
Love Never Fails
4th Sunday after Epiphany - Year C - 02/03/2019

Psalm Reading: 71:1-6
1st Reading: Jeremiah 1:4-10, 2nd: 1 Cor. 13:1-13

So, Joe and John are sittling in a coffee shop. They are 
discussing life and the world as we know it, and the 
conversation wanders into the possibility of love. 

Joe Says, "There were three times I thought I was in love." 
"You thought you were in love?" Phil asks. "What do you 

mean?" 
"Three years ago, I cared very deeply for a distant movie 

star," says Joe. 
So Phil asks incredulously, “So, that was love?" 
"No, that was just an obsession," replies Joe, "Then two 

years ago, I cared deeply for a woman who didn't understand 
me."

"Wasn't that love?" Phil asked.
 "No, turns out that was just desire," Joe replies. "But just 
last year, I met a woman while I was on a cruise. She was 
gorgeous, intelligent, a great conversationalist and had a great 
sense of humor. Everywhere I went on that ship with her, I 
would get a very strange sensation in the pit of my stomach." 

"Now that sounds like love," Phil says.
"Nope," Joe says. "I was just seasick!"1

So, now we have to ask. “Just what is love?”
1  http://jokes.christiansunite.com/Love/Is_It_Love.shtml (accessed 30 Jan. 2019) much modified.
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Our reading for today, from Paul’s first letter to the 
Corinthians, contains some of the most oft quoted verses in the
Bible. For example, you will commonly hear at weddings, “love 
is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is 
not proud.” (NIV. 1 Cor. 13:8) In another passage Paul writes, 
“When I was a child, I talked like a child. I thought like a child. 
When I became a man, I put the ways of childhood behind me.”
And we think of it applying to coming of age. And so on…

The thirteenth chapter of 1st Corinthians is often called 
“The Love Chapter” because the message it carries is about 
love. As you know Greek was the common language of the 
Eastern Roman Empire where Paul worked and lived. So this 
letter to the Corinthians was originally written in Greek. Quirks 
in the Greek language, then, have an influence on the meaning 
in Paul’s letters. And, So it might be important to know that the 
Greeks thought a lot about love. About as much as we here in 
Alpena and the Eskimos think about snow. You know the 
Eskimos are reported to have like 20 words for snow. In fact, 
the Greeks had four different words for love.2 You are probably 
familiar with philo which forms part of the name of the city of 
brotherly love, “Philadelphia”. This is defined as a “special 
interest or affection in something or someone”. “Eros” is the 
Greek word for romantic or carnal love. “Storge” is the love 
between family members with strong genetic ties. And the final
kind of love is what the Greeks called agape (ἀγάπη) ) which is 
a motivating love, a love that demands a response.

2  http://gods-word-first.org/fruitofspirit/biblelove-agape-phileo-eros-storge.html (accessed Jan. 
30, 2019)
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All four of these types of love are written about in the 
Bible and what is interesting is that many translations use our 
English word “love” wherever they run across these various 
Greek words for “love” in the Bible. This can sometimes be 
confusing. It is important for us to know that in First 
Corinthians, Chapter 13, Paul is writing about agape. I have 
seen it variously described as “goodwill”, “benevolence”, and 
“willful delight”,3 and in the King James Version of the Bible, 
“Charity”. 

Paul begins this chapter writing, “If I speak in the tongues 
of men or of angels, but do not have love, I am only a 
resounding gong or a clanging cymbal.” (13:1b) Here Paul is first
responding to the Corinthian’s tendency to speak in tongues. 
But he might also be talking to us about high flown rhetoric, or 
fancy speeches. Such words are only so much discordant noise 
if there is not love within them. He even extends this evaluation
to prophecy, saying, “If I have the gift of prophecy and can 
fathom all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have faith that 
can move mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing.” 
(13:2) I think we start to get the idea that love is the most 
important ingredient in everything that is excellent. Love is 
even at the root of faith. As further example, Paul puts forth 
the most difficult thing there is for a worldly person to do, a 
thing that would seem to indicate extreme interest in our 
fellow people. “If I give all I possess to the poor, and give over 
my body to hardship that I may boast, but do not have love, I 
gain nothing.” (13:3)

3  https://www.gotquestions.org/agape-love.html (accessed January 30, 2019).
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This love Paul speaks of is so important that any religious 
act, any act of charity, any effort we make to be good amounts 
to nothing if love is not an element in that act. To me this is a 
hard saying, because you would think that sacrifice in the face 
of our own unwillingness might be rewarded. Instead such 
giving is a failure of the will, in that we are giving because we 
wish to appear to be good. Our will should bend our hearts to 
the love and forgiveness of others.

Now that we see how important love is, that no act is 
worthwhile without it, Paul gets a little more specific. “Love is 
patient, love is kind.” (v.4a) And patient love is beyond all 
reason, a willingness not just to wait, but to restrain oneself in 
the face of frustration. That is a hard thing to do sometimes 
when our sense of propriety is offended. 

Then we find out what love does not do. “It does not envy,
it does not boast...it does not dishonor others, it is not self-
seeking...it keeps no record of wrongs.” (v.4b-5) These sound 
like ways we should be acting every day with everyone. And I 
think that is at least part of the point. We should be treating all 
of our fellow humanity with love and respect. And this certainly
includes Paul’s next statement, “Love does not delight in evil 
but rejoices in the truth.” (v.6) Yes, this love, agape, is 
something we should apply universally, to everyone.

Then Paul tells us that love “always protects, always trusts,
always hopes, always perseveres.” (v.7) It almost seems as 
though love is a person, a being in and of itself. And, indeed, 
you might think that this is the case. You may have heard the 
slogan, “God is Love”. This was a phrase you would commonly 
hear in the 1990s. And it does have a Biblical basis. In the first 
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letter of John (4:8), the apostle writes, “Whoever does not love,
does not know God, because God is love.” So, love and  God are
one, they are the same.

I think we can see the quality of the infinitude of God 
when we read that “Love perseveres” in verse seven. And this 
quality is picked up and extended when we read in verse eight 
that “love never fails”. In saying that “Love never fails” (v.8) we 
must acknowledge the qualities of God in Love. God is all 
powerful and so never fails in accomplishing the love intended. 
God is all knowing and never fails to see and extend 
compassion. God is present everywhere comprehending, 
encompassing and never failing the whole of the marvelous, 
nurturing creation.

Paul tells us “where there are prophecies, they will cease; 
where there are tongues, they will be stilled; where there is 
knowledge, it will pass away.” As great as all of these qualities 
are, unlike love, they must at some point end. Prophecies are 
fulfilled, knowledge forgotten, voices come to silence.

Paul says “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 the ways of childhood behind me.”(v.11) We think of
love as being a childlike and unreasoning impulse, but it is quite
the opposite. Rather it is all of the convoluted reasoning we do 
as petty humans to justify our own self-centered actions that is 
child-like. It is only after we accept Christ in our hearts, it is only
after we accept the love of God and love for one another that 
we finally become what we were truly meant to be, to become 
loving beings, living a life of love and fellowship that God 
intended for us.
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Being limited humans, but still made in the image of God, 
we inevitably are able to take hold of, this heavenly, Godly love 
within ourselves. But it is only after we experience God’s love, 
this agape, that we can begin to embody it ourselves. Paul 
writes, “For now we see only a 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.” We can know love, but, as Paul 
notes, it is impossible to get a full grasp on it with our limited 
intellects. Our minds are disconnected from true reality and can
only get an inkling of that reality through our senses. Yes, we 
can see light, we can feel a cool breeze, we can hear a beautiful 
hymn, but we cannot see love, we can only sense it in a 
vicarious manner. 

Paul equates it to looking at a mirror. You know the mirror 
in his day was really just a piece of polished metal, perhaps 
bent and warped. But even our own mirrors, give us a 
backward image of reality. Our left is our reflection’s right. We 
will only experience clear, true, and total love when we meet 
God face to face. Yes we can “know in part, but then I shall 
know love fully, even as I am fully known.”

The paradox here is that we are already fully loved by God.
It is the essence of God’s love is that prompts action. There 
must be activity, in order for God’s love to be fully realized. This
is why God sent Christ to save us. We, my friends are already 
saved because God loves us. The hard part is accepting this love
as fact and then reflecting it out into the world as we must 
surely do if we are to love as God loves, to become the image 
of God.
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Paul ends this, the Love Chapter with “And now these 
three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is 
love.” (v.13) We may rely on faith, it is faith in God’s love that 
sustains us. We may rely on hope, it is our hope in God’s saving 
love that propels us forward in Christ’s service. But all of it is 
based on God’s love, and when our faith, our belief becomes 
certain knowledge, our faith will be fulfilled. When our hope 
becomes reality, we need hope no longer. But even after these 
two become complete love will remain. So God’s love, agape, 
perseveres. God’s love never fails. It is always and forever, for 
God is, indeed, the essence of love.

Please bow your heads and pray with me…
Loving God, we call you Almighty. It is your love that is 

powerful in us. It brings us faith, it brings us hope, it sustains us 
through both good times and bad. Lord, be our guide, be our 
shepherd, and as your love rains down upon us, may we who 
strive to live in your image also love.

ἀμἠν
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