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Epiphany 4th Sunday “What Kind of Love is This?” 1 Cor 13 

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be pleasing unto 
You, O Lord, our Rock and our Redeemer. Amen! 

Just picture it: The bride and the groom standing there at the altar, holding 

hands, looking into each other's eyes. They are so young and eager for the future. 

Then the pastor reads, "Love is patient, love is kind, love does not envy or boast; 

it is not arrogant or rude. It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or 

resentful;..."  

It's such a familiar scene, isn't it? Perhaps today's Epistle from 1 Corinthians was 

even read at your own wedding. If so, you may have thought at the time that 

these words were specifically intended for married couples. You probably hoped 

that you would always have such a perfect love as St. Paul describes here. 

However, if you've been married for a while or know people who have been 

married for a while, you surely know that such perfect love is impossible to 

maintain. 

Marriage, however, wasn't what Paul was talking about when he wrote this 

text. The truth is, this text was really intended for perhaps the most dysfunctional 

and loveless congregation in the New Testament: the Corinthian congregation. 

They were a congregation full of sexual immorality, division, and lawsuits. Their 

division was made most clear at the table, where they could not even eat with 

one another. Not even at the Lord's Supper. They truly were a congregation that 

had forgotten what it meant to be loved by Christ and to love others.  

The Corinthians were more concerned with external appearances than with this 

forgiveness. Some boasted of their gifts, others of their tongues, and others of their 

knowledge; yet all these things will pass away. Indeed, every external gift you have in 

this life will pass away. But love will not. Because the love God has for you and for 

your brothers and sisters in Christ will always endure, even into eternity. Indeed, in 

the words of Psalm 117 verse 2, great is God's steadfast love toward us and his 

faithfulness endures forever. 
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For St. Paul in our text has shown us a more excellent way. Paul’s concept of 

love is not to be equated with the modern sentimental notion of love. The love 

romanticized and glorified by modern culture is self-seeking. It is rooted in the self 

and its needs and emotions. Even in the church, devilishly subtle arguments 

sometimes twist the concept of love in a self-serving way. The condemnation of 

favorite sins is “unloving,” while a tolerance of sin is “showing Christian love” 

(contrast that with 1 Corinthians 5). A resolute insistence on biblical truth is 

“unloving,” while doctrinal error is tolerated “in the Spirit of Christ’s love.” 

Paul describes a terrible standard for love which we cannot meet. We are not 

always patient, kind, etc. If we hold ourselves up to this, we cannot but be a 

failure. 

So, Paul's words set a high standard—a standard that none of us keeps. For 

would any here boast he or she has perfect love? Would any here say you've 

never let your anger get the best of you or held a grudge? Would any here say 

you never lose your patience? Would any here say you're completely selfless 

and not self-seeking? No, to say such things would be nothing but nonsense and 

lies. The truth is that here, there is only one who keeps such love: Christ.  

And when we compare our love to His, we find that Christ's cross shows us 

how sinful, self-centered, and imperfect our love truly is. 

For you see, Christ’s cross is the source and norm of Christian love and life. 

Indeed, it was on that cross that He, who is love incarnate, bore all things and 

endured all things. It was He who did not insist on his own way, and it was He 

who refused to resent those who sinned against Him so greatly, but instead prayed, 

"Father, forgive them.” It was He who had suffered long, while disobedient and 

sinful people failed Him again and again and again. It was He who now on the cross 

chose to suffer for those very same people that they might be forgiven of their sins. 

It was He who was without sin but full of love. And, indeed, we can never measure 

up to such love. We are ever and only but a poor reflection of Christ, if not a 

distortion. 
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Yet that is all the better, for Christ came to love a loveless people that they may 

lovely be, to paraphrase one of our hymns (LSB 430:1). He did not love us because 

we were lovely, but rather because He is the God who is merciful. And this is seen 

no more clearly anywhere other than on the cross. For Christ's cross does not only 

reveal our sinful love, but much more, His forgiving, perfect love. 

After all, did not Christ say, "Greater love has no one than this, that someone lay 

down his life for his friends" (Jn 15:13)? And is this not what He did? He laid down 

His life for His friends, indeed for you and for me. And in doing so, He, the Son of 

God Incarnate, showed once and for all that "God is love" (1 Jn 4:16). He showed His 

love by allowing His blood to be poured out as a sacrifice for all mankind, even those 

who hated him. He was crucified that we might be forgiven. Indeed, "God shows his 

love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us" (Rom 5:8). 

Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, He does not love His Church because you 

and I are spotless and clean or without sin; He loves us so that we might be 

counted as perfect, without any spot or blemish, that we might counted holy and 

blameless. And you must never forget this, for it is both the beginning and end of 

your love. 

We hold this cross of Christ before our eyes, both to know that we are forgiven 

and loved as well as to know how to love. For it is Christ's cross that reveals the 

shape of perfect Christian love. Remember what Christ said: "Take up [your] cross 

and follow me" (Mt 16:24).  

Now when Christ said this, He did not mean for you to atone for the sins of others. 

That duty was Christ's alone. No, what Christ meant is to bear His love both in Word 

and deed in all you say and do, even to the point of death, even to the point of the 

cross, even as He showed His love for you. Indeed, was this not Christ's command, 

that we love one another even as He has loved us (Jn 13:34)? This is the very same 

love Paul describes in our text. 

In this sense, this passage really does speak of the love between spouses, because 

it speaks of the love that all Christians ought to have for one another and for those 

outside the Church.  
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It is the love given and shown to us that we might live it out in our daily vocations. 

It is a love which forgives, even as it has been forgiven by Christ. It is a love that 

endures forever, for we will be with Him forever, even as He is risen from the 

grave to eternal life. Indeed, our faith and hope will pass away and will finally 

become sight. But the love we show now is greater, because it causes us to look 

beyond ourselves to our neighbors, and the relationships that we form now with 

one another as Christians will last into eternity. 

This love is a love which does not seek itself but seeks the benefit of others. It is a 

love that is without fear because those who have this love know they have already 

died with Christ in Baptism and will be raised with Him on the Last Day. It is a 

cruciform love which has been formed by Christ's cross and so forgives others. It is 

the love of Christ, poured into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, who has been given to 

us in Baptism. It is Christ's love, and it is our love. 

It is not law for us. It is Gospel – He fully knows us and loves us, despite 

ourselves. Jesus is patient, Jesus is kind, Jesus is not arrogant or rude. He did not 

insist on His own way that Good Friday, but submitted to the cruelties of the mob. 

Jesus loves all truth, believes all things about us, hopes all things for us, endures 

all things for us. You see, this is His work in us and through us. 

Love is the one thing from this life which transcends death. We can do right 

here what we will do in heaven: we can love. This is not something we create; it is 

what God does in us. It is a thing of hands, lips, feet, and life. Love is not as an act 

of our will, but an act of God. He gives us a supernatural love in the gift of the 

Holy Spirit. And this is a love which is given to all whose heads are wet with the 

water of Holy Baptism, renewed in Confession and Absolution, and strengthened 

in Holy Communion. It is His love, not something we can produce, that is never 

rude, anxious, arrogant, or proud. This gifted love is eternal, gentle, kind, and 

long-suffering. It endures and perseveres through all things. 

And may that love of God, and the grace our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, and 

the power of the Holy Spirit abide in you to life everlasting. Amen! 


