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For Reflection:  
"The degree of loving is measured by the degree of giving."         Edwin Louis Cole  
 
Hebrew Scripture:  Song of Solomon 8:6-7  
Set me as a seal upon your heart, as a seal upon your arm; for love is strong as death, jealousy is 
cruel as the grave.     Its flashes are flashes of fire, a most vehement flame.  Many waters cannot 
quench love, neither can floods drown it. If a person offered for love all the wealth of their house, it 
would be utterly scorned.                              
 
Epistle Reading:  I Corinthians 13:1-13 
13If 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 arrogant 5or 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. 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. 
 

Meditation                                    Love may not…                  Rev. Dr. Linda D. Even                                             
 

When I was in seminary, the wisdom given to seminarians was not to preach on love or death 
until they had been in the parish for ten years. I have preached on death, but this is the first time that 
I Corinthians 13 will endure my homiletical efforts. It seemed appropriate to dig in to it now, as we 
head into Valentine’s Day and on Wednesday, the Women’s Bible Study will be discussing it.  

I haven’t preached on it, but I have read it in worship approximately two hundred times—in 
all but two dozen weddings I have performed. (The other readings if you are wondering in order of 
frequency are Kahlil Gibran, Shakespearean sonnets, and more recently Pablo Neruda, whose work is 

http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/authors/e/edwin_louis_cole.html


 

powerful, but nearly impossible to read aloud.)   
Most couples, however, do not want the whole of Paul's text read.  They request omission of 

any of the parts about maturing, learning something they don't know now, or understanding 
something more fully.  Apparently, they have some sense that once they are married, they are fully 
formed and know all they need to know. Clearly, they have never spoken to anyone already married. 

Some couples invite others to read.  They also have a free hand in choosing the translation. 
That practice led to what remains one of my favorite wedding experiences. I always bring a copy of 
the readings. (You’d be surprised how many people show up without them.) This day, I was 
impressed. Not only did the reader bring his own copy of the text, he had clearly read it and 
practiced it beforehand. (You'd be surprised how many people don't.) Coming to the pulpit, he began 
to boldly proclaim: "This is the third time that I’m coming to visit you. Every matter is settled on the 
evidence of two or three witnesses. When I was with you on my second visit, I already warned those 
who continued to sin. Now I’m repeating that warning to all the rest of you while I’m at a safe 
distance: if I come again, I won’t spare anyone… " and on and on until the brutal end.  I was 
bemused; the couple, looking adoringly into one another's eyes was oblivious; the congregation was 
listening.  Heads began to tilt, each family looking at their incipient in-law, wondering what they 
didn't know that was about to be disclosed.  However, I officiate at weddings, not reality TV reveal 
moments.  I was apparently the only one who had realized this was a mistake.  We continued the 
service as planned. 

 A little post-wedding research revealed what had happened. It was neither a translation or 
interpretation, however bad, of the intended text, our text this morning.  Rather the reader hadn't 
noticed that pesky Roman Numeral "I" in front of the name of the book, and so read the thirteenth 
chapter of Paul's SECOND letter to the church at Corinth.  That occurrence provides an insightful 
reminder about understanding scripture—not only from its location, but also within the context of its 
location—a reminder that especially applies to this morning's familiar reading about love.    

This 13th chapter of I Corinthians is among Paul's most poetic constructions—filled with 
compelling images, lending itself to public reading and worship.  It is absent his frequent sub –sub –
sub—sub --subordinate clauses, and so is, on its surface, easily understandable and transferrable to 
other settings. There is nothing wrong with reading it at weddings, as long as when, on other 
occasions, we read and reflect on it, we remember that it was neither hymn nor ode to romantic 
love. Paul was not offering premarital counseling.  He was writing to a congregation—a congregation, 
which, at least according to the scriptural record, was one of the most fractious, challenging 
congregations of the early church.  He was writing to the congregation that would earn itself the 
"Wait until your father gets home" blast that my wedding reader offered from Paul’s second letter to 
Corinth.   

If we reinsert Chapter 13 into its context within the entire letter, we will discover that it was, 
in fact, a reprimand to the church at Corinth—a highly specific one at that.  Were we able to hear and 
understand the whole letter, IN GREEK, we would hear the repetition of phrases that make its 
original tone clear. 

 
Here is the short course:  
"If I speak in tongues of human beings and of angels but I don’t have love, I’m a clanging gong 

or a clashing cymbal."  The word for "clanging gong" is used nowhere else in scripture and means 



 

"echoing bronze”—vessels used for amplifying actors' voices and a renowned product of Corinth. 
Clashing cymbals were popular in local cult worship. "As for prophecies, they will be brought to an 
end. As for tongues, they will stop. As for knowledge, it will be brought to an end." Tongues and 
knowledge were particular favorites of the Corinthians. Paul had earlier taken them to task for the 
way they had incorporated those practices into worship. Prophecy was a personal favorite of Paul’s. 
He may have included it to suggest his own weakness. With the opening and closing of the chapter, 
Paul managed to suggest the Corinthians were not using their spiritual gifts properly. Their worship 
was mere play acting, fevered and out of control—not worship at all.    
 Paul then described what they needed to do. What we consider poetry, the personification of 
love, is in fact, the meat of Paul's argument. Love is patient, love is kind…" Elsewhere, Paul attributed 
those to characteristics to God and God alone.  "…it isn’t jealous,.., Paul had previously admonished 
the Corinthians on this point. – Chapter Eight. "… it doesn’t brag, …" That must have been a particular 
problem, in Corinth because "bragging" took hits in Chapters, One, Three, Four and Six. "…it isn’t 
arrogant,…"  --Chapters Four, Five and Eight.   "… it isn’t rude…, " a word more akin to "shameful”—
Chapters Five, Six, Seven, and twice in Chapter Eleven.” … it doesn’t seek its own advantage,..”—
Chapter Ten.  "… it isn’t irritable, it doesn’t keep a record of complaints…"   There aren't clear parallels 
in the letter, but given Paul is so highly informed about congregational behavior when he isn't there, 
he clearly has correspondents providing him with a catalogue of complaints.  "…it isn’t happy with 
injustice, but it is happy with the truth. …”  taking on the Corinthians for their tendency to be a 
litigious society.     

In other words, love may not be all those things, but humans living in community certainly 
are. One reason for Paul's effectiveness as an evangelist—a founder and sustainer of churches—is 
that he was a realist without being cynical; optimistic without being romantic or sentimental.  He 
reprimanded but he did not condemn.  

 He pointed to a more excellent way.  "Love puts up with all things, trusts in all things, hopes 
for all things, endures all things. Love never fails."  Paul didn’t mean that love doesn’t exercise 
judgment.  Were that the case, we would have none of his letters to the church at Corinth.  Rather, 
he assured the Corinthians and us, that as human communities try and fail, the sustaining love of God 
endures and remains steadfast. 

If human foibles are revealed in communal life, Paul also believed such life was where people 
could be nurtured in the more excellent way of love.  It was the power of the Christian community 
steeped in God's love, patient and kind, to shape, guide and direct people according to the way of 
that love.    

"We know in part and we prophesy in part; but when the perfect comes, what is partial will be 
brought to an end.  When I was a child, I used to speak like a child, reason like a child, think like a 
child. But now that I have become a man, I’ve put an end to childish things.”  These behaviors and 
attitudes of love are not innate, but can be taught.  Left to our own devices, humans, in or out of 
community, are sure to fall into jealousy and anger, keep lists of wrongdoing, default to "law,” 
instead of reconciliation, seek to settle ourselves in the world according to systems of caste, 
economic status or profession, and take for our own credit which is due to God.   That is what it 
means to be human.      

Paul's message echoes today—that one of the church's essential roles in the world is to be a 
training and proving ground for loving behaviors and attitudes.  The community is essential for 



 

spiritual formation.  It requires the whole body and all of its parts to model, sustain encourage and 
nurture spiritual gifts according to the guidance of the love of God.   

Whenever I counsel couples in anticipation of marriage, I encourage them to dwell within a 
community of faith, for it is such community that will keep them, or any of us from drawing in on 
ourselves, operating in isolation, becoming the selfish centers of our own little worlds.  If the 
pandemic taught us anything, surely it taught us the personal and communal costs of isolation. When 
we become the center of our own worlds, we fall away from our human Christian potential -- a 
potential that Paul saw shining ever-brightly even in the midst of deep disappointment.  For if this 
chapter on love was a reprimand, it was also a word of promise from one who believed in the 
enduring power of faith, hope and love.   

 "Now faith, hope, and love remain—these three things—and the greatest of these is love."  
Whenever, wherever, we hear these words, may we be encouraged to move toward our created 
purpose and potential—reassured of the power of community for us both to shape and be shaped 
according to the extraordinary love of God’s promise to the church at Corinth and to us. 

   
Prayers for Others and Ourselves  

 
Most compassionate God:  We come before You with many needs and desires; we draw near 

with a sense of all you have given us and continue to give us.  We raise our voices as one community 
sharing our individual and mutual joys and sorrows.  We ask for the gift of your vision, that we might 
more clearly know all that you have done for us and see more clearly the ways you would have us go.   

We reach out to one another and all Your people in the world, in compassion.  Energize our 
work in the community and in the world, through our giving and our action.  Activate our ministries 
so that through our work in your name some people will no longer go to bed hungry or cold. This day 
we are especially aware of the human catastrophe in Turkey and Syria...  

We need Your touch, Lord, in our own lives.     
Today we especially remember those known to us who are: 

 Celebrating new relationships, discovered purpose and restored health... 
With compassion, we bring to mind those who are in the hospital 
Battling covid and other viruses 
Awaiting diagnosis 

 Being treated for cancer 
 Struggling with health issues - mobility, dementia, mental health  
          

Help us not only to pray with compassion, but to respond with caring 
  

Touch us, Lord, in the high spots and low spots of our lives, that we might once again know 
Your presence in all of our circumstances.  Renew our spirits and our faith with Your Spirit.  All this 
we ask in the name of Your Son, who taught us to pray the prayer we say together now...    
 
 
 
 



 

 
The Lord’s Prayer  
 

Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name.  
Thy kingdom come, thy will be done 
on earth as it is in heaven. 
Give us this day, our daily bread.  
Forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors  
and lead us not into temptation,  
but deliver us from evil, 
for thine is the kingdom and the power 
and the glory forever. Amen. 


