The Greatest of These #1

“What the World Needs Now”

1 Corinthians 13:13


Today we begin a new year, and with a new year comes a fresh start. New calendar, new hopes and dreams, and, of course, New Year’s resolutions. It is estimated that 40-45% of American adults make one or more resolutions each year. Among the top New Year’s resolutions are resolutions about weight loss, exercise, and stopping to smoke. Also popular are resolutions dealing with better money management or debt reduction.


Chances are, if you made New Year’s resolutions for 2012, they are still in tact. Three-fourths of New Year’s resolutions make it past the first week, 64% survive the first month, but less than half are still around come July 1. Many have given up the practice of New Year’s resolutions because of repeated failures in the past. Resolutions or not, though, setting goals for ourselves is a good thing. Evaluating where we are and where we want to go is a healthy practice physically, mentally, and spiritually. 

But where do we start? 


Popular Christian resolutions include reading the Bible and praying everyday, going to church more regularly, and getting involved in community service of some kind. All of these things are good, but is it the most important? The most needed?


If I may borrow from the lyrics of a popular song of the 1960’s,

What the world needs now is love, sweet love;
No—not just for some, but for everyone
It’s the only thing that there’s just too little of.


Now before you think I’ve gone all mushy and sentimental, consider Paul’s words in 1 Corinthians 13:13, “And now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is love.”  When Jesus was asked what was the greatest commandment in God’s law, He answered with two: love God and love others. Later He told His disciples that the world would recognize that they were His followers if they loved each other. As Gene Getz puts it, “[Love] is the greatest thing in all the world—and always has been! And it’s the most significant mark of maturity in a local body of Christians!”


As we begin a new year, I would like to focus our attention on the first of those Scripture texts I read, the thirteenth chapter of First Corinthians. This is often called “The Love Chapter,” and while it appears in many wedding ceremonies and Valentine’s Day cards, I rarely hear it explained in detail. Over the next several weeks, we are going to dissect this popular passage, gain a deeper understanding of what love is, and most importantly, discover ways of incorporating real love in all of our relationships as a church and as individual Christians.


Before we dive into this thirteenth chapter, however, I’d like us to consider its context. (Of all Scripture, 1 Corinthians 13 may be pulled out of its context more than any other passage!)

 Paul’s letter to the church at Corinth deals with a variety of issues, making it the most difficult to outline. The apostle seems to address a laundry list of problems going on in that congregation, all of which display a spiritual immaturity about them. Several times Paul refers to them as “carnal,” which in a spiritual sense means “childish,” and like a loving parent he has to set them straight on a number of things.

Don’t get me wrong: The church at Corinth had a lot of things going for it. From a casual glance, it may have appeared to be a vibrant, healthy congregation. They seemed to have a good grasp on biblical doctrine, and spiritual gifts were regularly exercised. They appeared to have it all…except love. That had everything except the most important thing.

As John MacArthur notes, this is not unique to the church in ancient Corinth;

It is tragic that in many churches, as in the one in ancient Corinth, the love that is basic to Christian character does not characterize the membership or the ministry. Throughout history it seems that the church has found it difficult to be loving. It is easier to be orthodox than to be loving, and easier to be active in church work than to be loving. Yet the supreme characteristic that God demands of His people is love. In opposing that love the enemy of the church makes some of his supreme efforts.
 


While it is true that in this letter Paul moves from one issue to the next, I always found it interesting that he deals with spiritual gifts in chapters twelve and fourteen, with this “love chapter” tossed in between. Upon closer study, however, I realized that the love chapter is an integral part of his teaching on spiritual gifts. Chapter twelve ends with the words, “And now I will show you the most excellent way” [1 Cor. 12:31]. Through this emphasis on love, Paul shows that it is better to be godly than to be gifted. The fruit of the Spirit—those characteristics of Christ that He makes evident in our lives—is much more important than the gifts of the Spirit.
 And what is the first fruit of the Spirit mentioned in Galatians 5:22? You guessed it—love.

Earlier in this letter Paul shows that a church is built with love: “Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up” (1 Cor. 8:1). God uses love to build up the believers. We grow stronger spiritually in an atmosphere of love. Yes, we need sound doctrine and correct behavior, but without love even the most orthodox teaching can be cold and even harsh.  The church ought to be the most loving place of all. People in this world are starved for love. The only place this old sin-sick, love-starved world is going to find love is in a church where the love of the Lord Jesus Christ is.
 

And so it is in this context that Paul ends the love chapter with verse 13, “And now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is love.”  (Have you ever been tempted to read the end of a book first? I guess that’s what we’re doing with the love chapter!)

The Mandate of Love


First I’d like to consider the mandate of love. Why is love so important? Let’s return to a passage I alluded to earlier—Matthew 22:34-40,

Hearing that Jesus had silenced the Sadducees, the Pharisees got together. One of them, an expert in the law, tested him with this question: “Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the Law?” 

Jesus replied: “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments.” 


When the questioner mentioned “the law,” he was referring to the Old Testament. I find it curious how many Christians view the Old Testament as cruel and harsh while the New Testament is full of love and grace. Not so! When Jesus gave His answer here, He quoted the Old Testament twice! That phrase, “Love your neighbor as yourself”? Jesus didn’t make that up; He quoted Leviticus!


When Mark recorded this incident in his gospel, he adds the phrase, “and with all your strength” to the first commandment (Mark 12:30). This means that man’s first obligation is to love God with the totality of his being: the heart speaks of the emotional nature, the soul of the volitional nature, the mind of the intellectual nature, and strength of the physical nature.
 We love God with all that we are.

Some readers might object that Jesus was asked for the single most important commandment in the law, and He replied with two. But really this constitutes one command. Love for God cannot be divorced from love for one’s neighbor. If we love God, we will love our neighbor.
 


The phrase “love one another” becomes a persistent theme in the New Testament, as it is repeated at least a dozen times.
 Twice Paul echoes this sentiment: in Galatians 5:14 he writes, “For the whole law is fulfilled in one word, in the statement, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself;’” and in Romans 13:8 and 10,“Owe nothing to anyone except to love one another, for he who loves his neighbor has ful​filled the law…Love does no wrong to a neighbor; love therefore is the fulfillment of the law.”

Jesus told His disciples in John 13:34-35, “A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another. By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.” Now this is not a brand new command, since the Old Testament commanded love for God and for others.  The Greek word translated “new” (kainēn) implies freshness, or the opposite of “outworn” rather than simply “recent” or “different.”
 He is simply renewing the mandate of love.
The Manifestations of Love

What does the Bible mean by love? That is not a simple question to answer, for the word “love” can mean a variety of things. After all, we use the same word to describe our love for God, family, and our favorite food or sports team. I’ll never forget a fellow student in Bible college who came from the nation of Laos. In a presentation to the class on this subject he said, “You Americans use the word ‘love’ is so many ways. You say, ‘I love God’ and ‘I love pickles’!” In fact, ancient Greek had three different words that we translate as “love” in English, and they have distinct meanings. 

The first word, erōs (from which we get the English word “erotic”), itself does not appear in the New Testament, though its implications are certainly found throughout Scripture. Greek scholar Kenneth Wuest explains, “The word ‘passion’ describes it. It is passion seeking satisfaction. This love is ‘an over-mastering passion seizing upon and absorbing into itself the whole mind.’”
 This is romantic love, passionate love, what one song describes as, “I want you, I need you, I got to have you.” Don’t get me wrong; eros is not evil. God created us with the capacity for passionate, sensual love. Unfortunately, to many erōs is the ultimate—if not the only—sense of love.


The second word is phileo, and it is used 45 times in the New Testament in its various forms of verb and noun. This is a friendly love. It is a love of liking, an affection for someone or something because it agrees with us or brings us pleasure. Usually this word reflects having much in common with the other person, or a mutual attraction. (The city name “Philadelphia” comes from this word and means “City of Brotherly Love.”) The words which best express this kind of love are, “fondness, affection, liking.”


The third Greek word translated “love” is agapē, is the most often used word for love in the Bible and the least often used term (of the three) in classical Greek literature. It is found over 320 times in the New Testament.
 Agapē is used for the highest form of love, including God’s love to mankind, God’s love to Christ, Christ’s love to mankind, man’s love to God and Christ, and men’s love to one another.
 It is the love of choice, of will (as opposed to purely emotional or hormonal). It involves self-denial and self-sacrifice to benefit others.
 Perhaps the best definition of agapē is found in the well-known words of John 3:16, “For God so loved the world that he gave…” Wuest concludes,

The pagan Greeks knew nothing of the love of self-sacrifice for one’s enemy which was exhibited at Calvary. Therefore they had no word for that kind of love. They knew nothing about the divine analysis of this love which Paul gives us in I Corinthians 13. So the New Testament writers seized upon this word as one that would express these exalted conceptions.

The Meaning of Love
It is this third term for love, agapē, that Paul addresses in 1 Corinthians 13. In the weeks to come I want to look very closely at the concept of love as Paul portrays it here. But as we wrap up our introduction to this subject this morning I want to consider briefly the meaning of this word. Love in the Bible is not defined or described in abstract terms. Its nature and characteristics are stated concretely.
 To borrow from the title of a more contemporary Christian song, “Love is a Verb.” It is not primarily something we feel, it is something we do. And the actions of love take on three characteristics.

True love is selfless. If I were to ask for the opposite of the word “love,” many would reply with the word “hate.” I’m not so sure that’s accurate. According to the Bible, the opposite of love is selfishness. When the world says, “﻿I love you,﻿” it often means, “﻿I love me and I want you.﻿” That, of course, is the worst sort of selfishness, the very opposite of agapē love.
 True love places the object of love above oneself. Paul writes in Philippians 2:3-4,

Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves. Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others.

Paul then goes into the example of Jesus, which leads us to the second truth…

True love is serving. Philippians 2:5-7 continues,

Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness.


Perhaps the greatest evidence of this was at the Last Supper, when Jesus took off His outer garments and began to wash the disciples’ feet as a practical demonstration of love to those who, contrary their Master, were then thinking only of themselves. [In those days, washing feet was the job of the lowest servant in the household. In their arrogance, I’m sure the disciples thought to themselves, “I’m not going to wash these guys’ feet! Someone else can do that!”] While Jesus was facing the agony of the cross, His unloving disciples argued about which of them was the greatest. They were humanly unattractive, undeserving, selfish, and insensitive. But the Savior chose to love them supremely, and taught them to love not in word but in deed. In His kind act, He showed them that love is not an emotional attraction, but selfless, humble service to meet another’s need, no matter how lowly the service or how undeserving the person served.
 


Jesus not only demonstrated this serving kind of love, but He expected it from His followers as well. Earlier He had said to His disciples, 

You know that those who are regarded as rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high officials exercise authority over them. Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be slave of all. For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many [Mark 10:42-45].

Jesus’ love was a serving love, but it was even more than that. According to the last phrase in Mark 10:45…

True love is sacrificial. Paul concludes his teaching about Jesus in Philippians 2:8, “And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death—even death on a cross!”  Love paid the ultimate price for the object of love. And though we cannot duplicate what Christ did for us on the cross, we are called to love others with the same spirit of selflessness, service, and even sacrifice.


Unfortunately, this self–giving love, love that demands something of us, love that is more concerned with giving than receiving, is as rare in much of the church today as it was in Corinth. The reason, of course, is that agapē love is so unnatural to human nature.
 We are by nature selfish, born that way from day one. I’m convinced that selfishness is the essence of our sin nature, and it is the exact opposite of the kind of love God demonstrates toward us and wants us to show to Him and to others.

Everything a Christian does should be done in love. Right theology is no substitute for love. Religious works are no substitute for love. Nothing substitutes for love.
 Going to the beginning of 1 Corinthians 13 Paul writes, 

If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I am only a resounding gong or a clanging cymbal. If I have the gift of prophecy and can fathom all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have a faith that can move mountains, but have not love, I am nothing. If I give all I possess to the poor and surrender my body to the flames, but have not love, I gain nothing [1 Cor. 13:1-3].

Love should be our top priority, our primary objective, and our greatest ambition. Love is not a good part of our life; it’s the most important part. The Bible says, “Let love be your greatest aim” [1 Cor. 14:1a lb]. It’s not enough to say, “One of the things I want in life is to be loving,” as if it’s in our top ten list. Relationships must have priority in our life above everything else. 

When we wake up every morning, we should pray this: “God, whether I get anything else done today, I want to make sure that I spend time loving you and loving other people—because that’s what life is all about. I don’t want to waste this day.”


Now that is a New Year’s resolution we should all have!
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