The Greatest of These #13

“Love Is The Greatest”

1 Corinthians 13:13


We love to argue about who or what is the greatest. Who was the greatest President? Who was the greatest music group, or actor, or actress, or movie, or TV show, or quarterback? Of course, all of these discussions are purely based on personal preference and opinion, so who’s to say who’s right and who’s wrong?


It is rare that anything is definitively categorized as “the greatest.” But as we close our series of messages on 1 Corinthians 13, we come to one of those rare occasions. Paul concludes this grand piece of literature with verse 13, “And now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is love.”

Faith, hope and love. These three basic Christian virtues appear together in a number of Scripture texts, even going back to the Old Testament. Psalm 119, most known as being the longest chapter of the Bible, mention these three virtues as present in those who live by God’s Word:
 

May your unfailing love come to me, O Lord, your salvation according to your promise; then I will answer the one who taunts me, for I trust [i.e., faith] in your word. Do not snatch the word of truth from my mouth, for I have put my hope in your laws [Psalm 119:41-43].
Paul also groups these three characteristics in the following texts:

But by faith we eagerly await through the Spirit the righteousness for which we hope. For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision has any value. The only thing that counts is faith expressing itself through love [Galatians 5:5-6]

We always thank God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, when we pray for you, because we have heard of your faith in Christ Jesus and of the love you have for all the saints— the faith and love that spring from the hope that is stored up for you in heaven and that you have already heard about in the word of truth, the gospel that has come to you [Colossians 1:3-6].

We continually remember before our God and Father your work produced by faith, your labor prompted by love, and your endurance inspired by hope in our Lord Jesus Christ [1 Thessalonians 1:3]. 

But since we belong to the day, let us be self-controlled, putting on faith and love as a breastplate, and the hope of salvation as a helmet [1 Thessalonians 5:8]. 


Why are these three qualities given such prominent attention? Perhaps because “these virtues in a person’s life are the most convincing evidences of a personal relationship with Christ.”
  Paul says that these three “remain,” meaning they last beyond everything else, particularly the spiritual gifts the Corinthians were preoccupied with. Leslie Flynn, in his excellent book 19 Gifts of the Spirit, puts it in perspective:

Because it’s better to be godly than gifted, Paul positioned his love chapter (1 Cor. 13) right in the middle of his long section dealing with gifts (1 Cor. 12-14). Without love, gifts are but sounding brass, tinkling cymbal, profitless, nothing. The fruit of the Spirit is much more important than the gifts.


God is much more concerned with the quality of person we are as opposed to how talented or gifted we may be. His ultimate goal is to make us like His Son, Jesus Christ, and that has to do more with personality than with performance. 


Some have wondered why Paul begins this verse with the words, “And now…” If this is understood as time, then Paul is contrasting life in the present with that in eternity, as he did in verses 8-12. This, however, seems unlikely. He is not saying that faith, hope and love continue throughout this life, for that could equally be said of prophecy, tongues and the like with which he is contrasting them. It is more probable that the words are to be taken in the logical sense, as in “now in conclusion.”
 He is bringing his treatment of agapé love to a close, and sets love on a pedestal above all others. Love, he simply states, is the greatest.


This morning I would like to consider all three of these virtues Paul lists. The number of times they are grouped together in the Bible is enough reason to examine them closely. I believe we will see how they relate together as well, and why Paul would exalt love above faith and hope as the pinnacle of Christian experience.

Faith: Affirmation of the Past


The first of the three virtues Paul mentions is faith, what I am calling the affirmation of the past. This concept is also seen in the terms “believe,” “trust,” and “reliance.” Faith is a recurring theme in the entire Bible, and is certainly one of Paul’s dominant ideas, central to his teaching and his living.
 He opens his letter to the Romans by quoting an Old Testament prophet whose words are quoted no less than three times in the New Testament. Romans 1:17 states, “For in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last, just as it is written: ‘The righteous will live by faith.’” That phrase, originally found in Habakkuk 2:4, forms a basic tenet of Christianity: Faith is essential to live.


Another familiar passage, Ephesians 2:8-9, underscores this same principle: “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can boast.”  Faith is required for salvation.

Romans 10:8-11 expands on this thought:
But what does it say? “The word is near you; it is in your mouth and in your heart,” that is, the word of faith we are proclaiming: That if you confess with your mouth, “Jesus is Lord,” and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. For it is with your heart that you believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you confess and are saved. As the Scripture says, “Anyone who trusts in him will never be put to shame.”


Notice the words “believe,” “trust,” and “faith” all appear in these verses. Hebrews 11:6 tells us, “And without faith it is impossible to please God, because anyone who comes to him must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who earnestly seek him.”  There is no getting around faith. We must have faith in order to please God and to have any relationship with Him at all.


But what do we mean by faith? The world looks at Christian faith as “believing something unbelievable,” or “believing in your heart what your head knows can’t be true.” This kind of blind faith bears no resemblance to biblical faith. Hebrews 11:1 gives the Bible’s definition of faith: “Now faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see.” 
Faith is fact-based, not feeling-based. C. S. Lewis defined it: “Faith is the art of holding on to things your reason has once accepted, in spite of your changing moods.”
 

Now some claim that faith in and of itself is all that you need. One modern-day heresy known as the Word-Faith Movement holds this as a primary doctrine. In his pamphlet How to Have Faith in Your Faith, Ken​neth E. Hagin argues that the act of believing is more important than the object of be​lief. Thus, the power lies not in the One believed, but in the one believing. But that amounts to little more than self-wor​ship.


What is the object of our faith? Paul writes in Romans 10:17, “So then faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the word of God” [nkjv]. Saving faith is not simply confidence in our opinions. I hear many Christians say, “Well, I think it means…” as if every person can determine their own truth for themselves. But that is like letting a class full of children make up their own answers to the math problem “2 + 2 =” and telling them all that they are correct! No, faith is believing in God and trusting in what He has done.

But faith is more than mere intellectual acceptance of something being true. That is, to believe that Jesus lived is not the same thing as having faith in Him. The apostle James wrote, “You believe that God is one. You do well; the demons also believe, and shudder” (James 2:19). So merely believing something to be true, intellectually accepting something as true, is not the same as exercising biblical faith. We exercise biblical faith when, after accepting something intellectually as true, we then act accordingly. We commit ourselves to the truth.

When it comes to this kind of faith, we are often like the fellow who fell over a cliff and caught hold of a small branch to keep from plummeting to his death below. He knew he couldn’t hang on for long, so he cried, “Help, help! Is anybody up there?”

A great, deep voice said, “Yes, I am here.”

“Who is that?” the man asked.

“The Lord,” came the reply.

The man cried, “Lord, help me!”

The Lord said, “Certainly. Do you trust me?”

“Of course. I trust you completely,” he pleaded.

The Lord said, “Good. Let go of the branch.”

“What!?” the man cried.

“Let go of the branch,” the voice reiterated.

There was a long pause. Then the man said, “Is anybody else up there?”

Faith sometimes means that we let go and let God. We trust in Him.

Hope: Anticipation of the Promise


The second virtue mentioned in 1 Corinthians 13:13 is hope, what I am calling anticipation of the promise. Hope, in a Christian context, always has an air of certainty about it. It is a confident expectation, not the wishful thinking the world often means by the word. More particularly, the Christian hope is directed towards the second coming of Christ and our eternal home in heaven.


Hope is a “future” word. Faith, in some limited sense, is a “past” word because it means we believe something that is already true. Hope is a future word in that we look forward to something that is not true yet but we believe will be true in the future.
 Paul writes in Romans 8:24-25, “For in this hope we were saved. But hope that is seen is no hope at all. Who hopes for what he already has? But if we hope for what we do not yet have, we wait for it patiently.” 

One of my favorite verses in the Bible is Hebrews 6:19, “We have this hope as an anchor for the soul, firm and secure.” The stronger our hope is in the promises of the Bible, the more peace our lives will have. The weaker our hope, the less peace we will have; we may be plagued with doubt and uncertainty and the anger, fear, or depression that goes along with them. If we have hope we will have peace.
 Romans 15:13 is both a prayer and a promise: “May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in him, so that you may overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit.”

Hope is to life as gasoline is to a car. Hope fuels life. If we run out of hope, we run out of the ability to keep going in life. The Scriptures give us hope in three areas: First, that there is intelligence, purpose, and meaning in life. Second, that God’s grace will be sufficient to get us through the trials of life. Third, that everything will be all right beyond this life. What hope! What an anchor to hold on to in the storms of life! 

Love: Affection in the Present


Thirdly, Paul lists love in 1 Corinthians 13, and he states that love is the greatest. Considering what we have learned about faith and hope, such an elevation of love is very significant! Why would Paul say love is greater than faith and hope?


For one thing, love is greater in its scope. I am calling love affection in the present. Faith looks to the past, hope looks to the future, but love is for the present and it is for eternity.
 When we get to heaven, our faith will become sight, and our hope will be realized. But in that perfect day, when we see our Lord “﻿face to face,﻿” love will for us be just beginning.
 Love will indeed last forever.

Love is the greatest of these not only because it is eternal, but also because, even in this life, where we now live, love is supreme because it is the most God–like. God cannot be said to exercise faith or hope, but He certainly loves, and indeed is love.
 Think back to the descriptions of love we have considered in 1 Corinthians 13:4-8,

Love is patient

Love is kind

Love does not envy

Love does not boast

Love is not proud

Love is not rude

Love is not self-seeking

Love is not easily angered

Love keeps no record of wrongs

Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth.

Love always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres.

Love never fails.

Now substitute “God” for the word love, and what do you have?

God is patient

God is kind

God does not envy

God does not boast

God is not proud

God is not rude

God is not self-seeking

God is not easily angered

God keeps no record of wrongs

God does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth.

God always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres.

God never fails.


As Christians, we are called to become like Christ. According to Romans 8:29, we are called “to be conformed to the likeness of his Son.” Paul writes in Ephesians 5:1, “Be imitators of God, therefore, as dearly loved children…” How are we to do that? The very next verse says, “…and live a life of love, just as Christ loved us…” As we said in the very first message of this series, “All you need is love,” and the reason is that God is love.


Perhaps this is why, when asked for the greatest commandment of the Law, Jesus said,

“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.” This is the great and foremost commandment. And a second is like it, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Matthew 22:37-40).
This leads to the last thought, that love is the greatest of the virtues because it is most useful to others. It is not self-centered but others-centered.
 Love puts God first and others second, with self always following behind.


Arguments will continue to rage about who or what is the greatest this or that, but when it comes to living the Christian life, there is no discussion or debate. God’s Word clearly states that love is the greatest. Nothing else compares to living a life of love. Since God is love, He is both the supreme example and the supreme enablement of love.


Faith is the affirmation of God’s Word and work in the past. Hope is the anticipation of God’s promise in the future. Love is the affection of God and others in the present. Faith and hope will bring us through this life until we see God face to face. Love will lead us through this life and will go on forever in eternity.


Love is the greatest. 


Is it the greatest to you?
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