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“The Strength to Love”
Psalm 71:1-6; 1 Corinthians 13 January 31, 2016

Recently, I received a phone call from a disgruntled 
person who did not like some things about the church and 
its ministry. In the course of the conversation, this person 
said, “I know the Bible talks a lot about love, but….” It was 
the “but” that threw me off. “I know the Bible talks a lot 
about love, but….” 

The Bible not only talks about love, the Bible witnesses 
to the divine truth that love is the beginning, the middle 
and the end of all things. Love is the force that guides 
the universe toward its fulfillment in God. In our call to 
worship from the first Letter of John, we hear the simple 
but profound truth that God is love. There is no if, and, or 
but about it. Jesus said that the whole law could be summed 
up in the love of God and the love of neighbor. Period.

It is only in God that we find the strength to love. Martin 
Luther composed the words to the great Reformation 
hymn, A Mighty Fortress is Our God. He drew the words 
from the 71st Psalm. When we know that God is our 
mighty fortress and our strong defense, then we discover 
the strength to love in spite of the criticism of others or the 
forces that push against love. 

I have never seen an alligator wrestler, but I have read 
about Paul’s wrestling match with the church in Corinth.  
There may not be much difference between the two. Over 
the past few weeks our scripture lessons have been from the 
12th chapter of 1 Corinthians where Paul talks about how 
the Spirit gives many gifts to the church. Each member of 
the body of Christ has different gifts, but every gift is given 
for the good of all. Paul is wrestling with folks who think 
they have better or more important spiritual gifts than 
others; Paul wants to take down Christians who believe 
they are entitled to greater recognition because they have 
more prominent talents that others. Paul wants to pin 
those whose arrogance, self-righteousness or pride leads 
them to be divisive, selfish and judgmental. 

Then in the 13th chapter, Paul invites the church to 
see their gifts and their life together in a new light. “Look, 
folks, I will show you a better way.” He leads them to the 
way of love. These are beautiful and poetic words, but they 
are also tough words that can win any wrestling match and 

can withstand anything. Paul wants us to understand that 
nothing is more important than love. He longs for us to see 
that Christian love has a certain character. He teaches us 
that love is the one thing that lasts forever. 

Love is at the heart of everything a Christian does. Love 
is the source, the ground and the power of our life together.  
It doesn’t matter how well we teach, what fantastic group 
leaders we are, how successful our business may be or how 
magnanimously we give. If we do not use these gifts in a 
spirit of love, they count for nothing. It doesn’t matter 
how smart or rich or influential we are; if our lives are 
not marked by love, they stand for nothing. We get easily 
confused because we spend our time and energy chasing 
things that, in the end, don’t matter. 

This simple truth is hard to see clearly. Paul says that we 
see the truth only dimly. I have told some of you about the 
experience Bunny and I had some years ago when we went 
on the Footsteps of Faith journey with our graduating 
seniors. We visited a museum in the ruins of ancient 
Corinth. We saw an old mirror made of polished metal. The 
shiny surface had a rim around the edges so that it formed 
a kind of shallow flat bottomed bowl. In ancient Corinth, 
the surface of this mirror would have been covered with a 
thin layer of water to enhance the reflective surface. Paul 
is saying that, as human beings, we can see only a distorted 
reflection of the way things really are - as we might see 
ourselves reflected on the surface of that polished metal. It 
is hard to see clearly what matters.

Sometimes tragedies open our eyes to this truth. On 
9/11, the messages sent from the Twin Towers and a 
hijacked airplane were not about stocks and bonds, travel 
plans, careers, politics or arguments over little things.  They 
were simple messages of love. In our own congregation, 
in the face of sudden deaths, we remember together that 
it is love that matters most. In our grief, we surround one 
another with expressions of love. 

After the recent unexpected death of a young father, a 
member of our congregation wrote to our choir and staff, “I 
wish to thank you for the thoughts and prayers we have felt 
these past few days. The shock is unexplainable and hard 
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to understand. We have had many tears shed, but most of 
all such laughter. [This] has brought a new beginning and 
love within our families. It makes you appreciate more the 
loved ones most dear to you. This love takes priority above 
anything else and reminds us to be thankful for each new 
day! We all have a strong faith…. Our youth have spread 
their faith and love for each other.” These words shared by 
a member of the church could have been written by many 
of you in other situations.   

In his book titled, Love, Diogenes Allen notes, “We 
are so engaged in seeking to gratify [our desires] that our 
attention is constantly diverted from thinking about our 
restlessness and coming to a realization that nothing in 
this world can give us complete satisfaction” (p.120). Paul 
reminds us that only in God’s love can we find our true 
life and our deepest desire. Love is primary, because God is 
love. Love matters most.

This love has a certain character. The love of God given 
through the Holy Spirit is not just any kind of love. Paul 
says, “Love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude.” 
Such love neither rejoices in the downfall of others nor 
resents their success. This love is manifest in the life of 
Jesus. This agape seeks not its own good but the good of 
the one loved. Therefore, it “bears all things, believes all 
things, hopes all things and endures all things.” 

We are moved to love others, because we have come 
to know God’s love for us in Jesus Christ. God’s love is 
constant. It does not depend upon our goodness, but 
upon God’s grace. Love draws us together in the bonds of 
Christ. John Wesley once preached, “Though we cannot 
think alike, may we not love alike? May we not be of one 
heart, though we are not of one opinion? Without all 
doubt, we may. Herein all the children of God may unite, 
notwithstanding these smaller differences” (Sermon 39). 
When we confuse love with sentimentality or a passing 
emotion, we look to the life of Jesus to see the true character 
of love. Jesus loved everyone, even those who were 
considered “unlovable” and who were rejected by society – 
the outcasts, the poor, the sick and the troubled. He loved 
those who rejected him, betrayed him and crucified them. 
He taught us not only to love our neighbors, but to love 
our enemies. Only the kind of love we see in Jesus has the 
power to transform the enemy into a friend. 

Finally, this love is the one thing that lasts forever. Paul 
says that when everything else has faded away, love is the 
one thing that endures. Why love and not something 
else? Paul’s words about Christian maturity give us a 
clue. Like children, we grow into full maturity. So much 
of what we say and do in our personal lives, in our daily 

lives and in the community of the church belongs to the 
incomplete and sometimes immature aspects of our lives. 
Our accomplishments and our acquisitions belong to this 
world that is passing away. Only love is perfect. Love is 
the evidence, you might say, of the kingdom of God in our 
midst. Love lets us see and experience life as God sees it. Leo 
Tolstoy wrote, “Everything that I understand, I understand 
only because I love.” 

Love is more important than being right. Insisting on 
your way is a lonely path to the grave. Only love can carry 
us through. Whenever we practice love, we see the future 
clearly in this present moment. Love is the one thing we 
carry to the other side because it comes to us from the other 
side. Love is what meets us through the looking glass. When 
I pray for our church, I pray that we will seek above all else 
this gift of love. 

I used to think that we needed a wedding to have a time 
and a place to hear these words of love. Now I know they 
stand over the whole of life - around a dinner table or at 
a funeral, on a school playground or in a dorm room, in a 
bedroom or a boardroom and even in a church fight. 

Only by the grace of God do we have the strength to love. 


