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Our Scripture lesson this morning is about growing up. 
 
Mark Twain once said, “When I was 14 my father was so ignorant, I could hardly stand to be around the old man. But, 

by the time I turned 21, I was astonished how much he had learned in 7 years.” 
 
It’s amazing how growing up changes our perspective and our behavior. 
 
When my son was in High School we struggled to get him to clean up his room. Eventually we gave up and decided to 

just close the door and he could live in as big a mess as he wanted. 
But, when he got to college, he had two roommates who were even worse than he was, which didn’t seem possible. 

Apparently, it was a kind of contest to see how high the dirty dishes would pile up in the sink before someone broke down 
and put them in the washing machine. 

I still remember Richard calling home one day in frustration and saying, “Sometimes I think I’m the only adult living in 
this apartment!” And Elaine and I thought, “Is this the same child we sent away to college?” 
 

It’s amazing how growing up changes our perspective and our behavior. 
 
In our Scripture lesson this morning, the Apostle Paul tells the Christians in Corinth that it is time for them to grow up. 
Now, he’s more poetic and subtle – but that’s his basic message.  The Christians in Corinth are arrogant and self-

centered. They are divided and busy condemning each other. 
And so, Paul tells them to grow up. 
 
He starts the letter by telling them, “The last time I was with you I had to give you milk because you were not ready for 

solid food. And you’re still not ready. You’re quarrelling with each other and jealous of each other and it’s time for you to 
grow up.” 

 
In our lesson, 1 Corinthians 13, Paul describes what spiritual maturity looks like.  
And it looks like love. 
Not love as an emotion, but love as a virtue, love as a way of life. 
 
So, listen to Paul’s words to the church in Corinth, and listen for God’s word to you this day. 
 

*** 
 

If I speak in the tongues of mortals and of angels, but do not have love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal.  
 2And if I have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have all faith, so as to remove 
mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing.  
 3If I give away all my possessions, and if I hand over my body so that I may boast, but do not have love, I gain nothing. 
 

 4Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant5or rude.  
 It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful;6it does not rejoice in wrongdoing but rejoices in the 
truth.  
 7It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. 
 

 8Love never ends.  
 But as for prophecies, they will come to an end; as for tongues, they will cease; as for knowledge, it will come to an 
end.  
 9For we know only in part, and we prophesy only in part; 10but when the complete comes, the partial will come to an 
end.  
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11When I was a child, I spoke like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child; when I became an adult, I put an 
end to childish ways.  
 12For now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then we will see face to face.  
 Now I know only in part; then I will know fully, even as I have been fully known.  
 
 13And now faith, hope, and love abide, these three; and the greatest of these is love. 

 
*** 

People will sometimes tell me how much they liked a sermon and then say, “There are a lot of people who need to hear 
that message.” 

But what they usually mean is, “There are a lot of other people who need to hear that message.” 
And I think that’s a temptation when we listen to Paul’s words about spiritual maturity. 
 
It’s easy to think, “There are a lot of people who need to hear this message.” 
And that’s true. We are living in a time when there is lots of spiritual immaturity and just plain childishness in the 

church and in the world. 
But we should probably first think, “What in Paul’s description do I need to hear?”  
 
Whether we are 8 or 80 we’ve probably all still got some growing up to do, particularly growing up in the practice of 

love. 
 

*** 
 
1. Paul starts by telling us that religion or spirituality without love does more harm than good. 
 
It doesn’t matter how eloquent we are; 
Or how much we talk about Jesus; 
Or how much we pray. 
If all the talk is not grounded in love for God and neighbor we’re just making noise. 
 
I’m afraid that this may be one reason why more and more people are drifting away from churches today – because they 

hear more noise than they see love. 
 
It doesn’t matter how powerfully we condemn evil and work for justice;  
Or how much we know about the Bible, or how much expertise we have about an issue. 
It doesn’t matter how strong our faith is or how convinced we are that God is on our side. 
If there is not love underneath it all, it adds up to nothing.  
 
It doesn’t matter how generous we are; 
Or how many wonderful mission trips we go on; 
Or if we give of ourselves in sacrificial ways so that we may boast. 
If we don’t have love, then we gain nothing. 

 
 Religion or spirituality without love does more harm than good. 
 

*** 
 
2. Love, Paul says, is patient and kind. 
 
Paul is not talking about our emotions. He’s talking about how we act – how we treat other people. 
 
David Brooks had an opinion piece this week called “Kindness is a Skill.”  And I think Paul would agree. 
Kindness is not something that comes automatically.  
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It’s a skill we develop. It’s something we have to practice so we get better at it. 
 
Kindness and patience are especially important when we find ourselves in times of disagreement. 
We’re going to offer a Sunday Night Life class starting next Sunday called “Creating Sacred Space for Scary 

Conversations.” 
We’re going to practice being patient with each other and kind to each other even when we disagree with each other. 
 
Brooks has some helpful suggestions. 
He says that we might start by asking each other, “Tell me about the challenges you are facing.” When we understand 

the challenges that someone else is wrestling with that helps us to be more patient and kind. But it takes listening. 
St. Francis prays, “Lord grant that I may seek, not so much to be understood, as to understand.” And that’s a good 

prayer for all of us.  
 
Brooks also suggests things like not reducing complicated issues to simple either/or’s. 
And looking for things we can agree on. 
He says we should presume the best about other people and give them the benefit of the doubt. 
 
All this is not easy. 
Rick Warren says that sometimes God puts difficult people in our lives to teach us how to love.  

 So next time you get someone difficult in your life, just think, “God is giving me some extra practice at being patient 
and being kind.”  

 
It’s been said that the church is a school for love. It’s a place where we learn to love God and to love our neighbor.   
 
 And that starts with patience and kindness. 
 

*** 
 
3. Paul also tells us what love is not. Paul says: 
 
Love is not envious. 
It’s not always trying to get what other people have. 
It’s not jealous of the gifts or the blessings of others. 
 
Love is not boastful. 
It doesn’t call attention to itself. 
 
Love is not arrogant. 
It doesn’t pretend to know all the answers or claim to always be right. 
Literally this verse says, “Love is not puffed up.” Love is not full of hot air. 
 
Love is not rude. 
The Greek is actually a little stronger than that.  
It says, “Love does not act shamefully.” 
 
Love does not insist on its own way.  
It’s self-giving rather than self-centered. 
 
Love is not irritable or resentful. 
Love is not easily angered, and it doesn’t keep a record of wrongs. 
 
Love does not rejoice in wrongdoing but rejoices in the truth.  
“Truth” here has a moral sense. Love does what is right and it works to restore right relationships.  
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 Paul tells us what love is and what love is not, and that gives us a way to measure how we’re doing and to 
know when we need to ask God for some help. 

 
*** 

 
4. And the reason that matters, Paul says is that, “love never ends.” Love is the one thing that endures. 
 
Other gifts and blessings have a shelf life. 
Prophecy, helping people see how God is at work and how God calls us to respond is really important. 
Gifts like knowledge can be a great blessing. But, at some point, these gifts won’t be needed anymore, and so they 

won’t last, forever. 
So, Paul says, what we ought to be pursuing, what we ought to be focusing on, is love. 
 
There is a bumper sticker that says, “The one with the most toys win.” 
 
It’s mean to be funny, but it’s easy to live as if that’s true, as if the purpose of life is to accumulate as many toys or 

accomplishments or accolades as we can. 
Now there is nothing wrong with toys or accomplishments or accolades. They are just not what’s most important in life. 

They are not what endures. 
What lasts is relationships. What lasts is love, with all the joy love brings. 
 
And so, a better bumper sticker would be, “The with the Most Love Wins.” Or even better, “The One who Loves the 

Most Wins.” 
 

A number of years ago a friend of mine, Brad Smith, prayed a simple prayer during worship. 
Brad said, “Lord, even as we enjoy the Super Bowl, help us be mindful of those who are without a bowl of soup to eat.” 
That prayer struck a chord with people in the church, and the youth group decided to use the Super Bowl to raise money 

to feed people who were hungry. They called it the “Souper Bowl of Caring.” 
 
The first year they convinced 22 churches in Columbia SC to participate and they raised $5,700 dollars. 
The next year they talked to more churches and raised $22,000. 
The next year they reached $50,000. 
 
Five years later the Souper Bowl of Caring had spread across the country raised almost a million dollars on Super Bowl 

Sunday – every bit of it going to local organizations fighting hunger. 
And now the Souper Bowl of Caring raises 8 to 10 million dollars a year, with over 100 million raised since Brad said 

that simple prayer 28 years ago. 
That’s what love looks like, and that’s what love does.  
 
That’s also what the church looks like and what the church does when we focus on love. 
 
 As we gather around the communion table this morning we are reminded of the self-giving, self-sacrificial 

love that we see in Jesus Christ. And this love is transforming for us and for the world.  
 

*** 
 
This love that we see in Jesus Christ is what we have to offer a broken and divided world.  
 
Richard Rohr says, “The best criticism of the bad is the practice of the better.” 
It’s not enough to point out what’s wrong in the world. 
We need to practice love and show the world a better way. 
 
Brian Zhand says, “What is needed is not an ugly protest but a beautiful song. …” 
He says, we need to constantly ask ourselves,  
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Is this beautiful?  
Is this thought beautiful?  
Is this attitude beautiful?  
Is this action beautiful?  
Does it reflect the beauty of Christ and the cross? 

 
What the world needs is love. 
This love is the antidote to the factionalism that divides us. Love draws us together in community. 
And so, we need to grow up. We need to grow up into Christ, to become more and more like Christ. 
 
Love is what spiritual maturity looks like. 
Love is the gift and love the goal. 
Love is what God gives, and love is what the world needs. 
 
 
 
 
 


