 

Oscar Hammerstein is quoted as saying, “A bell’s not a bell ’til you ring it - A song’s not a song 

’til you sing it - Love in your heart wasn’t put there to stay - Love isn’t love ’til you give it 

away!”7 At Birmingham and Berkley First, one of our core values is to “Put Love into Action.”  

We are deeply committed to making God’s love real in the lives of the people of our 

communities, our nation, and our world. 
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Love is not love unless it’s lived out, or given away, in care and concern for others throughout 

our world. That’s why we send mission teams to Detroit, the Upper Peninsula Appalachia, and 

throughout the world. That’s why we have a history, dating at least back into the ’70s, of caring 

for refugees and their families. That’s why we are committed to ministries with children and 

youth. That’s why we support the work of the Methodist Children’s Home Society as they 

provide care and homes for children throughout our area. That’s why we support one another 

with visits, meals, and prayers when sisters and brothers in Christ are struggling. It’s why our 

United Methodist Women have a rummage sale twice a year and give their proceeds to missions; 

so that others might experience love in action. Love is love when we put love into action in the 

lives of others; when it is extended beyond ourselves. 

 

In verse 8, Paul says, “Love never dies.”8 There are plenty of other things that he notes will come 

to an end. Prophecy, tongues, and knowledge will all pass when God’s reign is fully realized.  

There’s no need of any of that when God’s presence and power are experienced on earth as in 

heaven. 

 

“Faith, hope, and love abide,” says the apostle.9 Paul Sampley, in The New Interpreter’s Bible 

states, “Faith and hope are enabled by God’s grace, but God does not ‘believe,’ and nowhere 

does Paul say that God ‘hopes.’ God does love, however, and so do believers. So love’s being 

and existing is tied to God’s very self, and in loving, believers participate with God in a special, 

unique, even reciprocal way. Love never ends because God’s eternal love is the ground and 

matrix for all human loving.”10 

  

Someday faith will end when we fully experience God’s presence among us. At that moment, we 

will “know fully.” We “know fully” because we have seen with our eyes. Faith ends when we 

experience full knowledge because what we had faith in is now fully realized. Someday, hope 

will come to end as well because what we had hoped for will be fully realized in our lives in 

Christ. Love, however, is the gift of God that remains. Love is what will always endure. The love 

with which God embraces us and the world will always be with us. And that is why love is the 

greatest gift; the greatest virtue. 

  

The Beatles sang: 

 

There’s nothing you can know that isn’t known. 

Nothing you can see that isn’t shown. 

There’s nowhere you can be 

That isn’t where you’re meant to be. It’s easy. 

All you need is love. 

All you need is love. 

All you need is love, love. 

Love is all you need.11 
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