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 The people Paul is writing have been struggling with how to care for each other. They are 

mostly Gentiles who have turned their backs on Roman religions and are looking for new 

meaning in their lives. They come from all different backgrounds: rich and poor, slave and free. 

It’s not known what sorts of skills they may have among them but whatever their lives are like 

outside the community, within the community they are all supposed to be equal.  

 

 Apparently, though, they’re having trouble living that way. They want to mimic their 

society, so they create classes of gifts, with certain types of gifts having higher status than others. 

They’re dividing themselves up into a hierarchy, and that’s creating a lot of friction. Paul has 

heard about this and is trying to explain to them that every gift is important and everyone has a 

place within the community which he calls the Body of Christ. They’re all part of that body and 

no one is more important than anyone else. He goes on with this extended metaphor, which 

we’ve all heard, how the head can’t say to the foot, “I have no need of you,” or if the body were 

all an eye, where would the hearing be, and on and on. But then he stops and suddenly shifts 

gears with the words, “I will show you a still more excellent way.” 

 

 And that’s when he launches into this poem, this ode to love. Of everything Paul wrote 

this is probably the most memorable. We’re used to hearing it read at weddings; we don’t hear it 

very often in regular worship. But I think this is, for Paul, the bottom line when it comes to how 

we measure the value of community. And you might notice in that passage there are two words, 

in particular, that are missing: Christ and God. Commentators like to correct for that by saying 

Christ is implied or, as we learn from another writer in the New Testament, God is love. And 

that’s all true, as you’ll see. But it’s fascinating to me that Paul didn’t see the need to spell it out 

directly. It’s as if he’s inviting the folks in Corinth to examine their lives and find the 

connections between the love they share and the presence of God and Christ on their own. 

 

 Unlike all those gifts he lists for them and they’re so worked up about, love isn’t a tool. 

It’s not something that can be pulled out and applied when needed. Love is a thread that weaves 

its way through everything they do and all that they are. It’s what keeps them bound. And 

without it, none of those amazing gifts and abilities has any meaning at all.  

 

 You may have heard from me, or someone over the years, that there are several words in 

Greek that are translated as “love” in English. Each of them carries a different nuance. For 

instance, the word eros in Greek refers to romantic love. Another of them is philēo which is used 

to describe a close friendship or an activity that gives someone pleasure. A third one that’s new 

to me is storgē, which refers to the sort of natural love someone has for a child or a parent. Now 

as it happens the word eros never occurs in the Greek New Testament. It just doesn’t come up. 

Philēo occurs occasionally in the gospels, often with a negative connotation, such as when Jesus 

talks about how the hypocrites “love” to stand and pray loudly in public. Storgē is also found 

occasionally, often referring to its absence in a relationship.  

 



 The fourth word for love is agapē. That word refers to the self-giving, self-denying love 

we associate with God or Christ. One commentator notes that while agapē isn’t used very 

commonly in other literature of that period, it occurs over three hundred times in the New 

Testament. It’s the word Paul uses over and over in this passage. And he’s not talking about God 

or Christ. He’s talking about them; he’s talking about us. When Paul uses the word love he 

means something very specific, something very powerful that transcends the differences and 

divisions that might exist among us and binds us to one another in spite of them.  

 

 For Paul, in the absence of this self-giving, self-denying love, nothing we do, regardless 

how altruistic or courageous or generous or kind, will matter. Our work is pointless if it is not 

rooted in love.  

 

 I think for a lot of folks that sounds like sentimental nonsense. Especially when we look 

at the world where there is so much injustice and poverty to be overcome, it seems like worrying 

about love is a luxury we can’t afford. We need to lobby and aggravate, to march and advocate. 

Loving takes too much time and can distract us from the goal. Those were some of the arguments 

Martin Luther King came up against during the civil rights movement. I came across a quote of 

his recently in an address he delivered to a meeting of Clergy and Laity Concerned in 1967 about 

our country’s role in Viet Nam. It’s a good speech. He defends his decision to address the war as 

an extension of the civil rights movement and advocacy for the poor. Toward the end of it he 

says this:  

  “This call for a world-wide fellowship that lifts neighborly concern 

  beyond one’s tribe, race, class, and nation is in reality a call for an  

  all-embracing and unconditional love for all [people]. This oft mis- 

  understood and misinterpreted concept—so readily dismissed by 

  the Nietzsches of the world as a weak and cowardly force—has now 

  become an absolute necessity for the survival of [humanity]. When 

  I speak of love I am not speaking of some sentimental and weak response. 

  I am speaking of that force which all of the great religions have seen 

  as the supreme unifying principle of life. Love is somehow the key  

  that unlocks the door which leads to ultimate reality.” 

Love is the key that unlocks the door. Paul couldn’t have said it better.  

 

 And if that’s true, if love really is the key, then how can we dismiss it? How can we treat 

it lightly or blithely, let it roll off our tongues so easily without making an urgent examination of 

ourselves to ensure its presence within us? Paul was trying to move the people in Corinth beyond 

themselves; he wanted them to deny the world’s hold on them and die to their egos so they could 

rise to love one another fully. That’s what love requires, dying and rising. Instead of finding God 

and Christ within the text, Paul invites us to find God and Christ within ourselves.  

 

 Love is the force that binds us to one another and to all in the world who long for justice 

and compassion. Love is what moves us to reach out, however awkwardly or insufficiently to 

someone who is homeless or hungry or struggling. Love is what keeps us aware of the world’s 

suffering from the violence of war or hatred or poverty. Love is what calls us to die to our desires 

and needs, our privilege and status so we can rise again free to give ourselves fully, to see 

clearly, and to risk anything for the sake of the world’s healing. And love is what brings us now 



to the table of God’s presence revealed in Christ where we learn how to sacrifice, to be broken 

and poured out for the life of the world. 

 

Amen  


