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What’s love got to do with it?  According to Tina Turner in her comeback hit 

in 1984, not much.  She calls it a “second-hand” emotion.  After 

apparently feeling the hurt from previous break-ups, she tries to cut off 

from connecting emotionally to someone again.   

Of course, like most “love songs”, she is referring to love in the romantic 

sense, like bonding in a relationship.  In Greek that kind of love is called 

éros.  And it never appears in the New Testament, which was written in 

Greek.  (The Old Testament, being in Hebrew, had only one word for 

love, like English.) 

Philía is the Greek word for love between friends or family and appears about 

25 times.   

But agápē kind of love appears more than 200 times.  It is an unconditional 

love and expresses the covenant love of God for people as well as the 

reciprocal of them of God and by extension to fellow human beings.  

Today’s famous “love chapter” from 1 Corinthians is about that kind of love. 

Last week’s passage from the second half of chapter 12 described how we are 

the body of Christ and individually members of it and at the end gave a 

list of the different gifts God has appointed.   

The last verse in chapter 12 summarizes that section and introduces today’s 

passage, saying, “But strive for the greater gifts. And I will show you a 

still more excellent way.”   

The Greek phrase, though, is more like “beyond measuring.” In other words, 

Paul is going to show them way to move beyond measuring and 

comparing themselves, their abilities, and their status relative to one 

another, which seems to have become something of an obsession within 

the Corinthian church.  
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Love is the shape of life that has been set free from the competition that is 

disrupting the Corinthian church—and arguably us today. 

In between hard chapters 12 and 14 of Paul addressing issues related to 

spiritual gifts, particularly speaking in tongues, like an Oreo cookie, 

Paul inserts this delicious cream center on love. 

But chapter 13 is not a sentimentalized idea of love that you would find in a 

Hallmark card.  Paul puts it forward as a foundational ethic for the 

church community. 

The Corinthians were starkly divided in a debate related to spiritual gifts and 

rather than clearly taking a side in the debate, Paul urges them to 

pursue—beyond measure—agápē love, even amid differences and 

dissent. 

And for Paul, love is not an abstract concept or a philosophical ideal.  For 

Paul, love is a collection of intentional actions.   

In verses 4-7, Paul offers a rich description of agápē love, but unfortunately 

most English translations use static adjectives that describe a quality 

rather than use verbs that show action, as the Greek intends. 

Thus, instead of “Love is patient, love is kind”, the descriptions might be 

better translated along the lines of, “Love waits patiently; love acts 

kindly” and so on. That is, the love that Paul is describing takes action; 

it is not a passive feeling toward another. 

Later on, Paul describes how we do not see clearly today, but in the future, 

presumably when Christ comes, we will see quite clearly.  And that we 

only know some, but then we will know the complete picture, pointing 

out that God knows us fully but we know God only in part. 
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The point is we need to be humble, not just before God, but with each other.  

No one has the corner on the truth.  Thus, we must constantly be 

seeking to understand one another and work together to understand 

what God would have us do. 

That message is even more critical today.  Though Christians tend not to 

debate spiritual gifts as they did then, we do debate within the church 

and in greater community what is “right” and what is “Christian.” 

And it has infused itself into the political world as well where the ends are 

often used to justify the means, rejoicing in the wrongdoing, no matter 

how un-Christ-like it.  

It is tough to love in such a situation without being irritable or resentful. 

But true love is not measured by how good it makes us feel. In the context of 1 

Corinthians, it would be better to say that the measure of love is its 

capacity for tension and disagreement without division. 

Looking to Jesus’ words he quoted from Isaiah, this is what it can mean to 

pursue love: to bring good news to the poor, to look for ways to bring 

freedom to those in bondage, to announce God's acceptance of the 

undeserving, unwelcomed, and unexpected. 

When we are truly a community in Christ, a community that knows its unity 

and celebrates its diversity, a community that knows the reality of 

division, and yet has in view the cross that binds us together, we will be 

able to join Jesus in Nazareth and walk along him in his ministry to 

those who so desperately need to hear his love for them—including us. 

So, what’s love got to do with it?  Everything. Beyond measure. 

In the name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer, 

Amen.  


