Trinity Ev. Lutheran Church
Waukesha, WI
January 31st, 2010
God’s Love Powers Our Hope and Peace
A sermon by: Pastor Lawrence Gates

1 Corinthians 12: 27-13:13 (Page 1137)  Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of your is a part of it.  And in the church God has appointed first of all apostles, second prophets, third teachers, then workers of miracles, also those having the gift of healing, those able to help others, those with gifts of administration, and those speaking in different kinds of tongues.  Are all apostles?  Are all teachers?  Do all work miracles?  Do all have the gifts of healing?  Do all speak in tongues?  Do all interpret?  But eagerly desire the greater gifts.  And now I will show you the most excellent way.  If I speak in the tongues of men and o angels, but have not love, I am only a resounding gong or a clanging cymbal.  If I have the gift of prophecy and can fathom all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have a faith that can move mountains, but have not love, I am nothing.  If I give all I possess to the poor and surrender my body to the flames, but have not love, I gain nothing.  Love is patient, love is kind.  It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud.  It is not rude, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs.  Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth.  It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres.  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, 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.  And now these three remain: faith, hope and love.  But the greatest of these is love.
Last week Pastor Oelhafen led you in a study of 1 Corinthians 12 which speaks about God’s church as a human body with many parts that all have to work together in order to give all glory to God.  This church is made up of sinners who are going to make mistakes and they will sin against each other.  They all have a unique set of gifts that all have to be channeled into the work of the church.  After hearing about God’s church many people ask the question:  How can all of these sinners work together and accomplish anything when they are all so different and so unique?  How can this church be held together because the differences are enough to tear the church apart?  My friends it is interesting that God in his infinite wisdom follows the chapter of the differences in the church with one of the greatest chapters in the Bible.  This chapte speaks about the real power of God that motivates God’s people, keeps them working together, and binds them together in such a way that they can form the body of Christ and truly carry out his will for the world.  
God here speaks about this power from God in the form of one word that sinful human beings will never understand. It truly is the only power that brings sinners to their knees in worship and leads everyone to serve the Lord in thankfulness and peace.  It is the one word defined in our English language as love.  But, friends, our English language does not do this word justice because our English word leads to many misunderstandings about this power.  It is for this reason that today in our sermon we are going to use the Greek word  love and define it and understand it because if we can we will find the true power of God’s church and the motivates all of us into works of service.  
Let us examine the Word of God and see how God reminds us:  God’s Love powers our Hope and Peace.
Our text begins with a reminder of all that we spoke about concerning the body of Christ.  1 Corinthians 12: 27-31 (Page 1137)  Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of your is a part of it.  And in the church God has appointed first of all apostles, second prophets, third teachers, then workers of miracles, also those having the gift of healing, those able to help others, those with gifts of administration, and those speaking in different kinds of tongues.  Are all apostles?  Are all teachers?  Do all work miracles?  Do all have the gifts of healing?  Do all speak in tongues?  Do all interpret?  But eagerly desire the greater gifts.  Here God reminds us that every person in God’s Church is different.  We all have different gifts.  We all have different interests and priorities.  Yet, all of these people have been brought together to use these gifts together to further God’s kingdom so that His Word and His love are spread to all people.  Often when it comes to God’s church, people want to stop here.
It is always interesting how we view the English version of the Bible because chapters were not included in the original manuscripts of the Bible.  They were added by people later on so that we could reference the various verses of the Bible.  The problem occurs here because our text should have really been included in one chapter.  When you make the chapter division where we do in the English version of the Bible we often think that love does not have much to do with the church.  But, when you read our text without looking at the chapter division you find that God not only connects the church with God’s love, but this love is vital to the church.  Add to this the confusion that we have about the word love and you can easily see how many people misunderstand this concept of love within the church.  Often we use 1 Corinthians 13 as texts for sermons at weddings because we think that this love really means some kind of human love.  The Greek word here, Agape, has nothing to do with human love at all.   This is why our reading for today truly spells out the meaning of the Greek Word Agape.  Please flip over your Bibles to page 1209 and see how God defines this word love:  1 John 4: 7-12 Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes from God.  Everyone who loves has been born of God and knows God.  Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is love. . . No one has ever seen God, but if we love one another, God lives in us and his love is made complete in us.  We know that we live in him and he in us, because he has given us of his Spirit.  And we have seen and testify that the Father has sent is Son to be the Savior of the world.  If anyone acknowledges that Jesus is the Son of God, God lives in him and he in God.  And so we know and rely on the love God has for us.  God is love.  Whoever lives in love lives in God, and God in him.
Not only does God acknowledge that this love, Agape, can only come from God but God identifies himself as Agape.  Then He tells us that this is how he showed Agape to the world.  He did it by sending His Son into the world to save the world.  If you have faith in God, God lives in you and His love will be shown through you to all people, especially to the family of believers.  This is the power of God for his people because when we use this love we encourage each other.  When we use this love we are showing all the people around us God himself.  When people see this love living in us, then they can seek the source of our love who is God himself.

To show you how important this love is to the life of the Christian we simply have to look at the last verse of 1 Corinthians 13: 13 Now these three remain: faith, hope, and love.  But the greatest of these is love.  Faith is what allows us to know God and serve God.  Without faith we cannot be saved.  Hope is what gets us through every trouble.  If we lose hope we find ourselves in such despair that life is hard to live.  Yet, God here says that out of these three, love is more important.  God now explains why this is so important.
To understand what this means, God explains it in our text:  If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I am only a resounding gong or a clanging cymbal.  If I have the gift of prophecy and can fathom all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have a faith that can move mountains, but have not love, I am nothing.  If I give all I possess to the poor and surrender my body to the flames, but have not love, I gain nothing.  Please understand the significance of these words.  God is telling us that none of the spirituals gifts spoken of in the previous section mean anything unless they are motivated and powered by this love that comes from God.  I can do all good deeds and speak God’s Word and help all kinds of people, but without this love that comes from God they will all be done for purely selfish reasons and accomplish nothing.  This love that comes from God must be the motivator of all that we do or say, or they mean nothing.  Imagine God tell us that speaking the words of angels is useless.  Jesus tells us that if we have a faith as small as a mustard seed we can say to a mountain move and it will move into the depths of the sea.  Yet, God here tells us that this kind of faith is useless unless is motivated by this love that comes from God.  Imagine standing up for your faith to the point where you are willing to be burned at the stake.  Yet God tells us here that it means nothing unless this love is a part of your life.  God is telling us that he really does not care what we do outwardly.  He only cares about what powers our life and what motivates us to serve.  If it is this love then it is very meaningful to him because it means that we are willing to show the world that everything we do is motivated by our love for him.
Now look at the qualities of this love that comes from God.  These are the qualities that allow us to work together within the church.  Remove these qualities and the church will be consumed by selfishness and our egos will cause us to destroy God’s church as we seek to glorify ourselves rather than God.  Our sinful natures will clash and nothing will be accomplished.  But now see the qualities of this love that are so valuable to God’s church.  Love is patient, love is kind.  It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud.  It is not rude, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs.  Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth.  It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres.  Love never fails.  This love allows us to be patient with each other as we grow spiritually and help each other on our spiritual journey.  Love is kind because this is how we must treat each other as God’s children.  It does not envy because we rejoice when someone else succeeds because we give all glory to God anyhow.  It does not boast about our own accomplishments because we are here to glorify the one who allowed us to succeed.  Pride goes out the window because we can only accomplish anything through the power of God.  Because of this love we treat each other as brothers and sisters in Christ and we do not seek our own benefit, but the benefit of others.
One of the most important aspects of Agape is that when we sin against each other we forgive as God has forgiven us.  We forget about these sins and go on with our ministry.  Brothers and sisters in Christ we are going to sin against each other because we are all weak sinners.  What we do when we sin against each other is what makes us the children of God.  
God says that if we love each other, forgiveness becomes natural.  Let me give you this little example.  When my oldest child was a young child of about three I was sitting in a chair and out of no where he ran over and jumped on my foot.  He hit it just right and at first I thought he broke my foot,  but the pain went away and so did my memory of it.  My love for my child overwhelmed the hurt that was caused.  But, if I did not love him, the pain would have been much harder to forgive because it really did hurt.  Think of the pain that we cause each other in the church because of our desire to serve God and move his church forward.  We will often disagree.  Yet, if we love each other the pain of these sins and disagreements quickly fade away because loving each other is more important than any kind of revenge.  But, only the power of this Agape will allow this to happen.
This love also allows us to rejoice with the truth because only God’s truth really matters.  Because of this power in us by faith it causes us to protect each other and to protect God’s truth in our own lives.  It always allows us to trust in God and to follow him.  It also allows us to trust each other because love and trust go hand in hand. It keeps hope alive and allows this hope to be shared.  God’s love always perseveres because it cannot faith.  When we use this power in our life and within our church, our church cannot fail.  This truly is the glue that holds us together and it is the power that allows us to move forward.
The reason for this is that this power that comes to us from God called Agape, love is the only power that will be here forever.  When we die all of our gifts and abilities will no longer exist.  But the love that have from God will be the power source of our joy in heaven.  This love will never disappear.  This is why God can say: 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 prophecy in part, but when perfection comes the imperfect will disappear.  Since these gifts come to us through sinful bodies they will never be perfect.  But this love that comes from God will exist forever because it is the very essence of God.  All of the things we do in this world will die with us.  Yet, the love that we share through this Agape love of God will last forever because this love will last forever.  This love will be the cause of our joy in heaven.  When we share this love with the people around us we also give them the gift of a Savior who wants them to be in heaven with us.  When we share this love with them, we share with them our God and our Savior.
This is why we must leave the ways of the world and understand how important it is to use this love and grow in this love and mature in this love and through this love so that we can take a greater place in the kingdom of God by understanding this power that comes from God and use it in our lives and in our ministries.  This is why God reminds us of the need to grow in this love and how we use it in our ministries and in our churches:   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.  When we grow in this love and through the power of God our faith grows to the point where we understand our place in God’s kingdom and how important it is that we let this love shine through us to everyone around us.  As God tells us in 1 John 4, when we let this love be a part of us and share this love with others, everyone can see God working in us and through us.  Then we become the real children of God and the vehicles of God’s love to the world.   When we are first brought to faith we can only think of the elementary teachings of God like: Jesus loves me this I know for the Bible tells me so.  
When we grow spiritually we realize that we are now God’s representatives to the world.  When we show this love, we show people God working in us and through us.  When we work with the other people within our church we actually form the body of Christ so that we can further God’s kingdom by spreading his love to others who do not know him.  When we share this love with others God’s love and power shine from us to the people around us.  Every person has been created with a desire to be loved.  When we show this love they are attracted to us and then we can direct them to the source of our love, Jesus Christ.
This is why closes our text with that realization that love is greater than faith or hope because it accomplishes God’s will in our life and in the lives of the people around us.  It is the power of God that allows us to form his church and further his kingdom.  It is the power of our individual hope and peace.  It is also the power of our unity as Christians.  When we have such a love we can use all of our differences for a positive reason.  Without this love our differences will tear God’s church apart and accomplish nothing.  With it we become God’s representatives to the world.  Isn’t it amazing that he simply asks us to show this love share this love and when we do so everyone will see God working in us and through us.  May this love then always be the most important part of our ministry so that all will see God living in us and through us.

