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I do want to say welcome to everyone who's in this room, those of you in the balcony, joining 
us online as well as all of our students who are here. Whether you go to SMU, or you're going 
back to school tomorrow in one of our area schools, welcome. Our Mandarin Church 
community, if you are joining us today, we are so grateful for you. By the way, I did just get 
back from our High School ski trip and that was an experience. I'm not injured but I'm still 
recovering. It was so good just to hang out with our High School students, to have some time 
away from technology, and just the drive of everything going on. Great conversations. I love 
chairlift conversations. It's one of the best opportunities you have to corner a high school 
student. They're trapped and there's no where they can go for eight minutes, which is long 
enough just to have a slightly deep conversation. 
  
This is kind of cool. Every first Sunday of the month, our High School and Middle School 
students join us for worship. Most of them are here at the 10:00 service, so we're grateful that 
you are with us. Our Mandarin community as well come together on the first Sunday of the 
month so that we can come to the Lord's Table as a united church family. So thrilled that you 
have chosen to start your New Year here with us. Maybe you visited on Christmas Eve for the 
first time and you decided on your own or as a family, you wanted to come back and see what 
God's doing here. We're just grateful that you made that decision. 
  
I do want to say thank you to everybody who helped make our Christmas Eve celebration 
possible. Over 10 services between Highland Park Pres, and in East Dallas at Peak Street Church 
over the course of two days, more than 6000 people joined us for this celebration. To hear 
some of the stories of people who just said as a result to that, "I want to know more about this 
God who chose to come down to earth because he loves me." In fact, in our Mandarin 
community, there were three young people, three young adults, who were baptized in and 
around Christmas. That's the best and that's why we do what we do. None of this would 
happen if it weren't for your prayers, your earnest prayers, your sacrificial giving, your serving 
and willingness to show up. Hundreds of volunteers on Christmas Eve. And last, maybe most 
important, your willingness to be invitational. To see someone else in your life and to say, 
"Would you like to know more? I'd love for you to check out what God's doing in this 
community." Way to go! 
  
Now with this being the first Sunday of a new year, we are launching a new series, it's called 
"Love Always." We're going to spend the next few months, next several weeks, just drilling 
down into one chapter in the New Testament. 1 Corinthians 13, it's a pretty well-known 
chapter. Some of the most beautiful, well written endearing words in all of Scripture, and the 



place where we tend to hear this more often than anywhere else is what? Weddings, yes. In 
fact, I know a guy who once officiated a Hollywood wedding and it was beautiful. It took place 
in the backyard of this Hollywood mansion on a cliff overlooking the Pacific Ocean, and all these 
stars were there. As part of the wedding, the mother of the bride stood up at one moment in 
the service and she read a poem that she had written. On this occasion, for the bride and 
groom, and she read this beautiful poem and there was just this silence in the crowd, and then 
she was done. All of a sudden everybody just started applauding and was like, "Oh, that is so 
good." 
  
Then a little bit later, the pastor stood up, and he read the words of 1 Corinthians 13. 
 “Love is patient, love is kind, it does not envy, it does not boast, it always hopes, always trusts.”  
As he finished, there was again, the stunned silence, and then once again, the crowd bursts into 
applause. That is so good, right? They thought he had written 1 Corinthians 13 as a poem for 
the bride and the groom. Afterwards they were coming up asking for a copy of his poem. Okay 
that's kind of a bad news good news story, isn't it? The bad news being that people don't know 
Scripture anymore. The good news is there's something about these words and this story of 
God's love for us that's painted in 1 Corinthians 13. People are just drawn to whatever their 
back ground, "Oh that is so good." So, for the next few months, we're just going to study this 
one chapter from Scripture written by the missionary, the Apostle Paul to this new community 
of Jesus followers in the city, the 1st century city of Corinth. 
  
My old boss, when talking about the Corinthians, he would sometimes call them the 
“Califorinthians,” which he could do because he was from Southern California. If there was a 
Hollywood in the 1st century Roman culture, it was the City of Corinth. This was the second 
largest city in the Roman world and it was the international love city of the world. The city 
skyline was dominated by this one temple, the temple of Aphrodite, which is the goddess of 
what? Of love. At the center of the city was this temple where more than 1000 prostitutes 
worked day and night. This was a tourist attraction for people all around the Roman Empire. 
  
Corinth was a city, among other things, with a lot of new money and where, because of its 
location on a major trade route, people were making their fortunes almost overnight. One of 
those industries was transportation. A sea captain could save 200 miles of dangerous sailing 
around the tip of Southern Greece by letting the Corinthians drag their boat basically four miles 
across this small strip of land. This city was almost always hopping with thousands of sailors on 
leave. Imagine that! There was even a Greek verb that they made up to describe what was 
going on in Corinth. “Corinth Eizo” which meant to live like a Corinthian, meant to live 
immorally. How would you feel if they made up a verb to talk about us? To Dallas eight, or too 
Plano eyes, or to friskify, which that kind of sounds a little bit weird right? All that to say, 
Corinth doesn't exactly meet the material of Bible Belt community. 
  
And yet here we have this letter, 1 Corinthians in the Bible, because at some point there were 
followers of Jesus who made their way to the City of Corinth. Rather than just pass by to the 
next city because they thought it was ethically or morally or spiritually headed in the wrong 
direction and hopeless, instead they chose and felt called to plant this little mission out post. 



They moved into the city, Christians who made friends, and they got jobs, and they loved their 
neighbors. As a result of this, people were kind of drawn to what was happening in a 
community. A church was formed, and along the way, as they earned the right to be heard, 
these followers of Jesus said to those around them, "Look this culture that is obsessed with 
love, it's actually wrecking your city.” So eventually Paul writes to this new community of 
Christians, he's writing encouragement, exhortation instruction on how do we do this Christian 
life together? And he says, "You have got the wrong definition of love. You got love messed up 
when folks in your church are having affairs with their step mother, and they're suing each 
other during the week, and fights are actually breaking out during the worship service, like in 
the church." And you thought we knew about church conflict! This is a whole new level, and it's 
all right there in 1 Corinthians. Paul says, "What you're seeing in Corinth, it's actually making its 
way into the church, and that's not actually love." And so as Paul puts pen to paper, he grabs 
hold of the grand theme of their city. And he says, "Let me show you what love really looks 
like.” We're going to do that by looking at Jesus of Nazareth. 
  
He writes to them, and he come in the midst of this letter to 1 Corinthians Chapter 13, and in 
this little moment in his letter, Paul's words, they're so polished and really so poetic. Some 
scholars think that this must have been a poem that he had written at some point that was 
basically sitting in a file that the Apostle Paul grabbed. He put right into the middle of this 
letter, almost as a break from what was otherwise a confrontational and rather disturbing letter 
that he had written to these Christians. Before we read this, and I'm going to read through the 
whole chapter in just a moment, you can find it on page 1220 if you want to use that Bible that 
is there in front of you. I'd encourage you to do that. But before we read this, first a word of 
caution. I remember studying this passage for what I think was the first time in my life. 
  
I was in college, and I was in a small group with other guys. I remember we were sitting in this 
dorm room in a circle and we would go around and each guy would read a few verses of 1 
Corinthians 13 until we were done. When we finished reading this out loud, one of the guys in 
the group said what probably all of us were thinking in that moment. He said, "Ouch," because 
it sets such an overwhelmingly high bar. You hear these words of what it looks like to really love 
one another, and it seems impossible, like if that's what God requires of me, then I'm toast. So 
before we read this, I want you to know that this is not primarily a list of things that you're 
supposed to do. This is not primarily, you need to be more patient, you need to be more kind. 
Yes, it will have that effect, it will be convicting. But more than anything else, this is really a 
picture, this is a glimpse, it's a portrait of how God loves us in Jesus. 
  
We're going to keep coming back to that over and over again. This is how Jesus loves you and 
me and this community. Scripture is not just a list of rules meant to make you feel guilty or to 
tell you how to live your life, it's not just that. More than that, it's an invitation into a 
relationship with this God who is love. The more you spend time with this God, the more you 
let his words settle into your heart and take hold of your mind, the more you find yourself 
capable of becoming the kind of person who can act and demonstrate this sort of love. You find 
that you can be more patient, you can be more kind, you're freed from resentment and self-



obsessed thinking so that you're free to love other people. Especially and even those people, 
who by the world's standards, are kind of hard to love. 
  
In light of that, before we read this, here's an invitation, a challenge. Charlie mentioned this is 
sort of the New Year, this is the season for resolutions. I hope you're doing okay six days in, let’s 
just forget about the whole year. What if for the next seven days, or if you work well in months, 
what if for the next 30 days, you were to take 5 to 10 minutes every day of the week and just 
read through these words of 1 Corinthians Chapter 13? You can meditate on these words, and 
meditate basically just a fancy word that means to slow down enough and not just speed read 
through something, but to let these words settle into your mind. 
  
Read 1 Corinthians 13, asking God to show you something about his love personally for you. Or, 
ask him to reveal a certain truth or some phrase or word from this passage that's going to stick 
with you for the rest of the day. Maybe you take this on as a daily practice and you find yourself 
wanting to do more of this throughout the year. Spending 10-15 minutes a day reading through 
the Bible. And if that's something you'd like to try in the new year, I'll just tell you what I'm 
doing, what I'm following this year, it's called the “Bible in one year plan.” There's a website, 
Bibleinoneyear.org, that you can go to or you can download the app, and it basically gives you a 
few passages of Scripture for every day. If you follow through with this for the rest of the year, 
you'll read through the entire Bible in one year and it can change your life. Not because it earns 
you anything, and it is not a list of rules, it's just this daily invitation to walk more deeply with 
Jesus. 
  
So with that, let's look together at these words, Paul's masterpiece in 1 Corinthians 13. Actually, 
we'll begin with the last words of Chapter 12. Paul writes this. 
  
“And I will show you a still more excellent way. 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 remove mountains, 
but have not love, I am nothing. If I give away all I have, and if I deliver up my body to be 
burned, but have not love, I gain nothing. 
  
Love is patient and kind; love does not envy or boast; it is not arrogant or rude. It does not insist 
on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice at wrongdoing, but rejoices with 
the truth. Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, and endures all things. Love 
never ends. Love never fails. As for prophecies, they will pass away; as for tongues, they will 
cease; as for knowledge, even it will pass away. For we know in part and we prophesy in part, 
but when the perfect comes, the partial 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 know 
fully, even as I have been fully known. So now faith, hope, and love abide, these three; but the 
greatest of these is love.” 



Let's take a moment and pray. Holy Spirit would you help us, would you maybe for the first time 
or just in a fresh way, would you help us to grasp how much you love us? Help us to experience 
that love and then to live in response to that. We pray in Jesus' name. Amen.  
In 1 Corinthians 13, Paul gives us three great truths about love. The primacy of love, the 
practicality of love, and the permanence of love. And if you want an outline for the next eight 
weeks of sermons, this is it. The primacy, the practicality, and the permanence of love. Now 
that doesn't mean you don't have to come back for eight more weeks. But as a church family 
we are going to ground ourselves and immerse ourselves in this reality for the coming weeks. 
  
And so for the next few minutes this morning, what I want to do before we all come, we're all 
invited to the Lord's Table together, is just to walk through a kind of 30000 foot overview of 
each of these. First in Paul's most obvious theme, is the primacy of love. It is the most excellent 
way. So notice in verses 1-3, if you've got that Scripture in front of you, Paul begins with these 
five “if” statements. He says,  
 
"If I speak with the tongues of men and angels, and if I have prophetic powers, if I have faith 
that can move mountains, even if I give everything away, but I don't have love, I gain nothing." 
And he uses that word nothing over and over again. We can do all these amazing noble, 
sacrificial seemingly world changing things, but if we don't have love, then we've missed the 
point of our whole existence. 
  
So that's verses 1-3, and we're basically going to come back to that more in depth next Sunday. 
The primacy of love. Second, Paul changes his tone a little bit in verse 4, verses 4-7. Paul shows 
us the practicality of love. He doesn't just leave us or leave the Corinthians in the realm of ideas 
about love, he puts flesh on it. He makes it practical, down to earth. This is what love looks like 
every day in the trenches when you're raising kids, or when you're dealing with difficult people, 
or when you go to work. 
  
Now here's a real critical part of this. When we read in our English Bibles, love is patient, love is 
kind, it's not arrogant, when we go through that, it sounds as if Paul is basically using one 
adjective after another. But these are not adjectives, these are actually verbs, all verbs, 16 
verbs in a row. Which tells us among other things that love is known by what it does. And for 
those of you who are into this kind of stuff, all 16 of these verbs in verses 4-7, they're all in the 
present continuous tense. I know that school hasn't started back up yet, but we might as well 
get into the grammar today. 
  
The present continuous tense, love acts patiently, and keeps on acting patiently. Love acts 
kindly, and it keeps on acting kindly. Love is not self-seeking, and it never stops being “other-
seeking.” Love is not just a feeling, we don't just describe it, it does stuff, it's a verb. Love acts 
out over and over again. I can declare many times, I can declare to my children that I love them 
until I'm blue in the face, but until I actually spend time with them, and get on their level, and 
pay attention to them, and play with them, and wrestle with them, and get into their world and 
involved in their lives, it's not love, it's just empty puffed up words. 



Now this concept of love, and for us we have a certain familiarity with it, especially if we've 
been raised in the church or in the western world. But this concept of love was so revolutionary 
and so utterly world changing. When Jesus' first followers were trying to find ways to write 
about it and to explain it, especially to the next generations, they couldn't even find a word that 
was common place in the culture of their day. Corinth didn't have a word for this kind of love. 
So what Paul does is he finds another Greek word that some of you may be familiar with, it was 
actually a word that was pretty rare in classical Greek. Paul and the other New Testament 
writers, they latched onto this word as a way of describing the love that God has shown us, and 
now the love that he's inviting us to express toward one another, and it's the Greek word 
“agape.” 
  
The best definition that I've come across of this word is from the scholar who's passed away, his 
name is Dallas Willard, and he says that agape love is to will someone's good. To agape love 
someone is to will their good. It means to will and to work for their good, which for that person 
means helping them to become the best person that God intended for them to be. Which if you 
think about that, as you can imagine, it doesn't always mean that we're perfectly nice to them, 
or that we do whatever it is that makes them happy. But we're always seeking their good, 
which means among other things that love is not a feeling. 
  
We're going to keep coming back to this over and over again. Love, although it will certainly 
involve desire and feeling, it is not primarily a feeling. It's not a sense of closeness, or attraction, 
or affection that I have for another person. You see, one of the problems that we have when 
we're trying to describe love in the English language is that we've got one word to describe all 
these different kinds and so many different things, right? We use the exact same word to say “I 
love my wife,” “I love this church,” “I love the Cowboys.” “I love skiing,” “I love $14 pieces of 
pizza when I'm skiing, “which isn't exactly true, although I had a piece of pizza on the mountain, 
and I found myself going, "Man I love this pizza, it is so good." What does it mean to love a 
piece of pizza? It doesn't mean that I will the good for that piece of pizza that I'm seeking God's 
best version of that piece of pizza. On the contrary, my love will actually undo, it will consume, 
and it will crush that pizza. 
  
Well for Paul and for the rest of the New Testament writers, and mostly from Jesus because 
that's where Paul got his source of material from, right? For Jesus' love was about willing the 
good for every single person he every came into contact with. It was a way of life in which I'm 
always willing what is good, what is best for other people. I will the good for everybody, I don't 
do that. I don't love them if and only if they love me back. I don't love them because of 
something that I see in them. I don't love them only when I feel like it. To love means that I will 
and work and seek whatever is good for them regardless of how they treat me, and regardless 
of how they feel about me. It's selfless, it is sacrificial love, because in the end, it's not really 
about me. 
  
David Brooks wrote an opinion piece in the New York Times this week called, "The Morality of 
Selfism." And I don't know if any of you saw this, it actually had a subtitle, "The Gospel of Saint 
You," y-o-u. And basically he reflects on and he says that we live in a culture of selfish, a culture 



that puts tremendous emphasis on self, on self-care, self-worth, self-display, self-expression. 
And he says, "This is kind of beginning to confuse our understanding of what character, of what 
love really looks like." This is why agape love is so for and so radical, and I would argue also so 
compelling, and so attractive to those in our world who begin to see this lived out in the church. 
Because it's not about you, it's about willing the good for other people, and there's something 
inside the human soul that longs to see and experience that. Paul puts this on display in verses 
4-7 and this is the practicality of agape love and this is what it looks like lived out as a verb. 
  
Finally, in verses 8-13, again this is just an impossibly fast overview, but Paul describes the 
permanence of love. He says in verse 8, "Love never fails." Just think about those three words 
for just a moment, let them sink in. Love never fails. It is the one thing in this world that will 
never fail, will never end, will never let you down. God's love is not conditional on whether you 
respond a certain way or hold up the end of your bargain. It never ends, never fails, never gives 
up, love never stops loving. As some of you know, the Greeks had multiple words to describe 
these different kinds of love. There was Philia love, which is basically friendship kind of love, 
Philia. You could call this the "If" kind of love, if you're nice to me, if we have shared interest, if 
we both like the Cowboys, then I'll love you. It's Philia love. 
  
Then there was “Eros.” This was erotic love, you could call this the “because” kind of love. 
Because you're good looking, because you're smart, because I like being around you, because I 
think you make me look good, I love you. Then there was “agape,” and you could almost called 
this “in spite of” kind of love. In spite of how you've hurt me, in spite of all your flaws, in spite of 
your weaknesses, I choose to seek your best. And that is exactly how God loves us in Jesus and 
through Jesus. God chose to be born into this world to live a perfect life and to die a painful 
death on that Roman cross in spite of our sin, in spite of our betrayal, in spite of our turning 
away and our rebellion over and over again. Jesus loved us all the way to the cross. And even 
when they put his dead body into the grave, his love could not stay buried. On the third day he 
rose from the dead because love never fails. 
  
That's why Paul can say to the Romans to another church, he says, "Nothing is able to separate 
us from the love of God which we have in Christ Jesus our Lord," nothing. That's exactly what 
we remember, brothers and sisters. Every time we come to the Lord's Table together, there is 
nothing that you could ever do to earn or unearned God's agape love for you. It's just a gift. His 
body broken and poured out in love. Folks, this is why we exist as a church, to receive this love, 
and to allow it to overflow from our lives into the lives of others. I just want to say to anybody 
who maybe sensing that this is something that's missing in your life, maybe you can't quite 
describe it, but this receiving of God's love in a powerful unexplainable way. Here's what I want 
to invite you to do. I want to invite you to explore, to find a community where you can 
experience this kind of love. 
  
You know, there are people who go to church, people who go to this church, and they might 
come week after week, month after month, sometimes years after years, but they're really just 
permanent visitors. On this first weekend of the year, I want to invite you, if this is you, and 
maybe you're just feeling a little nudge right now to get out of that permanent visitor category 



and to get into a little community where you can experience this kind of love. Maybe you know 
somebody in a small group or in some kind of a class or community here, and you could ask 
them about it. Or you could join us for Alpha, or for our Starting Point community that starts in 
a few weeks. You can experience this love for you which is a gift, and it's broken and it's poured 
out, and it's experienced and meant to be shared in community. 
  
If you have never received that gift, if you've never opened yourself up to this perfect unending 
love, I want to invite you to do that right now. As we pray, would you just, if you'd like to do 
that, would you just pray with me these words?  
 
Jesus, I believe that what you did 2000 years ago, when you died on that cross, I believe that 
you did that for me because you love me. Even though I'm messed up and wounded, and even 
in my sin you loved me and you gave your life for me. And now I want to live forever with you 
as my forgiver, as my Savior, and my leader. Would you fill my life Lord Jesus with your love? 
And everybody said. Amen. 
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