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1 Corinthians 13

Today’s sermon is another in the series of sermons that you have requested. Several of you mentioned on the forms that were in the bulletin this as a beloved passage of scripture.  I have entitled today’s sermon “When Thirteen is Lucky.” The Psalm reading today was the 13th Psalm, and we read I Corinthians Chapter 13, thirteen verses long. 

You know this scripture, even if you can’t say all of the words, you know it and you know what’s coming, even from the very beginning the way we recognize other things. When someone says “Once upon a time” we know what is going to follow, don’t we?  Or when someone says “Did you hear the one about,” we know what’s going to follow after that.  “It was the best of times, the worst of times,” we know what comes after that.  “If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels,” you know what follows.  We are so familiar with this that we might have lost the true meaning.  

In preparation for the sermon I came across this and I like what the writer said about first Corinthians 13.  
This famous passage is not an independent poem idealizing love.  It is not a poem at all, but lyrical prose. And it does not understand love as a general ideal, but is the concrete expression of the Christian life in the midst of the conflicts of a first-century church that was fascinated with “spirituality” and “spiritual gifts”.  It is an integral part of the context discussing spiritual gifts from the twelfth to the fourteenth chapters of first Corinthians. Apart from this context it is too easily misunderstood as sentimentality.  Love is not itself a “spiritual gift” superior to others, but it is the “way” of the Christian life as such that guides the use and application of all of the gifts of the Spirit. 

To put it more simply we could say this: “Love is about as sentimental as a cross.  If we ever lose sight of the cross, we have lost sight of the meaning of love.

There are other persons in our world who would suggest other things as a way of life.  You have heard these sayings, “Get all you can, while you can.” “The one with the most toys wins.”  Did you hear the story recently about the woman who died this past week?  I shared with Joanne Newman and her daughters that I was going to share the diet that this woman ate.  She was 115 years old.  Someone asked her what she ate and she said “I really enjoyed eating crispy bacon, fried chicken, and ice cream.”  If she had eaten healthy she might have lived to be 116!  

Last week do you know what the thirteenth most popular country hit in the United States was?  There’s a countdown on one of the television channels and number 13 was a song that I love. You need to hear this song some time.  Listen to the title of the song, “God is Great, Beer is Good, and People are Crazy.”  Don’t you just love that, as a way of life?  

In the church sometimes we haven’t done a whole lot better.  Drive through nearly any large city and you can see a guy walking back and forth down the sidewalk with one of those sandwich boards. On the front of the sandwich board it says “Christ is coming,” and on the back it says “The end is near.”  Paul would have something else on his sandwich board.  Paul would say, “Christ is coming, there is no end to his love.”  

I read something fascinating recently about secular cultures’ understanding of love. This writer said, “Secular culture is not able to communicate the true nature and meaning of love, because secular culture has no eternal point of reference.”  Don’t you love that?  We believe in a God who loves us endlessly.  “Love never ends.”  This is an “in spite of” kind of love.  In spite of hell and high water, or heaven and withering drought, we say to those we love, “You can count on my love.” 

It is in spite of love in another way. Are you familiar with the name Max Lucado  Max Lucado is a popular Christian author. He is the minister of a Church of Christ in San Antonio. Some people would consider Max Lucado to pretty conservative, but he was criticized by some in his church when he became friends with a man who did not have an “acceptable” lifestyle.  Lucado said this, “How can I not love a man as my brother, whom God has chosen to love as his child?”  That is an “in spite of” love, in spite of what anyone else says, in spite of how anyone criticizes us, we will love someone because we know God loves that person.  This “in spite of love” reminds us of how God loves us and how we need God to love us in spite of all our faults and short comings.  

One thing I knew as I prepared for this sermon is that you understand this; you know this, you are not going to disagree with me, no one is going to stand up during the sermon and say “You lie.” We all understand about this, but from time to time we forget, don’t we?  Did you see the phrase in the scripture “For now we see in a mirror dimly.” For years I thought it meant that the mirror was dim. If you look in some biblical commentaries, some biblical scholars have even said “Well, mirrors were imperfect back then.” That’s not what Paul meant.  We see in the mirror dimly because we are the ones who are dim.  We don’t see ourselves as we really are. We forget what is truly important.  

There is a wonderful story about a man who had bought something for his family. It teaches us an important lesson about love.  He was going to trade in the old minivan and buy a new one.  He loaded up all the kids in the old minivan and headed to the car dealer.  They had pulled into the parking lot and there was the new minivan parked out front, shiny and spotless. When the man pulled up beside it he looked at it and thought to himself, “You know, in a few minutes I’m going to put this load of kids in the back of this minivan into that new one and they are just going to tear it apart.  Then on the way home, we might park in a parking lot and someone will open their car door into the side of this and it’s going to have a door ding.” 

He said what he really learned was this: On the way home he was thinking about driving carefully with his new minivan so he wouldn’t even get a nick or scratch on it.  Then he looked at the kids in the back and said “I don’t need to drive carefully because I’ve got a new minivan.  I need to drive carefully because those are my kids in the back and I love them.”  

We all know these things, but it seems especially in the church we can forget from time to time.  We can be like the Pharisees.  Remember, the Pharisees had the law down pat.  They knew every letter of the law, but they cared more about being right than being righteous.  


At the first service, Carol mentioned something about going out to the food bank to pack boxes.  I had not thought of this for quite some time until Carol mentioned it, but we started out at Woodward taking the backpacks to the schools.  We were on the other end of the process than here. Here, we pack the boxes that go out to communities like Wood-ward.  At Woodward, we got the boxes and put the little sacks in the backpacks and took them to the schools.  

The first week we did that, I went to one of the elementary schools to pick up the empty backpacks that the children had returned.  I started to go into the counselor’s  office and there was a teacher in the office.  I could tell that the teacher and the counselor were having an argument because there was tension in the air.  The teacher was saying, “Those children didn’t return their backpacks.  We told them that if they didn’t return their backpacks, they wouldn’t get one next weekend.”  After the teacher left, the counselor said that some of the children told her that the only food they got the whole weekend was what they got in the backpack.  Now legally, the teacher was right.  Rules are rules.  You tell the children to bring back the backpacks or you don’t get one next weekend.  The teacher was right, but she was wrong.  She didn’t understand the law of love, about what it means to give food to a hungry child.  

This afternoon I would like for you to do something if you would. Sometime, take just a minute or two, and get out a Bible and look at that 13th Chapter of Corinthians, verses 4-7.  Instead of saying “Love is patient and kind,” insert your name.  Mary Carolyn is patient and kind; Howard is not jealous or boastful; Mary Ann is not arrogant or rude; Jim does not insist on his own way; Don is not irritable or resentful; Jennifer does not rejoice at wrong, but rejoices in the right; Bill believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.  

Unless this scripture becomes personal for us, unless we own it, and we insert our own names into what it means, it is meaningless.  There is probably nothing better I could say to you about this scripture, than simply saying the scripture itself.  

If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not 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 move mountains, but have not love, I am nothing.  If I give away all I have, and if I deliver my body to be burned, but have not love, I gain nothing.  

Love is patient and kind, love is not jealous or boastful, it is not arrogant or rude.  Love does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful, it does not rejoice at wrong, but rejoices in the right.  Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. 


Love never ends.  As for prophecies, they will pass away; as for tongues, they will cease; as for knowledge, it will pass away. For our knowledge is imperfect and our prophecies are imperfect, but when the perfect comes, the imperfect will pass away. When I was a child I spoke like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child.  But when I became a man I gave up childish ways, for now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face.  Now I know in part, then I shall understand fully, even as I have been fully understood.  So faith, hope, love abide these three.  With the greatest of these is love.

I suppose you could teach even a monkey to memorize Ist Corinthians 13, but it’s something else to live it. 


The comedian Rita Rudner said, “If you mix together water and flour, you get glue.  But if you add eggs, and butter and sugar you have the makings of a cake.”  In the church we say “Faith without works is dead.”  But if all you have is faith and works without love, you just have a sticky mess. But if you add the eggs, butter and sugar of faith--grace, hope and love--you have the makings of a faithful Christian.  


This day is September 13th. If you would decide this day to begin to live this scripture, it could be the luckiest day of your life.  Amen.  
PAGE  
7

