
Growing In Love             January 1, 2023 
1. Love is Our Distinct Calling      Pastor Colin Smith 
1 Corinthians 13 
 
Happy New Year! May God bless you today and in all that lies ahead of us this year. And may 
God bless us together as we seek to live and to serve for His praise, glory and honor. Here we are 
launching out the first day of a new year. Is there a word from God as we begin this new year? 
What should we seek? What should we pursue? What should we ask of God?  
 
As I have thought about these questions, one word has pressed itself into my mind and my heart, 
and that word is “love.” In these first four weeks of this new year, I want us to look together at 
growing in love. Our world is becoming increasingly angry, hostile, and divided. And the natural 
response to growing anger and hostility in the world is churches that become increasingly angry 
and hostile. That’s the natural response. 
 
But Jesus calls us to be different. He said, “A new commandment I give to you, that you love one 
another: just as I have loved you, you also are to love one another. By this all people will know that you 
are my disciples, if you have love for one another,” (John 13:34-35).  Love is to be the distinguishing 
mark of the disciples of Jesus, and this is not an option. It is a commandment. God is love. Jesus is love 
incarnate and He says, “I command that you love one another so that by this everyone will know that 
you are My disciples.” As the world becomes harsher and more divided, our calling will become more 
distinct. Where else could you hope to find a community of people who love each other across the many 
differences that divide people so deeply?  
 
Most of us will feel that we need to grow in love, especially when it comes to loving those with whom  
we deeply disagree. The good news is that love can be learned. It is possible to grow in love, and God’s  
Holy Spirit is given to us for this purpose. This will be a very practical series. Today we’re going to  
begin by looking at why we should grow in love. The aim for today is that we will come to the place of  
embracing this together and say, ‘this is what we want to do. We want to go after this. We want to grow in  
love and that therefore we will commit ourselves to that as a priority in this new year. And then after two  
weeks of looking at the ‘why,’ we’re going to look at how can we grow in love. What does this actually  
look like in practice. 
 
Please open your Bible at 1 Corinthians 13. Why should we seek to grow in love? This chapter gives 
three answers. We will look at the first answer in verses 1-3 today and God willing, the second and 
third answers in the rest of the chapter next week. Why should we seek to grow in love?  
 
Love will enable the effective use of your gifts  (1 Corinthians 13:1-3) 
Paul lists six highly valued gifts. Each is a gift from the hand of God, and each is of obvious value to 
God’s people. Love is essential to effective ministry. The apostle lists six highly valued gifts. Each of 
them comes very obviously from the hand of God Himself, and each of these that we’re going to look 
at is of obvious value to the church.  
 
1. Eloquent Speech  
If I speak in the tongues of men… (1 Corinthians 13:1). Paul is talking about the gift of commun- 
ication and some of you have this gift. The ability to communicate clearly is a marvelous gift from 
God. If you are a student in middle school, high school, or college do all that you can to develop this 
gift of communication to the best degree of which you are able. In the beginning was the Word. God 
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speaks. So aim to become articulate. Work hard at expressing yourself in words. Learn the meaning 
of words. Try to expand your vocabulary. Write sentences and learn to speak in sentences. Gifts of 
speech were highly prized in the ancient world, and we are wise if we value and cultivate these gifts 
today.  
 
But what I want you to see from the scripture is that every gift brings its own temptation, and Paul 
reminds us that it is possible to speak without love. The big temptation for those who can wield 
words in a persuasive argument is to bully, to oppress, to intimidate, to be self-opinionated and 
overbearing. We live at a time where people have discovered that if you use outrageous and 
inflammatory language you get more attention. And that is one of the reasons why speech in our 
time is becoming increasingly angry and divisive. You get more attention from people who agree 
with you if you amp up your language and make it more outrageous and more inflammatory.  
 
But Paul says, If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I am a noisy gong  
or a clanging cymbal. (v1) Eloquent speech without love is a cacophony of noise. People can put up 
with it for a time, but eventually the noise becomes unbearable, and people feel that they need to get 
away. A torrent of words without love has a repulsive effect. It doesn’t win people towards you. It 
actually pushes people away from you. Always remember that it is possible to win an argument and 
to lose a friend. And what is the point in prevailing in an argument if you lose the person you were 
trying to win?  
 
Without love, eloquent speaking will be worse than useless. Instead of winning people to what you 
are saying, your eloquent speaking, if it is without love, will only drive them away. But if you grow 
in love, you will be able to speak in a way that is winsome and instead of repelling, your speech will 
draw. Then Paul draws our attention to the marvelous gift of spiritual experience. 
 
2. Spiritual Experiences  
If I speak in the tongues… of angels (1 Corinthians 13:1) Paul speaks in chapters 12 and 14 of this 
letter about the gift of ‘tongues’ that the apostle himself experienced. It is a kind of ecstatic speech  
that bypasses the mind, giving a believer a freedom in prayer and in worship. It is clear from these 
chapters that there were at least some of the believers in Corinth who put a particularly high value 
upon this gift. And Paul affirms the value of this gift. He says, “I thank God that I speak in tongues 
more than all of you,” (1 Corinthians 14:18). 
 
Some of you have had remarkable, wonderful spiritual experiences. Some of you have seen a vision. 
Some of you have experienced a miracle. Some of you have enjoyed intense experiences of the love 
of God and the presence and power of the Holy Spirit. These are all good gifts from the hand of God, 
and you should cherish each and every one of them. But remember, every gift brings its own 
temptation and the temptation that often comes with spiritual experience is to withdraw.  
 
I know something of this in my own life. There is a part of me that would like to withdraw into a  
private world where I could spend unlimited time with my books, pondering the Scripture, enjoying 
the thrill of seeing something I had not seen before, with no pressures and no deadlines. Your fantasy 
about withdrawing might be different, but you’ll have your own version. But this verse tells me that if 
I were to withdraw into my own private world in a way that I sometimes think would be so 
marvelous, I would gain absolutely nothing.  
 
Again, this speaks powerfully to our world today. We live at a time when believers are tempted to 
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withdraw. ‘Why bother coming to church when you can see the service online? All that matters is  
my own relationship with Jesus.’ That is not all that matters because your distinct calling as a person 
who walks with Jesus is to love. You cannot fulfill that calling on your own. Withdrawing into your 
own world of private spiritual experience will be of no value to you or to anyone else. But growing  
in love will keep you from spiritual isolation. If you grow in love in this new year it will move you 
toward other believers.  
 

3. A Brilliant Mind 
And if I have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, (1 Corinthians 
13:2). Some of you have brilliant minds applied in all kinds of areas of life and if God has 
blessed you in this way then thank Him for it. People with brilliant minds can acquire vast 
knowledge and some are blessed with profound insight. They are able to help the rest of us when 
we find ourselves uncertain and confused. Those with brilliant minds are sometimes able to give 
a new perspective and give some light and we thank God for it. A brilliant mind is a marvelous 
gift and if God has given you a sharp mind, do all that you can to develop it to the full, and use it 
to bring help and blessing to others in every way you can.  
 
But remember, every gift brings its own temptation. And the big temptation that comes with a 
brilliant mind is to become wise in your own eyes, to look down on ordinary believers, and to 
distance yourself from the needs of the church. You begin to feel that you’re above all that. But  
love will enable you to use your gift effectively. Growing in love will make the Christian scholar a 
servant of ordinary believers.  And where that happens, it is a beautiful thing. 

 
4. Outstanding Achievements  
…and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, (1 Corinthians 13:2). I have been reading the 
story of William Wilberforce, a member of the British parliament in the 18th century, who proposed 
legislation to abolish slavery. He was defeated eleven times over a period of 20 years. But by God’s 
grace, he overcame a mountain of opposition and was finally blessed with success. Wilberforce was a 
man of faith in the Lord Jesus Christ and God used Him to move a mountain.  
 
Some of you are wired in such a way that you are drawn to the hardest tasks. If something is easy, 
you’re not that interested, but God made you in such a way that you are drawn to the hardest of 
tasks. It takes a special kind of gift to believe that God can actually move a mountain and if God has 
given you this gift, find the mountain that He is calling you to move, and give yourself to the work, 
even if, like Wilberforce, it takes your entire life to do so. But remember, as you give yourself to 
this hardest task that every gift brings its own temptation. The obvious temptation for those who 
achieve great things is the temptation to pride. The feeling that what has been accomplished is the 
result of your power. And that’s deadly. 
 
James Denney gives this warning to those who preach and to those who are blessed with success 
in business:  

“The sense may steal upon his mind that… his is the commanding personality to which 
reluctant circumstances yield, his the practical capacity which... transmits force and sees that 
work is done; and when that happens, all is lost.”1  

 

 
1 James Denney, The Way Everlasting, p 160. 
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If you come to the place of thinking that the achievements of your life are because of your power, 
your personality, your force of ability to get things done, you have become completely and utterly 
lost. Paul says, if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but have not love, I am nothing, (v2). 
Love enables a person who achieves great things to serve with humility.  
 

5. Unusual Generosity  
If I give away all I have,… (v3). That’s some generosity to give away, not 10 percent, not 50 
percent, if I give away all I have. Some of you have this gift. God calls all of us to be generous, 
but some have a special calling and a special ability in this regard. If God enables you to be 
generous, just thank Him for that gift and be as generous as you possibly can. But remember that 
every gift brings its own temptations. It is possible even for generous givers to give as a matter 
of duty or to make an impression, or as a means of exercising control. 
 
You can give without love. Paul says, ‘If I give away all I have… and have not love, I gain nothing,’ 
(v3). But as you grow in love, you will begin to experience a greater freedom and joy that enables 
you to be more generous.  And you will discover that your reward in this life and in the life to come 
is very great indeed. The Bible says, Whoever sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and whoever 
sows generously will also reap generously,  (2 Corinthians 9:6 NIV). 
 

6. Courageous Commitment  
… if I deliver up my body to be burned, (1 Corinthians 13:3). Paul is describing the courage of 
believers who pay the ultimate price of laying down their lives for their faith. Believers have 
faced persecution from earliest times and around the world, many still do today. Some have died 
horrible and painful deaths. No one could do this without being given a special gift of strength 
and courage to face such an extraordinary trial.  
 
God may have called you to a task that requires an unusual level of courage, sacrifice and commit- 
ment. What you are called to is not easy. It’s going to demand more than all you have to give and 
you know it.  And I want to give you this encouragement at the beginning of a new year: 
Give yourself to what God has called you to do, irrespective of the cost knowing that God will 
give you all that you need to do all that He has called you to do.  
 
But remember that with every gift there comes a temptation. As you give yourself to what 
demands courage and sacrifice and the greatest level of commitment, remember that it’s possible 
to do all of these things without love. That’s what we’re seeing here. The obvious temptation for 
those who live sacrificially, who really pursue costly commitment and extends themselves for the 
sake and the cause of the Lord Jesus Christ, the obvious temptation for that person is to resent 
those who chose an easier path.   
 
I remember speaking with a pastor from a country in eastern Europe who told me that the greatest 
difficulty faced by the church in his home country after the fall of communism, was the tension 
between church leaders who had been imprisoned for their faith and other leaders who had not. You 
can understand that. “We took a costly stand. Where were you? I was in prison; you were at home 
with your wife.” And the church just gets torn apart. But what is the value of taking a costly stand if 
you cannot then love your brother who chose a different path?  
 



5 
 
If I deliver up my body to be burned, but have not love, I gain nothing, (v3). What a tragedy it would 
be to make a great sacrifice for the cause of Christ and to gain nothing from it! This temptation to 
resent people who choose an easier path is closer to home than some of us may think. The more 
committed you become, the more you will be tempted to resent those who don’t show the same level 
of commitment. But love sets you free from that resentment. It enables you to say, ‘What I do, I do 
for Christ and for His people and though it is costly and others choose an easier path, I have no 
regrets.’  
 
I had originally intended to go through the whole of 1 Corinthians 13 today, but there is so much in 
these first three verses, I decided to leave the rest for next week. So let me in these last moments try  
and press this home. The main point of the message today is that whatever our gifts, we all need to  
grow in love. The reason I want to underline that we all need to grow in love without exception is that 
the apostle Paul includes himself!  
 
Notice how he speaks in the first person: If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not 
love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. The apostle gives us a beautiful example of love in the 
way that he frames what he is saying here. A less thoughtful person would have said, If you speak in 
the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, you are noisy gongs or clanging cymbals. 
We’ve all heard that kind of talk, but you won’t hear it from the apostle Paul. Because he is 
growing in love. 
 
But Paul offers himself as the example of someone who would be nothing and gain nothing if he did 
not have love. I find this quite staggering. Think about Paul’s speaking. God used this man’s gift of 
speaking to spread the gospel across the Roman Empire with extraordinary effect. And think about 
his spiritual experience. Paul saw the glory of the risen Lord who appeared to him on the road to 
Damascus. It would be hard to imagine a more remarkable spiritual experience than that!  
 
Think about the brilliance of this man’s mind. He was trained in the school of Gamaliel, and then his 
natural gifts were heightened as the Holy Spirit opened his eyes to the meaning of Scripture and the 
mysteries of the gospel. Think about Paul’s extraordinary achievement, planting churches across the 
Roman empire in the face of relentless hostility and opposition. God used this man to move 
mountains! Think about his generosity. Paul gave himself to the service of the church often working 
as a tentmaker by day and doing ministry by night, rather than imposing a financial burden on newly 
established churches, by asking them to support him. Think about this man’s courage. Shipwrecked, 
beaten with rods, repeatedly arrested and imprisoned.  
 
You could not get a more gifted, committed, generous, courageous person than the apostle Paul, and 
yet he says, “If I do not have love, then all my speaking and my spiritual experience are nothing more 
than a repulsive noise. If I do not have love, then despite all of my knowledge, my insight into the 
depths of theology, and all my work in planting churches, I am nothing. If I do not have love, then 
despite all that I have given, all that I have sacrificed, and all that I have suffered, I will gain 
nothing.”   
 
If that was true of the apostle Paul, how much more is it true for me and for you? The message today  
is very simple. I am asking you to join me in seeking to grow in love as we enter this new year. I am 
wholly persuaded that the greatest need of the Christian church today is a fresh outpouring of faith, 
hope, and love. If we grow in love, we will shine like lights because we will be so different from all 
that is around us and the world will see something different that comes from the wonderful reality that 
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we belong to Jesus. 
 
You may be wondering where you could get this kind of love. Maybe the very mention of the word 
love immediately triggers off in your mind a sense of something that you have profoundly lacked in 
your life and you say, ‘I have never been loved like this.’ Oh yes you have. There was a time when 
the person who wrote these words was an angry and violent man. He lived with passion for his own 
particular cause, and he hated everyone on the other side. How did love come into his life? He tells us 
in Galatians 2:20,  “…the Son of God loved me and gave Himself for me”. And that transformed this 
angry, violent man from the inside out to become the man who wrote these remarkable words that 
we’ve been pondering.  Love is at the heart of all that God calls us to do for Him, and love is at the 
heart of all that God has done for us.  
 

God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us, (Romans 5:8). 
 

…this is love, not that we have loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the 
propitiation for our sins, (1John 4:10). 

 
God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not 
perish but have eternal life, (John 3:16). 
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