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It is always difficult for a preacher to come to the place where he or she grew up. In the same way, 

no one is famous to their own family.  And that was just as true for Jesus as it is now.  When Jesus 

came to his home town in Nazareth, it was on the back of having made a short preaching tour of the 

Galilee, where everyone had spoken well of him, and where he had done marvellous things - we are 

not told just what.  So that when he came to the place where he grew up, there was great expectation.  

The people were expecting something wonderful.  They were given something wonderful as well, 

but not in the way they were expecting.  Last week we read of how Jesus quoted from the prophet 

Isaiah, and then declared that he was even now fulfilling the prophetic words - Wonderful, fantastic 

stuff - what a moment to witness and be part of! 

 

But the people wanted to see, not hear, wonderful things.  When Jesus spoke, they are still waiting, 

still full of expectation for what they hope and expect is to come.  They didn't just come to listen, 

and Jesus knew it.  "No doubt," he said, "You will quote me this proverb 'Physician heal yourself!' 

And you will say 'Do also here in your home town the things that we heard that you did at 

Capernaum.'"  People wanted the spectacular.  They did then, they did in Paul's day, and they do 

now.  There is always an audience for a service of worship which promises something of the 

showman's spectacle about it.  If people go to healing services, they expect noise, shouting, drama; 

not quiet, fervent prayer and the unspoken conviction that God will act.  Even this week, I have 

come across a person who wanted me to use a certain form of prayer, which she thought would be 

more powerful than another, because of the words used.  But God does not hear us only when we use 

the right words.  Prayer is not a magic formula, and the gifts of God's Spirit are not designed to be 

spectacular for their own sakes. 

 

The desire for the spectacular was strong in the church at Corinth, and that is why Paul had to tell 

them more than once, that God gives his gifts to everyone, and not for show, but to enable the church 

to do its job, to be engaged in mission to the world.  And in the end there is only one way in which at 

mission will be effective; the way we read of this morning.  It will only be effective when it is 

undertaken in love. 

 

1 Corinthians 13 is by far the most popular Bible passage for weddings.  I would say that at least 

four out of five couples choose it for their special day.  You may have had it for yours.  It talks, of 

course, about love.   "Love is patient, love is kind, it is not envious, or boastful, or arrogant, or rude.  

It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful, it does not rejoice in wrongdoing, but 

rejoices in the truth.  It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things." 



Lovely words, and very true.  And, as I usually tell couples who are marrying, the love it talks about 

is primarily the love of God. 

 

Of course, all love comes from God, so the love a couple brings to their wedding day is also the love 

of God, and so this passage is not inappropriate for weddings.  But we should never let the fact that 

we have heard it in such circumstances colour our hearing of what Paul is saying here.  He has been 

talking about the gifts of God's Spirit, which are given to God's people, and he says that we should 

strive for the best, the most useful - not necessarily the most spectacular - gifts.  But then he uses this 

wonderful passage to remind the people, and us, that there is something even more important.  And 

that something is the attitude with which we go about our lives. 

 

We can have all the spectacular gifts in the world - speaking in the tongues of men and of angels - 

and if we don't exercise our gifts lovingly, with compassion for others, thinking of their good before 

anything else, then these gifts will do no one any good, and in fact they may do harm. 

 

In the same way, we can know a lot, have degrees in theology and divinity and philosophy - this one 

is a warning to people like me - but if we exercise our knowledge in a superior way, if we do it in a 

way that will bring glory to ourselves, not thinking how best we can use it to genuinely help others, 

then our knowledge becomes foolish ignorance of the worst kind. 

 

Then again we can do all sorts of public acts of devotion, undertaking public fasts, perhaps - as the  

archbishop of York has been known to do - or making parade round the parish with a large wooden 

cross - as we did for Palm Sunday a couple of years ago - or taking our right to wear a cross necklace 

all the way to the European Court of Human Rights; but if with all of that our attitude to each other, 

and to those who are not yet of the faith, is not one of loving care, then our public devotion will 

become a stumbling block to others and so a weight around our own necks. 

 

I have known people who have felt rejected by a church, because they have not been given the more 

spectacular gifts, and those who have, have exercised them in a sort of "in your face" way, which has 

been most off-putting.  They have felt that they are not good enough, not holy enough for the people 

they are worshipping with, and it is only a short step from feeling that you are not good enough for 

the church, to thinking that you are not good enough for God. Which would be tragic.  

 

It is perhaps a little ironic, that one of the favourite passages in the Bible should be one of the 

hardest to put into practice.  Or perhaps that says something about the human spirit: that we 

recognise the highest and best, even when we know we fall short of it.  The description of love 

which we read and have rehearsed is beautiful, but no one could say that it is easy to live in the way 

described, not all the time, not with everyone.  Couples getting married know that they want to live 

this way with the person who is becoming their husband or wife, but do we want to live that way 

with the noisy neighbours, or the rude shop assistant, or the stroppy teenager?  If we don't want to, 

we won't even try. 

 

Paul is describing the love of God.  The love God has for us, the love which we can only find in God, 

and which we can only be given to pass on to others from God.  God loves us, loves you, with 

patience and kindness to the nth degree.  He is never rude to you (have you noticed that?) and our 

God is not an angry God.  He believes in you and has hope for you, even when you do not believe in 

or have hope for yourself.  We know this, because he sent his Son for you, and entrusted his Son's 

mission to you, to us.  God's love for you never ends.  It is steadfast: that is one of the favourite 

adjectives in the Old Testament to describe it: steadfast. 

 



The Psalmists also often call God and his love a rock.  A rock is a firm base on which to build, and 

God's love, God's steadfast love is a good basis on which to go out and live in love for others.  And 

steadfast love is the kind of love that is asked of us as well.  Steadfast love, which is not spectacular, 

not showy, does not draw attention to itself.  That is, as Paul said, the far better way of ministering in 

Christ's name than any miraculous manifestation. 

 

After all, it was the steadfast love of Christ which won our salvation, not his miracles, however 

wonderful. It was his love for us which held him to the cross, which prompted, compelled him to 

keep faith with his vision, his mission, his faith when he knew that to do so would lead to torture and 

death. It was his love, and it is our love for others which will and does win their respect, their 

interest, their trust for our Lord. 

 

This week I was representing this Presbytery at a conference of ministers. During a discussion, one 

of the younger ministers there said that sometimes he heard "the old buffers" - did he mean me? - 

talk about how they would visit this person or that again and again, and with no visible result - no 

dramatic coming to faith, no church membership. Why would they keep doing that? he asked.  And I 

thought to myself, because that is what love does. Love goes on caring, not for results, but because 

there is someone who needs care, because to stop going, showing care might be the most destructive 

thing you could do. 

 

When Jesus and his friends wandered through Judea, when the early church began to gather in small 

groups and homes, what was it about them that attracted people to want to be with them, to join them? 

It wasn't the signs and wonders, though they were undoubtedly present.  Such things attract casual 

inquisitiveness, but they do not breed commitment and faith. No it was the love found among the 

members of these groups which was the compelling thing.  "See how these Christians love one 

another" was the phrase that was used of the early church.  And so God added to their number daily. 

 

"See how these Christians love one another.” is that what people say about us? 

 

"See how these Christians love us?"  At that conference I attended this week, we were encouraged to 

dream our dreams for the church, and the man encouraging us then shared his very long, detailed and 

utopian dream. But my dream for this church, for the churches in this presbytery, for the churches in 

Scotland, Europe and the whole world, would be that people would look at us - they do look at us 

anyway - and they would marvel at the quality of our love, for each other and for everyone.  

 

Love, says our text, never ends. In a world where our knowledge is imperfect and our understanding 

of God's will is incomplete, the love that we are given and the love that we give is the fullest and 

best expression of the good news of the gospel that there can be.  So not with slushy sentiment, but 

with thoughtful, self-forgetful action, let us ask God, whose love is always with us and held before 

us as an example, to give us the grace to love steadfastly and in deed.  Amen. 

 

 

 


