
The Greatest Thing 

Read I Corinthians 13 

 Everybody’s talking ‘bout exponential growth, and the stock market 

crashing and their portfolio 

 I’m just sittin’ here with a song that I wrote, saying love can change the 

world in a moment, but what do I know? 

    From “Love Can Change the World” by Ed Sheeran 

 Love never ends.  I know; if you are a person who got married in a Christian 

church, the chances are about eight in ten that I Corinthians 13 was one of the 

readings.  The problem with many brides and grooms is that they have the love 

Paul is speaking of here confused with a few other things that actually do end.  

For example, infatuation ends.  Infatuation is intense and consuming.  Infatuation 

wants to devour the other person.  Promising that if catered to it will somehow 

quench the thirst of desire, it actually stokes it for awhile at least, until it runs its 

course.  Infatuation comes to an end.  Love never ends. 

 A close cousin of infatuation is idealization, treating someone like an idol.  

“I worship the ground you walk on.  You are the perfect one for me.  We’ll never 

fight, disagree or misunderstand one another.  You have no flaws, no wounds, no 

insecurities, and no inadequacies.”  Love never ends, but idealization in the name 

of love soon does.  There is an old Hank Williams song, “The First Year Blues,” in 

which he croons about how the first six months of marriage “was all okay; the last 

three are killing me.”  I used to play it on my guitar. 

 The love that never ends endures because it is not based upon nor is it 

dependent on some quality of perfection in another person.  Real love has to do 

with the quality of my character as it has been invaded by God and developed 

over time as I live out my relationship to God who is love.  If there is no God there 

is no love.  There may be other things that pretend to be love, that counterfeit the 

real deal and fool people for awhile, but if you want real love you need to serve 

the real God.  



 Jesus who perfectly embodied God in human form said, “I am the way.”  If I 

might continue in my own paraphrase, “No one, no human being, comes to the 

Father, who is love, is the real deal, except by me.”  If you want to know real love, 

the love that is God, then invite Jesus into your heart and begin to grow up into a 

love that never ends.  Jesus in human form is the perfect manifestation of God’s 

love.  You will find no higher example than Jesus.  You will find no better teacher 

than Jesus.  Jesus brings us a love whose quality is deeper than infatuation.  It is 

way more durable than idealization.  Don’t ever settle for less.  Real love never 

ends.  The love of God knows no bounds. 

 If you are married and this text was read at your wedding I hope your 

relationship has at least touched the hem of this garment.  Not to throw cold 

water upon your satisfaction but to expand the circle quite a bit, I in honesty must 

point out that Paul is not really talking about marital bliss.  He, as pastor of a very 

gifted, but often contentious congregation in Corinth, was using lofty and 

beautiful imagery and careful instruction which could easily be summed up in two 

words: GROW UP! 

 The Christians in Corinth were rich in spiritual gifts but short on spiritual 

maturity.  They exercised the gift of prophecy which Paul prized quite highly as he 

defined its true purpose, which he said was for building up the Body of Christ in 

love.  I’m guessing that those who prophesied were putting themselves proudly 

forward as being people who had a special hotline to God.  It doesn’t take much 

pride to send a gift off in the wrong direction and turn it into a notion of special 

entitlement.  

Pride can do the same thing with speaking in tongues and with knowledge.  

Paul said all these will pass away.  They are partial, imperfect manifestations of 

God coming through people.  When the perfect comes, the imperfect will pass 

away.  The most enduring qualities of a mature Christian are faith, hope, and love.   

 If you’ve ever spent any time in a congregation you know that all of them 

are infected with people still practicing childish ways.  Not one of us arrives as a 

new member being completed projects.  We bring with us all sorts of 

immaturities.  Paul makes his point by saying, “When I was a child, I spoke like a 



child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child; when I became an adult I gave 

up childish ways.”  GROW UP!  Come on Christians, you’ve still got a long way to 

go. The love that never ends is for grownups.  Paul was summoning the 

Corinthians to become spiritual adults who participate in congregational life as 

mature believers. And through the Holy Spirit inspired Bible he is calling us too. 

 In the addiction recovery movement one of the major steps is taking a 

fearless moral inventory of our lives.  We admit our faults and flaws (in church we 

call this confession of our sins), change what we can (we call that repentance), 

make amends where we have injured another (we call that doing justice), and 

when we realize our inability to pull this off on our own (we call that humility), we 

surrender it all to the God who loves us even in our broken condition. Mature 

believers know they are forgiven and know their duty is also to forgive. 

 When I was a child, my mother would periodically have me stand inside a 

door jamb, put a book on my head to establish a level reference point from the 

top of my round head to the perfectly flat wood, then using a pencil she would 

draw a line.  After I stepped away, a yardstick was used to see how tall I’d grown.  

The date and height were written in pencil on the painted surface for easy 

comparison in six months to a year.  After time passed and we repeated the 

process she’d say, “Look how much you’ve grown!” 

 Using Paul’s description of what love is and what love isn’t, of what love 

does and what love does not do, we have a very effective tool which can serve as 

a guide to take inventory and measure our progress as we grow into spiritual 

adulthood. I don’t have time to delve into the whole list but let me illustrate with 

just a few. 

Love is patient.  I’m not sure I’ve ever met a patient child.  Children tend to 

want what they want when they want it.  They beg for an early birthday present, 

they snoop and whine to unwrap a Christmas present they found concealed in the 

back of your closet.  We tell them they must wait and they don’t like it even a 

little bit.  They want ice cream and candy and don’t care if the healthy dinner 

you’ve planned and prepared is only 30 minutes away.  We tell them we don’t 

want them to spoil their appetite. They are not impressed.  They’re thinking, “I 



have a huge appetite right inside me now that is demanding to be satisfied and 

it’s not for meatloaf and Brussels sprouts!”  

Though I’ve never met a patient child, I have met a number of impatient 

Presbyterians.  Spiritual impatience can appear to be so justifiable to the childish.  

“Oh, I just wish you’d get saved.  Oh, you are deficient in some way: you don’t 

pray, you don’t sing, you won’t serve in the nursery or teach Sunday school.  Oh, I 

wish you were more committed.  I wish you’d attend Bible study. I wish you’d be 

more Spirit filled.  I wish you’d be more enthusiastic.  I wish you wouldn’t be so 

irreverent.  Why don’t you dress more nicely, wear a tie, shine your shoes, or cut 

your hair?”  All this impatience with each other we file under the category of “I 

just want what is best for you and the church.”  But if love were a smell test, 

these expressions of impatience would not pass. 

Patience is rooted in the love of God.  Patience is accompanied by the 

humility it takes to acknowledge that God is sovereign and great enough to work 

with any raw materials at hand.  And if the truth be told, you and I are truly raw 

materials, far from being finished products.  Mature Christians discover sooner or 

later that God never seems to be in a hurry.  Perhaps that’s because God is time’s 

creator.  Or maybe it’s because God is the same yesterday, today, and forever. Or 

maybe it is because God is strong enough to overcome all obstacles and loving 

enough to melt even hearts of stone. We in turn grow into the knowledge that 

God’s purposes for people and congregations inexorably move for the fulfillment 

God intends.  

For most of us, if we are not intimately connected to God who is love by the 

Holy Spirit living within us, our patience is not very deep.  It will quickly come to 

an end.  Then we are left with childish bickering and whining when we don’t get 

what we want and people fail to live up to our expectations.  But if God in God’s 

love is so patient with me, how can I justify turning around and being impatient 

with you?  Love is patient. 

Let’s do just one more.  Love is kind.  I don’t know if the connection is really 

valid in light of formal word studies, but the word kind made me think of the word 

kinship.  Kinship is a way of saying that you and I, though unique and quite 



different in many ways, are nevertheless deeply connected by our shared 

humanity.  That’s the basis for what we call the golden rule: “Do unto others as 

you would have them do unto you.”  Once again, as it is with patience, real 

kindness grows out of our firm connection to the heart of God.  Read the prayer 

book of the Bible, the Book of Psalms. See how many times loving kindness and 

steadfast love are attributed to God.  This kindness of God once we truly discover 

and believe in it begins to weed out our unkind ways and replace them with godly 

kindness which is the fruit of God’s steadfast love. 

When we are unkind to another, we are basically saying, “I’m better than 

you.  You don’t deserve kindness and I have the right to withhold it.  I’ll only be 

kind to those I deem worthy.”  In other words we have left off serving and gone to 

god-playing, judging instead of identifying with our human kin.  Unkindness has 

forsaken love.  Love is kind. 

You can if you will do a similar analysis of the syllabus Paul gives for the 

course.  Love is not jealous; have you ever been?  Love is not arrogant or rude; 

any evidence here from your life that says you might have been both a time or 

two?  Love does not insist on its own way; gothcha!  Love is not irritable; gothcha 

again!!  Keep reading.  There’s much more but I’ve probably driven the nail deep 

enough already. 

The point is that childish ways in God’s people must give way to adult ways.  

We are headed for a face to face encounter with God.  I don’t know about you but 

I’m glad to have a little more time to get sorted as the British say.  I still have 

some work to do on this love that never ends.  But I have confidence because my 

heart is connected to the source of never ending love through Jesus Christ our 

Lord.  I have the same confidence for you who have given your heart to him.  And 

if by chance you have never done so, I invite you to pray with me now.  And if you 

have so given your heart may I be so bold to reiterate Paul’s admonition: GROW 

UP! 

 

  



  


