LOVE IS THE GREATEST
1 Corinthians 13:1-13

Key verse 13:13

“And now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is love.”

Today is the last Sunday of the year 2009. Today we will think about what the most important thing in our lives is based on 1 Corinthians chapter 13. It is love. This chapter is known as the best love poem ever written. Do you know who the author is? It’s Paul. In this love poem, Paul explains why this kind of love is needed (1-3), what love is (4-7) and the characteristics of love (8-13). May God give us this love abundantly!
I. Without love, I am nothing (1-3)

Paul connects four kinds of spiritual gifts to love. What are they? 

First, the gift of tongues (1)
As in verse 1, some people have a special gift – the tongues of men and of angel. Tongue of men means language skill. Tongue of angles could be some kind of spiritual language nobody understands. The language of who has tongues is fluent and smooth. However, without love, the tongues are only but noises such as resounding gong or a clanging cymbal. In the other hands, words with love are different. Even if they speak choppy and influent, the words with love can be accepted from heart. Those words encourage and make people alive. 
Second, the gift of prophecy and knowledge (2a)
Some people have gift of prophecy and knowledge. They know the future things and they can fathom all mysteries and all knowledge instantly. They know when they see. They know what you are thinking, what you have gone through. That’s scary. If somebody knows and understands knowledge at a glance, it could be an amazing gift in this world of information. However, if they don’t have love, their gifts cannot help people truly. 
Third, the gift of faith (2b)
The faith in verse 2b is a special gift rather than usual faith. Some people have a faith that can make a miracle like moving mountains. It sounds like X-men or Fantastic-Four. Even if that kind of fantastic gift was given to me, without love, I am nothing. Nothing but a monster. Not a man of God. 
Fourth, the gift of sacrifice (3)
Look at verse 3. If I give all I possess to the poor and surrender my body to the flames, but have not love, I gain nothing.
Some people sacrifice their possessions and lives to others. That is really good thing to do. However, if they do it without love, it doesn’t help to them. They already received the rewards from people – their applauses and praises. However, God sees motives and they don’t have rewards from God. Without love, I gain nothing from God.
II. What love is (4-7)

Paul explains what love is from verse 4. What is love and what is not love?
Verse 4a says love is patient, love is kind. It is obvious and no need to explain. If you love, you should be patient and kind. Verse 4b keeps saying it does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. We can think this in reverse way. If somebody envies, it’s not love. If someone does boast, it’s not love. Anybody is proud is not doing things in love. Same in verse 5. If anybody is rude, he doesn’t know love. Somebody in self-seeking is not in love. The fact that love is not easily angered, keeps no record of wrongs touches my heart. Sometimes I feel like I need anger-management which means I’m not a man of God’s love. However, when I think God’s love keeps no record of my wrongs, it encourages me to come to God one more step. Even though I’m not a perfect, his love makes me remember his forgiveness and helps me to live in God.

Look at verse 6. “Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth.”
True love should be based on the truth not on evil. The movie Godfather tells about love in family. Their love looked deep, but they didn’t hesitate to kill people to protect family. They did even evil to keep love. That’s not true love in God. 
Verse 7 teaches how true love does always - always protects, always trusts, always hopes and always perseveres. We can find the perfect example from Jesus and his disciples. Jesus protected Peter even though he knew Peter would deny him. Jesus trusted his disciples and hoped that they would be great disciples. His great love persevered in their problems and sins. Finally, as he did all these with love, they were changed to great Apostles. Let’s check my life. Do I love others really? Do I love in truth?
III. Love never fails (8-13)

Look at verse 8. 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.
Love never fails. Love is everlasting in comparison to the spiritual gifts which are temporal. Prophecies, tongues and knowledge have purpose in this life of mission, but someday they will cease, be stilled and pass away. Why? These are just imperfect parts of the whole. In this world, we know in part and we prophesy in part (9), but when perfection comes, the imperfect disappears (10). Perfection is still to come. Christ is coming to restore God’s perfect world. Everybody will be restored to God’s perfect image, his glory and his reign. Then, everybody will know and see what the truth is. We cannot hide our inner thoughts or emotions. In Christ, everybody will know each other as pure and lovely they are.
Look at verse 11. Paul says about the time of his spiritual immature. He was childish in many ways – talked like a child, thought like a child, reasoned like a child. Before met Christ, Paul was religiously enthusiastic, but he was like a child. He boasted of his background and his achievements. He persecuted the Christ with ignorant zeal. He was against the Truth, but when he became mature in Christ, he knew what was important. He put childish ways behind him (11). People think they are intelligent and modest. However, because we live in this imperfect world and we don’t know the perfect world (kingdom of God), our knowledge and understandings are limited in many ways. – Spiritually, intellectually and physically. We just put hypothesis on many mysterious and invisible things. As in verse 12a, now we see but a poor reflection as in a mirror. A mirror in the 1st century was not clearly showing objects. People could see just the figures and the colors roughly of their faces and dresses. Human civilization is like the poor reflection in a mirror. Science and technology can show the images of the opposite side of the earth, but they cannot show the mind and inner person. Human arts can create imitation of beauty of the world, but they cannot draw real beauty of God’s creation. However, soon we will see and know clearly. Then, we shall see face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known (12b).
Paul concludes in verse 13. Let’s read verse 13 together.

And now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is love.

Everything in this world will pass away when the perfect world comes. Still three things remain: faith, hope and love. In the kingdom of God, we will live in faith, in hope and in love. But the greatest of these is love. It’s because God is love. Jesus summarized the Bible as love of God and love of neighbor. In his last supper, Jesus commanded his disciples. 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."
We have only 4 days left in this year. Let’s think about how much I love in this year. How much did I love God? How much did I love my neighbors, friends and family? And let us decide to love more in the way Paul teaches us.  Be patient and kind, always trust and hope and persevere in love.
Let’s read verse 13 together.

“And now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is love.”
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