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Today, we're wrapping up this series where we've been looking at God's perspective on love. This really 
has been one of my favorite series to teach through. We've spent basically two months in this one 
chapter in the New Testament, 1 Corinthians 13. I don't know about you, but if you've been able to track 
with us these last few weeks, but it's like the more time I spend with this one chapter, the more I'm 
blown away at how profound these words are and how little I really know about love. I'm learning so 
much. Someone sent me, this week, a little piece of history that, for centuries, there was a practice in 
the church that on the final Sunday before Lent, which would be this Sunday, churches for hundreds of 
years would read 1 Corinthians 13 as a kind of epistle reading for that day. It was like this reminder that 
the spirit of Lent, this 40-day journey leading up to Easter and resurrection hope, is not about legalism 
or showcasing our self-discipline or pious religiosity. It's about learning to love. 

They would read 1 Corinthians 13 as a way of preparing for Lent. I thought we could do that right now. 
This is page 1220 if you want to use that Bible there in front of you. We'll be focused on the final two 
verses, but I want to read the whole thing. Many would say that these are the most beautiful words that 
the Apostle Paul ever wrote. 1 Corinthians Chapter 13, we'll start with verse one. 

 "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 doesn't 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. Love 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 
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. 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; but 
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." 

I want to pray for us and, again, using an old liturgy from The Book of Common Prayer. If any of you 
grew up Episcopalian or if we have any Anglicans in the house, this may be familiar for you. This was the 
prayer that was to be prayed on this last Sunday before Lent. Lord, you've taught us that all of our 
doings without love are worth nothing. Would you send your Holy Spirit and pour into our hearts that 
most excellent gift of love, the very bond of peace and of all virtues, without which whosoever liveth is 
counted dead before thee? Grant this for the sake of your Son Jesus. Amen.  



In these few moments before we all come to the Lord's table, and I want to recognize that I think we 
have some of our students here this morning, those of you who aren't on the Polar Bear Retreat. Also, 
many from our Mandarin church are here as well because we gather as one church family on this first 
Sunday of the month for communion. We're grateful that you are here. 

I just want to do my best for the next few minutes to try and tie a bow on this series and, to do that, 
asking this question. Why is love the greatest of all? These three remain, faith, hope, and love, but the 
greatest is love. Why? One of the reasons we've said throughout this series is that what makes love so 
great is that the kind of love the Apostle Paul is describing in this passage, it is first and foremost a verb. 
It is not just a feeling or a sentiment or an emotion or something that you can see in the way that Lady 
Gaga looks at Bradley Cooper as they're singing that duo in the Oscars. Apparently, everybody's trying to 
figure that one out. Love isn't just a feeling or a vibe or a look. It's a verb. It does stuff. It serves. In 
verses 4 through 7, Paul just rattles off one verb after another, 16 verbs in a row to say to us love does 
things. It goes to work. It's not just a feeling. It serves. This has been so convicting for me, confronting 
me as we work through this series. 

A few weeks ago, I'll just give you one little example, we found out that some close friends of ours, they 
found out that they had lost a baby 15 weeks into their pregnancy. They were devastated. Ali and I, we 
haven't been through that experience before, but our hearts were just broken with them because we 
love them. You know, there was a moment, as I was sort of processing this, where I was thinking, and I 
caught myself thinking, "Should I call? Should I write a note? Should I send a text message? Do I send out 
thoughts and prayers?" Honestly, the day that we found out about this, I felt swamped with meetings 
and responsibilities and things I had to do and church stuff. But love is not just sending out thoughts and 
prayers, although it certainly can include that. Love means doing something. It means showing up or 
being present or serving or cooking a meal or watching their other kids as they have to go to the 
hospital. Even when it's inconvenient, even when it's costly, love is a verb. 

I recently heard a man named Bob, not Bob Goff, talk about how when his wife died how the grief was 
so intense that he couldn't even function. The next day, one of his friends, who lived in a different city, 
he got a message from his friend Jack, who lived in another city. Jack said, "I know that right now is 
probably you don't want to talk to anyone, but I want you to know that I took the first flight out this 
morning, and I'm here. I'm checked into a hotel, and I'm just around if you need me. I can do anything 
you want or I can do nothing, but I'm here for you." It took Bob a couple days to finally be able to call 
him back, but he did. Bob said, "Jack, would you come over?" Jack went over to his house. Sometimes 
they talked, and sometimes they just sat in silence. Jack would run errands for Bob and cook dinner for 
his kids, whatever needed to be done. That's what love does. It shows up. It gets on the plane. It serves. 

This love that Paul describes, and he has to come up with sort of a new word, agape, to describe this 
love. Agape love is always putting other people above ourselves, before ourselves. It's selfless love, 
which in a culture 2,000 years ago in Corinth and in our culture today is so dominated by and shaped by 
a consumer mentality. You are only valuable to the extent that you can provide something I need or you 
can do something I want, that's the message of our culture. Sometimes I even feel this way as a parent. I 
feel this way with my kids. I only exist to provide milk or Cheerios when they want it or toys when they 
want it. I am this unceasing dispenser of snacks and toys. In that kind of culture, agape love, it drives us 
in the opposite direction. This is certainly true, this is especially true when it comes to the difficult 
people that God has put into our lives. 



Another thread running through this series, another reason that the greatest of these is love, we've 
talked about how easy it can actually be to return, serve and to love those people who are patient with 
us and kind to us and who keep no record of our wrongs. That's easy love, but then when it comes to 
difficult people, that's when agape love comes to life. Every school, every law firm, every workplace has 
difficult people. Every church, every family involves loving difficult people. Love is pretty easy except for 
the people. It's people that make it hard. Certainly, there were some difficult people in that early 
Corinthian church. We've mentioned how Paul, along the way in this chapter, in this book and other 
chapters of this letter, he starts lovingly confronting some of the stuff going on in this church. It's some 
crazy stuff. Apparently, there was a man in the church who was having an affair with his own step-
mother. It was like nobody seemed to think twice about it. 

Other members of the church were suing each other in court. They were worshiping together, sitting 
together in the pews on Sunday, and on Monday, they were showing up at court. There were other 
people who were bragging about their spiritual gifts, how high and mighty they were. Communion was 
being served based on your socioeconomic standing. Worship services would dissolve into chaos as 
people in the church would stand up and take over the mic and commandeer control from the leaders 
who were up front. The place was a zoo. See, that's where love comes to life, when we're dealing with 
and learning to walk alongside and navigate life within community with other difficult people who are 
just as messed up as us. I wonder who in your life might God be inviting you or calling you to love that's 
kind of difficult to love right now, a sibling, a parent, a coworker, a teacher, a relative, maybe a boss. 

The other day, as I was studying this passage and kind of working on my sermon, at our house, we have 
this little room over our garage. I can sort of sneak away and study. I mean, this is my place. It's peaceful 
and quiet. I have the same wooden desk that I've used since graduate school and the same leather chair 
that I have read the Bible and read books in and have my coffee. It's a place that means so much to me 
and where I can pray and not be distracted. Well, that morning, it was an amazing morning of studying. 
As I'm walking, descending out of my happy place, back into the chaos that is our kitchen around 
breakfast time, here I am. I'm centered and at peace, having just spent the last few hours ruminating in 
Scripture. I walk in, and I have this smile on my face. As I walk through the door, I say to my wife Ali, "I 
love my job, getting to sit with coffee and just ruminate on the theology of God's love." This was a 
Saturday morning. 

Looking back, that probably wasn't the best way to walk into her world, as my wife has spent the last 
hour and a half trying to feed our three kids, five and under. There's peanut butter on the walls, literally. 
Our youngest daughter is running around without a diaper. Our twins are fighting over who gets the last 
waffle. Ali looks at me, and she says, "Huh. Sounds easier to study than it is to actually live out." I sort of 
laughed it off, but, sure enough, like five minutes later, I'm yelling at my son about what he could wear, 
"You can't wear shorts when it's 35 degrees." I'm still neglecting my youngest who's still running around 
without a diaper. My daughter, Annie, is crying about having to go to the YMCA so we could workout. 
Then, out from my mouth comes the greatest dad line of all time, "Annie, if you don't stop crying, I'll 
give you something to cry about." Shockingly, that didn't work. 

Love is great except for the people, even the little people in our lives. Yet, somehow, it's in learning to 
love “hard to love” people or in those “hard to love” situations, that's when God changes us. As we're 
willing to move toward those who maybe we've spent most of our time trying to avoid, that's when God 
changes us, matures us, he grows us. The fancy theological word for this is “sanctification.” As we move 
toward difficult people or take those risks or become uncomfortable so that we can move toward those 
we can love even when it's costly, that's when we're transformed. If there's a difficult person in your life 



right now, don't think, "This person is hard to love." Think, "This person sanctifies me." Love is the 
greatest because it's the greatest power to change your life. It changes others. It changes us. 

When I was in college, I was part of this college ministry that grew from like a handful of students to 
hundreds of college kids. This was not like a campus that was known for being Christian-friendly, but 
more than that were the stories of lives being changed and relationships being healed. Some of those 
college students are a part of this church now. There were some students who changed their majors so 
that they could chase after God's call in their lives, all kinds of only God stories. Well, the pastor of that 
group has become one of my best friends over the years. He told me the story how one day one of his 
interns came to him, a guy who worked for him, and this intern said, "Scott, I can't figure out why this 
group is growing. I mean, Jesus, for sure, but usually groups that grow have a gifted leader." My friend 
was like, "Where are you going with this?" The intern said, "No offense, but that's just not you, Scott. I 
mean, you're fine, but you're kind of goofy. You're not cool. You wear those white dad shoes to work 
every day." 

My friend said, "Would you like to see how an uncool leader fires somebody?" The intern said, "No, no, 
no. I actually mean it as a compliment." My friend was like, "Wow. I can't wait till you start insulting 
me." Then, the intern said this. He said, "But then I figured it out. It's because you love them. These 
college students, they know it. They're like animals. They can sense fear, and they can sense love. When 
they walk into the room, you light up, and they know it. They know that you love them, and it's changing 
them." To this day, my friend Scott says it's the greatest compliment he's ever received. I'm standing 
here today not because he knew great things, not because he taught great things, but because he loved. 
By the way, I hope that you know when you walk in the room, I light up because I love you. It's like that 
one thing as a pastor. You can't fake love. It has the power to change us. It changes others. It is the 
greatest force for change the world has ever known. 

We come to these last two verses as the Apostle Paul is concluding this great chapter. I'm going to use 
the NIV here. He says,  

"For now we see only as a reflection in a mirror; but then we shall see face to face."  

Here, Paul is using what's a pretty familiar imagery from the Corinthians in that day. Their city was 
famous as a producer of the finest bronze mirrors and antiquity. Paul says, "Right now, it's like we're 
looking into one of these mirrors, and our vision of God's love, it's just a reflection. It's refracted. It's 
dim. It's darkened, and that's the best we have right now. But then, one day, when we will stand face to 
face with God himself, with love himself, then we'll know." We're going to come back to that in just a 
moment, but Paul goes on to say, 

 "Now faith, hope, and love abide, these three. But the greatest of these is love." 

In preaching in the earliest Christian churches, it was pretty common that you would hear these things 
together: faith, hope, and love. This was a familiar trio. For the Corinthians, they heard this. It's like they 
knew where Paul was going. It's like Huey, Dewey, and Louie or Peter, Paul, and Mary or puppy, monkey, 
baby if you remember that one, three things that go together. As they hear this, they're like, "Okay, we 
know how he's going to sort of angle this sermon," but then he sort of changes direction. Paul says, 
these three remain, but the greatest of these is love, and here's why. Here's why for the Apostle Paul, 
because unlike faith and unlike hope, love will never come to an end. Love carries on into eternity. Think 



about it. On that day, when we come face to face with the Living God, the love, the God who made us, 
faith will be fulfilled. All that we had put our hope in, that one day we would be fully healed and fully 
alive, and we would stand with Jesus because of what he's done, our hope will be realized, but love will 
just be getting going. 

A few weeks ago, my Aunt Joanne had a heart attack, and she spent more than a week in the ICU trying 
to recover. Then, last week, she died at the age of 58, just way too young. Over the course of the last 
few weeks, our family, we've come together, and we've been sharing all these stories. For me, it's 
brought back all these memories of Aunt Jo and how she helped raise me. When I was growing up in 
Dallas, she would pick me up at North Dallas Day School. Then, she would drive me to the Feed Bag, if 
anybody remembers that fine establishment, best fries in history. We'd have dinner, and then, she 
worked at JC Penny for most of her life, so she'd spoil me with clothes that I didn't need, and she'd give 
me toys that I shouldn't have. Then, she would tell me all these jokes that weren't actually very funny, 
but we'd always laugh. 

You know, one of the gifts of moving back to Dallas a few years ago, I didn't realize what a profound gift 
this would be, was the fact that Aunt Joanne was now going to do this with my kids, as well. More than 
one day a week, she would come to the day school here at the church, and she'd pick up my kids. She'd 
take them to Chick-fil-A because the Feed Bag's not around anymore. Then, she'd buy them clothes that 
they didn't really need. She'd spoil them with all these toys that we probably didn't want them to have. 
Then, of course, she would tell the exact same jokes she told me when I was a kid. Knock, knock. Who's 
there? Amy. Amy who? A mosquito bit me. Then, Andy. Andy who? And he bit me again. I tell you, my 
kids, they will just fall on the floor laughing. Now, they tell these jokes over and over and over again. 
Thank you very much, Aunt Joanne. 

Well, we had this little service to honor her on Friday, right here in this room. If you've ever been to one 
of these memorials, as you're walking in, you're handed this program. On the top of the program often 
is sort of a technical description of what we do with a memorial service. It's called a service of hope in 
witness to the resurrection, a service of hope. The whole point, as much as we love remembering the 
person we've lost and tell those stories, the whole point is that our hope and faith is grounded in the 
risen Jesus who conquered death. Because he conquered death, so have those that we've loved, and 
they've gone on to be with him. One day, we will be reunited with them as well. We put our hope in 
that. When that day finally comes, hope and faith, they'll be fulfilled. See, it's love that keeps going, love 
that's just starting, love which never ends. 

The greatest of these is love. In other words, love is the most powerful force there ever is. It changes us, 
it changes others, and it changes the world. It is God's love which set in motion the creation of this 
universe. It is the most powerful force in the world, and it can transform anything. One day, we too will 
stand face to face with the source of all that is love, with love himself. To see God face to face, that's 
what you were made for, to behold his glory and his beauty and his greatness and not through the 
reflection of a mirror, but face to face, but most of all to behold his love, to see with such clarity just 
how much he delights in you and has always delighted in you. That's the best. Then, Paul says, "Now I 
know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I been fully loved." 

I want to leave this up for just a moment because this week I realized that, as I was reading through this, 
I always thought that what it said or what Paul had been saying was that, "Someday, I will know fully 
even as I will be fully known, someday," but that's not what Paul says. He says, "Then I shall know fully, 
even as I have already been fully known." Do you see the difference? I'm already fully known. It's past 



tense. Now, the word “know” in the Bible, it's a huge word that captures this deep and intimate 
relationship. If you grew up with the old King James, you will remember hearing verses like, "Adam knew 
his wife, and she bore a son." What does it mean to know? Well, you know what it means? In the 
Scriptures, the word know is like this ultimate picture of the deepest kind of loving relationship. 

Near the end of his Sermon on the Mount, as Jesus is teaching, he says, "Many will come to me and say, 
'Lord, did we not prophesy in your name? God, did we not do amazing miracles in your name?'" But 
then Jesus will say to them, "I never knew you." Now, does that mean that Jesus was somehow lacking 
information about their lives, like they haven't updated their background check in a while with Jesus or 
something like that? Of course not. He's the God who created them. He knows every detail of their lives. 
What it means when Jesus says, "I never knew you," is I never had a loving, personal, real relationship 
with you. That's what it means to “know.” Here's why this is such a good word. If you think about it, the 
greatest kind of love is not when someone loves you and shows affection for you and things get all hot 
and fiery, but they don't really know you. 

They don't really know the “for better or for worse” stuff, the real you, the things you don't put on 
Bumble. The stuff that if someone who would love you any less if they saw this in you, they'd be running 
toward the door. To be loved and not known is not really what we long for, but to be fully loved and 
fully known with all of our sins, all of our mess as is, that's the best. That's what you and I were created 
for. Paul says, "I am already fully known." The verb he uses here, and forgive me for getting in the 
weeds, but the verb that Paul uses has kind of stumped people who have been studying this for their 
whole lives. He uses a past tense verb that we don't even have in the English language. It's called the 
“aorist tense.” That means it refers to a single event in the past which continues to have effect into the 
present or a single past event that continues to have power into the present. 

Paul's saying, "There was this moment when God himself came to me, and he fully knew me and fully 
loved me, and it has changed everything from that moment on." When was that moment, that single 
event that Paul is referring to here? This brings us, of course, to the cross. It brings us to this hour near 
the end of his life and his dying breaths, as Jesus is hanging from the cross in excruciating pain, and he 
says, "My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?" What Jesus is saying here is that he is losing the 
face of God, the face of his Father, the intimacy that he had known fully from all of eternity. Now, he's 
forsaken, abandoned. God has turned from him. In that moment, Jesus lost his Father's face. Jesus lost 
the face that we deserve to lose so that we could never lose it. Why? Because Jesus saw all the way 
through us. 

He knew us fully in all of our darkness, in all of our wretchedness, in all of our sin, and yet he died for us 
on the cross. He loved us still, and he was forsaken by his Father. He lost the face of his Father so that 
we could have the face of God. This means that the moment we say to God, "Would you accept me 
because of what your Son Jesus did on the cross?" In that moment, we know that we are fully loved and 
fully known. That changes everything because once you know that, once that begins to get inside your 
mind and your heart, that you are truly fully known, fully loved by God, not because of anything you 
could ever do, when that happens, all these things that Paul's describing in 1 Corinthians 13, patience, 
kindness, doesn't boast, not rude, it always hopes, always trusts, these things which once seemed 
impossible, they actually begin to flow out of our lives. 

Kindness, long-suffering patience, the eagerness to lay down your desires to seek the good of someone 
else, forgiveness, shredding the scorecard that we used to bring into every single relationship. It just 
begins to flow out of us because our hearts and our minds, they've been changed. We're fully known 



and fully loved, and there's nothing more to prove. There's nothing left to earn. There's nothing that 
could ever be taken away from us because we are fully known and fully loved. Church, this is exactly 
what we remember and receive and accept and hold onto every single time we come to this table. You 
are fully known and fully loved because of Jesus. Father, we thank you that you saw right into us and 
you knew. You know everything about us. Yet, even still, you were willing to give your life. With this 
bread and with this cup, even if on this side of heaven we only see like a reflection, God, would that 
vision of your love change us and transform us even now in this time together? We pray this in Jesus' 
name. Amen. 
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