THE GREATEST IS LOVE
1 Corinthians 13:1-13

Key Verse: 13
"And now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is love."
1 Corinthians chapter 13 has been called the greatest love poem. So many people were moved by this passage that it is often used at weddings, on greeting cards, in books, music, and movies. When Paul wrote his letter, he addressed the Christians living in Corinth, a city in Ancient Greece. In Greek, there are several words for love, including: eros, which means passionate love, storge, which means natural affection among family members, philia which means love among friends, and agape which means the unconditional and unchanging love of God. Paul used agape throughout this chapter. This love poem is so beautiful because it describes the love of God. When we know God's love, very naturally we want to love others. When we love others, everyone is happy and the whole world becomes united. It is the power of love.

Corinth was a multicultural city with many types of people. In the church, people had various kinds of spiritual gifts. Some were apostles, some were teachers, some were good at helping others, some were in administration, and some could speak different languages. We also have our own gifts. Some are strong. Some have great singing voices. Some are faithful. Each person has their own gifts but on our own we are limited. However, when we love each other, encourage each other, and build each other up, together we can bring the gospel powerfully to the ends of the earth.

The church in Corinth didn't do this. Instead, each person looked at the other and said, "I'm better than you." And there were many arguments and divisions. So Paul taught them the priority about love. Let's read verses 1-3 together.
"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."
How great it would be if we could speak many languages fluently. We could travel around the world with no language problem, and get good jobs as language instructors. How great it would be if we could learn all types of knowledge and have faith which produces miracles. How great it would be if we gave lots of money to the poor and helped solve world hunger. These gifts are all important and valuable before God. However, Paul said that without love they are meaningless. 
When I first came to Japan, I liked to buy obentos. However, when I went to the store I noticed that many obentos had no rice. Instead of the rice, there was a hole were the rice should be. Now I know that you're supposed to take rice from the rice cooker and fill it yourself, but at the time it just felt like an incomplete obento. No matter how good the other items looked, I didn't want it without the rice. People are the same. We may have many good gifts, but if we don't have love then we are like obento boxes with no rice. More than anything, Christians need to love others as first priority. Then what kind of love should we have?
In verses 4-7, Paul lists 14 qualities which describe the love of God. It is the top level of love. Look at verse 4. "Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud." Paul begins his definition of love with "patience." Patience is maybe the most important aspect of love. In Luke chapter 15, Jesus told a parable about a son who left his father's house. The Father wanted more than anything for the son to come back. Surely he could try to bring him back by force or send an email every day begging him to return. But the father didn't do this. Instead, he waited patiently until the son came back on his own. God's love is similar to the father's. When we read the Old Testament, we see God was so patient with the people of Israel again and again. Usually we want things to happen right away. But God wants us to be patient. Especially when we think about how God is patient with us, we can be patient with others. 
God's love is kind. Recently, my job required a lot of overtime. Personally, I was so tired and could only think about going home. But one of my team members, who was in the same position as me, thought of others and bought everyone a health drink from the vending machine. This small act made everyone happy. It was an example of kind love.
God's love doesn't envy. People who are jealous of others can't love. When somebody else gains some success, they may say "congratulations!" outwardly, but inwardly they grumble because they wish they had been successful. Real love is happy when others are blessed, just as though we had received the blessing.
God's love doesn't boast and isn't proud. Proud people like to boast about everything. They boast about their job, children, education, social status, bank account, car, computer, and cell phone. They hope to receive much praise from others and be the center of attention. But love isn't proud.

Look at verse 5. "It is not rude, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs." Being rude is to act in a discourteous way toward others. When we are rude, we show a lack of respect and love for others. 
Love is not self-seeking. Self-seekers, look to please the self before others. But real love serves others first. When we love somebody, their needs become more important than our own needs.
Love is not easily angered means we need to be compassionate. Sometimes our temper is short and we get angry about even small things. The root of this problem is a lack of love toward the person.

Love keeps no record of wrongs. When there is a presidential election, the common strategy is to recall all the mistakes the elected party made while in office and state only the good things about the other party. But God's love keeps no record of wrongs. Through Christ's blood on the cross, God forgave all our sins. It's like the huge computer database which stored our sins was totally erased. When we repent our sins and remember this forgiving grace of God, we can begin to forgive others as God forgave us.
Look at verse 6. "Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth." Real love delights in helping people to know the truth. There are many evil things in this world, such as gambling, stealing, lying, bribery, and indecent sexual acts. We live in a culture where these things happen. But real love should not just accept them. Real love should rejoice in the truth and gently teach about sin and forgiveness through Jesus Christ.
Look at verse 7. "It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres." The word, "always" is repeated four times. Real love is not a part time job. It is something which Christians must practice always, at church, at school, at work, in the streets, and at home. Even when we leave the retreat place, we should put our love into practice.
Love always protects. When Jesus called his disciples, they were vulnerable and weak in many ways. But under Jesus' protection, they could grow as men of God. Jesus was the Good Shepherd who always protected the sheep.
Love always trusts. Trust is fundamental to a healthy relationship. Everyone wants to be trusted. But first we must learn how to trust others. We can see a good example in the book of Acts. When Saul was suddenly converted, no one trusted him, wondering whether he had really changed. But Barnabas trusted Paul. Through Barnabas' trust, Paul became a pillar of God's history. Those who have faith can trust others in God.
Love always hopes and always perseveres. When we first meet someone, often we have hope for them. But when we discover weaknesses we can begin to lose hope. But love doesn't depend on the situation or a person's change. Love always hopes. Love always perseveres.
Some scholars suggest the best way to understand what love is, is to replace the words ‘love’ with ‘Jesus’ and ‘it’ with ‘he’ in verses 4-7. Then verses 4-7 can be reread as, “Jesus is patient, Jesus is kind. He does not envy, he does not boast, he is not proud. He is not rude, he is not self-seeking, he is not easily angered, he keeps no record of wrongs. Jesus does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. He always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres.” 
Indeed, Jesus is the greatest love Paul talked about. Jesus patiently bore with all kinds of people while on earth. Jesus was patient all the way to the cross, where he bore the sins of the world in his body. Despite the unbearable pain, Jesus prayed for those who crucified him, "Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing." (Lk 23:34a) Jesus patiently bore our sins and purchased forgiveness for us on the cross. Jesus was kind to his disciples; Jesus was never critical or legalistic. When Jesus called Peter, Jesus had hope for him to become a rock. Peter made many mistakes. But Jesus never gave up hope for him. Jesus embraced him and loved him until he could become a shepherd for God's flock.
When I thought about Jesus' love, I repented of my lack of love for others. When I first started studying the Bible, I was a very proud person. But God's servants were endlessly patient with me until I could confess my sins and meet God personally through Christ. Since then God was endlessly patient with me even though I committed the same sins again and again and fell short of God's calling for me. Even though God's love and the love of God's servants are so patient toward me, I am not patient toward others. Many times I was impatient with my wife, children, and students in the ministry. When some students left, I wanted to bring them back. But this passage taught me newly that God's love is patient love. It always hopes without condition until people are ready. Lord, please have mercy on this unworthy sinner to learn God's patient love and live as a man of love as first importance.
In verses 8-13, Paul talks about the greatness of love. Although prophecies and knowledge will all pass away, love will never pass away. Although we can't see so clearly now, one day we will stand before Jesus and see him face to face. We will be made perfect, and live eternally in the presence of Jesus' perfect love. We will also love each other perfectly in this paradise. Hope and faith are big topics in the Bible, but when we do a word count we see that love appears 3 times more than hope and 1.5 times more than faith. When asked what are the most important commandments, Jesus answered, "'Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and with all your mind'; and, 'Love your neighbor as yourself.'" (Luke 10:27) When we obey these commands, we are really Christian. When you drop a big rock into a still pond, it makes waves which spread to the extremities of the pond. The same is true with love. When we love each other, love spreads without limit. May God help us to love others like Christ loved us and make Kyuushyuu the island of love.
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