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“The Center of All Things”

1 Corinthians 13:1-13

Scripture (ESV) and prayer.


1 Corinthians 13 is known as “the love chapter.” It is soaring prose—almost poetic in its beauty. And love has always inspired poetry. Often it is the fleeting love of flaming romance. But at other times it is the virtue at its highest. For example, in Shakespeare’s Sonnet 116:



Let me not to the marriage of true minds



Admit impediments. Love is not love



Which alters when it alteration finds,



Or bends with the remover to remove:



O no! it is an ever-fixed mark



That looks on tempests and is never shaken;



It is the star to every wandering bark,



Whose worth’s unknown, although his height be taken.



Love’s not Time’s fool, though rosy lips and cheeks



Within his bending sickle’s compass come:



Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks,



But bears it out even to the edge of doom.



If this be error and upon me proved,



I never writ, nor no man every loved.

True words, and words to remember, when we are tempted to fall away from love, or to change in the face of change. And yet, let us remember the context here. We are in the middle of Paul’s discussion on spiritual gifts in the worship of the church (chapters 12-14)—he opens and closes with this. And what constitutes the highest, the most spiritual (the language of angels, perhaps?). But there is a center, a fulcrum upon which this particular issue—indeed, all issues—must hinge. And that is love. For love is the center of all things. Now, this love passage builds in three sections.
Love Litmus (13:1-3). This speaks to the importance, the primacy, the necessity of love. 
When I speak of love as the litmus, it’s a good metaphor. In chemistry, the litmus test registers pH levels. Litmus (which is a coloring from lichens applied to paper) turns red in acidic solutions and blue in basic solutions; and so it is a very old and reliable indicator of whether a solution is acid or base. Now, we have our own “red” and “blue” litmus-tests, as we can clearly see as we are coming up to the Supreme Court hearings for Judge Roberts. The fundamental one is the issue of abortion (Roe v Wade); and both camps are dug in. The underlying one, however, is whether one’s personal religious faith can have any impact on one’s public decisions. Such a litmus is otherwise known as “the bottom line”—the one issue that really matters, that you’ll “go to the mat” over, above all else.
Now, Paul’s litmus is love. The one litmus-test in all things, the one question we must always ask, is this: Is there love there? He underscores this, by contrast, in three areas: the first two deal with religious gifting/ability (nothing but noise, and nothing at all); the third deals with religious giving/devotion (nothing gained—no merit there). It is all worthless without love: all I am and have and do adds up to zero. This cuts against us, and deep. How do we think our lives are spiritually significant, or add up before God? “If I preach with brilliance, lead many to the Lord, volunteer for the homeless or as a Sunday School teacher, but have not love . . .” Now, this last one might seem a bit odd to us at first (13:3, “my body to be burned”). But such sacrifice was common in the early church. Of great interest in this regard is the early writing of one of Paul’s own disciples, Clement of Rome (see Phil 4:3), who wrote in his first letter to the Corinthian church (end of the first century): “Many among ourselves have given themselves to bondage that they might ransom others. Many have delivered themselves to slavery, and provided food for others with the price they received for themselves” (55:2). What truly inspiring devotion! What a tremendous example! And yet, even with this, Paul would say: without love, there is no merit there. This stands in stark relief against that ideology in our own day and age of jihadist Islam, in which myriads are recruited, under the guise of divine favor, to blow themselves up and take as many innocents along with them as possible. No.
Why is love the litmus? It is again, as Paul says, “the most excellent way, the greatest of these” (12:31; 13:13). Love is the litmus: (1) Because love characterizes God (1 John 4:8). It is what defines Him—particularly as He relates to His people. (2) Because love characterizes God’s law (Matt 22:36-40). Indeed, it fulfills it (Rom 13:8-10). (3) And thus, love is to characterize God’s people (1 John 4:11). We are to love as God loves. As God told His prophet Hosea regarding his unfaithful wife: “Love her as Yahweh loves the Israelites” (Hos 3:1, which serves as the base for Eph 5:25). And as Jesus said to His disciples: “Love one another, as I have loved you” (John 13:34). And further: “This is how we know what love is: that He laid down His life for us; and we ought to lay down our lives for the brothers” (1 John 3:16).
Love List (13:4-7). Here we find the description of love, the character of love, what love looks like. 
In many ways, this list is similar to the Fruit of the Spirit (Gal 5:22-23)—and that should come as no surprise (again, this is the chief manifestation of the Spirit). Also, it should go without saying (but it must not, for we so easily abstract love—when it is tangible; or one-side it—when love is an issue both of the affections and the will), but the characteristics that comprise this “list of love” are tested and manifested in real life situations. What, then, does love really look like?
First, it is important to notice what heads the list: patience and kindness. And rightly so. For these two summarize the necessary posture of love—both passive and active (when life comes at you, and when you come at life)—patterned after the example of God Himself (Rom 2:4), who holds back His wrath and lavishes His mercy—on us and on all. The Greek word for patience here (makroqumei`) is literally, “long of wrath” (compare the term “longsuffering,” or the Old Testament depiction of God as “slow to anger”): that is, “love has a long fuse.” Love does not blow up, lash out, or jump the gun, but finds a settled-ness in God’s timing, God’s method, God’s control. And kindness: this, so often, is the “rub” of love. This is where love is most clearly seen. It may be hard to decide if something is “loving” or not; but we all readily know if something or other was “kind.” This is the beginning definition of all our actions of love. As God says, “Be ye kind one to another” (Eph 4:32). This is how we can love even our enemies: not in feeling “mushy” toward them, but in feeding them in their need. So (as a take home question): what are some tangible ways in which I can show or grow in kindness toward my . . . spouse, family, church, enemies? Try to find even just one in each, write it down, and then try to practice it this week.
Let us look, also, at some of those in the center, which center on stripping away self; love cannot be “full of himself,” it must be focused on others. Let me read from this list again, but in different words (compare kjv, niv), to let the sense sink in: after “love suffers long,” we run into things like: “it does not brag about, it is not puffed up, it does not behave unseemly, it does not seek its own way, it is not easily provoked, it keeps no record of wrongs” (which is a key element in relationships, especially that of husband and wife; recall our Lord’s 70 x 7), etc. And as one commentator notes (Fee, 640): It is often pointed out that in this paragraph Paul seems best to capture the life and ministry of Jesus. So much so that one could substitute his name for the noun “love” and thereby describe love in a more personal way (for example, “Jesus is patient and kind . . .”). But he rightly goes on to say: After doing so, however, we must not miss Paul’s point, which ultimately is description for the purpose of exhortation. Perhaps that point could best be captured by putting your own name in place of the “love” (for example, “John is patient and kind . . .”), and not neglecting thereafter to find a proper place for repentance and forgiveness. Yes.
Love Lasts (13:8-13). Paul closes with the permanence, the “endurance” of love (framed in 13:8, 13). 
Now, if you were asked to picture love, to put an image to it, what would it be? You’ve probably all seen the commercial: different batteries powering different bunnies in a distance race. And then there’s that pink bunny with the drum. And while all the other contenders “peter” out, one by one, it just keeps going and going and going. Well, do you want a good picture? Love is a pink bunny; “love” is the Energizer Rabbit.
As Christians, we are to live for what really matters: what lasts past us, what lasts past time. And that is God’s Word (“endures forever”), people (who will spend eternity in either heaven or hell), and . . . love. Love outlasts it all. When faith gives way to sight, when all our hopes are realized, when all the gifts give way to the Giver . . . love is what lasts. So, what are we putting our emphasis on? What (good things) do we value—even spiritually? As Christians, too often we value education over godliness. Even as churches, we fall into the trap of measuring success by “money and numbers.” We, too, are drawn by flash and pizzazz. But if it’s only for the now, then it’s all “passing/in part.” Live for what lasts; and what lasts is love.
It’s a beautiful depiction, marking the contrast between the now and the Then: “now in a mirror dimly; then face to face” (13:12)—which is familiar biblical language for the full and direct presence of God (see 1 John 3:2, “we shall see Him as He is”). It is, as he describes, like the difference between a toddler and adult, between seeing in a mirror (Corinth was famous for their quality bronze mirrors)—or photo—and the real thing, between seeing God’s “back” and seeing His “face”—which none may see and live . . . but we will, then! This makes everything else pale, everything look a bit more “dim.” And just as, when the sun rises, all other lights go out; so also, when the Son appears, all that was dim will be done away, happily swept aside in the torrential rush of glory. “Come, Lord Jesus!”
I opened with Shakespeare. Well, he was no Shakespeare, but Lennon (and McCartney) had it basically right: “all you need is love.” For love is the center of all things; it is the hinge upon which all our life must turn. Why? Because it is the one thing that really matters (it is the litmus); it is the one thing that really makes a difference (look at the list); and it is the one thing that makes it past that great event, when time is overtaken by eternity, and we turn from this dim mirror to gaze into the glory of God (love alone will last)!
