The Greatest of These #12

“Love is Forever”

1 Corinthians 13:8-12


Years ago a series of television commercials declared, “Diamonds are forever.” I remember watching those ads thinking, No, only the payments on those diamonds are forever. While they are durable and usually keep their value, it is possible for diamonds to be broken, chipped, or lost. Some diamonds can lose their luster due to time and neglect. There just aren’t too many things that we can accurately call “forever,” is there? 


Scripture does reveal several things that last forever, though. God Himself is eternal, having neither beginning nor end. Human souls, while they have a definite beginning, are created to last for eternity. And the apostle Paul adds one more item that can be described as “forever,” as we read from 1 Corinthians 13:8-12,

Love never fails. But where there are prophecies, they will cease; where there are tongues, they will be stilled; where there is knowledge, it will pass away. For we know in part and we prophesy in part, but when perfection comes, the imperfect disappears. When I was a child, I talked like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child. When I became a man, I put childish ways behind me. Now we see but a poor reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known.


It may seem odd that Paul would mention a few spiritual gifts in this passage, but let’s not forget the context of this chapter. In the preceding chapter, the apostle introduces the subject of spiritual gifts. He explains that Christians make up the body of Christ and, like the human body, not all the members are exactly the same or have the same function. In the following chapter, Paul continues to describe how spiritual gifts should operate within the church body. So it is not out of place to mention these particular spiritual gifts, all three of which he deals with at length in chapters twelve and fourteen. Having described the qualities that characterize those who exercise their gift in love, Paul now takes up the permanence of love, as contrasted with the temporary character of gifts.

The Thorough Durability of Agapé


First, Paul speaks of the thorough durability of agapé. Verse eight begins with the three simple words, “Love never fails.” The words are basic enough, but scholars are not certain whether they belong with the succinct statements above describing love or if they begin a new thought on the permanence of love. It may well be that both are correct, and it serves as a bridge between the two thoughts.


The Greek verb rendered “never fails” commonly meant “to fall,” “to collapse,” or “to suffer ruin.” Love, Paul writes, will never suffer such a fate.
 Nothing can defeat or overpower agapé love from the outside, and there is nothing within agapé that would cause it to crumble on the inside.


An Old Testament passage that reflects this truth is Song of Songs 8:7, “Many waters cannot quench love; rivers cannot wash it away.”  This verse is beautifully poetic, but it is not naïvely idealistic. One commentator points out,

Notice she does not say no rivers and waters will come, but that no waters and rivers will overcome it. It is a waterproof torch. Run a river across it, and it is still burning when the waters have passed.


True love does not evade the problems of life; it endures them and stands strong on the other side. The problem with the modern-day version of love is that “when the going gets tough, I’m outta here!” There is little persistence in this kind of love, hence little permanence as well. God’s love, however, never fails nor falls. Love lasts.


“If that is so,” I can hear someone object, “then why do so many marriages fail? I’ve never seen a bride and groom who were not in love on their wedding day, yet half of all marriages end in divorce. What does that say about the durability of love?”


The tragic epidemic of divorce in our day and age says nothing about the durability of love, but it speaks volumes to what our society has substituted for love in marriage. The world’s view of love is self-love: “I love you because of what you do for me.” Agapé love is sacrificial, serving, selfless love: “I love you and want to do for you.”


The world loves things and uses people. To reverse the words of Jesus in Luke 12:15, the world says, “a man’s life does consist in the abundance of his possessions.” Put in modern terms, “He who dies with the most toys wins.” (I prefer the bumper sticker that said, “He who dies with the most toys is still dead!”) You’ll never see a hearse pulling a U-Haul; you can’t take it with you!


Even as Christians and as a church we can get all caught up in the here and now, with those things that are material or physical. This is precisely what the Corinthians were doing. Many of the Corinthians continually had their eyes on the wrong things. They were overly concerned about the temporary and little concerned about the permanent. Instead of Corinth being Christianized, the church was being paganized. And of all their many failings the Corinthians’ greatest failure was in love. Just as the presence of “﻿love covers a multitude of sins﻿” (﻿1 Pet. 4:8﻿), the lack of love causes a multitude of sins. The Corinthians had great lovelessness and great sin. What they needed above all else was great love and great righteousness.

When everything that seems permanent is gone—our buildings, our budgets, our bureaucracies, our books, and our programs—love will be as enduring as ever.
 This is the thorough durability of agapé.

The Temporary Duration of Abilities


Paul contrasts that to the temporary duration of abilities. As mentioned before, this “love chapter” comes in the middle of a long section (three chapters) dealing with spiritual gifts and how they are to be used within the church body. From elsewhere in this letter we can conclude that the Corinthians were all caught up in the gifts of knowledge, prophecy, and tongues. (It should be noted that knowledge in this context does not mean “education,” but the immediate imparting of spiritual truth to the mind.)

 
Paul is not critical of the gifts themselves. Concerning prophecy he begins chapter fourteen with the words, “Follow the way of love and eagerly desire spiritual gifts, especially the gift of prophecy” (1 Corinthians 14:1). Regarding knowledge he writes in 2 Corinthians 11:6, “I may not be a trained speaker, but I do have knowledge.” And in 1 Corinthians 14:18 he states, “I thank God that I speak in tongues more than all of you.” The problem was not the existence of these gifts, but the improper emphasis and exercise of these gifts in Corinth.


Perhaps the problem in Corinth can be summarized in one word: childishness. Some of you may have heard the term “carnal Christian,” though it may have never been explained to you what it means. Paul uses this term “carnal” (as it is translated in the kjv) throughout his letters to the Corinthians; over half of the occurrences of the word appear in First and Second Corinthians. Literally the word means “of the flesh,” and in this context Paul uses it to describe how the Corinthians were more interested in the here-and-now as opposed to the eternal. They were materialistic, they were out to fulfill their physical desires, they were all about pleasing themselves. Spiritually speaking, they were immature and childish.


And so we read in verse eleven, “When I was a child, I talked like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child. When I became a man, I put childish ways behind me.” I am certain this was a swipe at the childishness of the Corinthians. Paul was telling them, “Children live for the temporary; adults live for the permanent.”
 Even in their worship they were all caught up in what made them look good and feel good as opposed to what pleased God and benefited others.


Earlier, in our baby dedication ceremony, I mentioned Jesus’ words, “Anyone who will not receive the kingdom of God like a little child will never enter it.” How can we understand this seeming contradiction? Jesus wants us to be childlike but not childish.
 Children have simple belief and behavior, without pretense or hidden agendas. Childishness is a whole different matter.


Going back to verse nine, we see this temporary duration of abilities in the church: “But where there are prophecies, they will cease; where there are tongues, they will be stilled; where there is knowledge, it will pass away.”  Scholars are divided concerning when these gifts will cease to operate. Some believe Paul refers to these specific spiritual gifts as becoming obsolete once the New Testament was completed. They believe that the gifts of prophecy, knowledge, and tongues are no longer active in the Christian church. 

Others, however, believe that Paul was looking ahead to heaven, where there will be no need for such gifts. Given the context of this passage—as Paul contrasts the “now” with the “then”—I believe it is clear that heaven is where spiritual gifts will become obsolete. “Now,” he says, “we know in part and we prophesy in part, but when perfection comes [the then], the imperfect disappears. Now we see but a poor reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known.” 

John MacArthur concludes,

The only possibility for “the perfect” is the eternal, heavenly state of believers. Paul is saying that spiritual gifts are only for time, but that love will last for all eternity. The point is simple, not obscure.


This means that one day, there will not be the need for churches or Bibles or even preachers. (I’d better not hear an “amen” on that one!) Revelation tells us that in Heaven there will be no church or temple because God will be right there. We won’t need people with spiritual gifts to help us know God better, for we will know God perfectly, even as God knows us perfectly.


I am not suggesting that churches, Bibles, and spiritual gifts are unimportant or unnecessary now, only that they are temporary. Paul warned the Corinthian church not to get all caught up in what is temporary, but to focus on the eternal. This same warning is needed for Christian churches today.

The Timeless Distinction of Agapé


In contrast to the temporary nature of spiritual gifts and abilities, love is enduring, and what it produces will endure.
 The timeless distinction of agapé makes love God’s greatest gift, His gift above all other gifts. In contrast to love’s permanence, spiritual gifts are temporary, partial, and elementary.


Why is this true, though? Why will love go on forever? There are two entities that will last beyond time and into eternity: God and people. God is eternal, meaning that He has no beginning and no end. God created human souls to be eternal. We have a definite beginning, but our existence will not end. Even after this life is over, our souls will live on forever. Those who accept Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior will spend eternity in Heaven with God, while those who reject Christ will also live forever, but in Hell.


Throughout eternity, love will go on in the sense that we will still love the Lord and love one another.
 Perhaps this is why Jesus claimed the greatest commandments of the Law were to love God and to love one another. Since God and human souls are eternal, love is forever.


Parents, I know that you want to give your children everything, or at least the very best you can give. Don’t confuse the materialism of the world with what is really important. Nothing can replace love—the kind of love described in 1 Corinthians 13.


Christians, we can all get caught up in the materialism of the world. Even when it comes to church and ministry, we can confuse buildings and programs and committees—even good things—with what is truly important. 


Remember, nothing that we see around us will last into eternity…except each other. Like Chuck Swindoll quips, “I’ve never seen a hearse pulling a U-Haul.” You can’t take it with you! But you will go into eternity, and you can take others with you.


John 3:16, the best-known verse in the Bible, says, “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.” In other words, because of God’s love for us, He stopped at nothing to give us the chance to live with Him forever. Shouldn’t we be just as committed to do what we can to bring others to live with Him forever, too?


That’s what love is all about.


That’s why we can say, “Love is forever.”
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