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Sermon Covenant Presbyterian Church 

October 27, 2019  Rev. Zeta T. Lamberson 

 

 Words for God’s Church: Cultivate Love 

 I Corinthians 13:1-13 

 

 Back in the 1960's and 1970's the music of Hal David and Burt Bacharach was everywhere.  

David wrote the lyrics and Bacharach wrote the melodies to such well-known pieces as "I Say a Little 

Prayer for You," "Close to You," "One Less Bell to Answer," and the Academy Award-winning "Rain-

drops Keep Fallin' on My Head."  But there was one song that captured the hearts of many Americans 

more than any other for our country was in the midst of the Vietnam War and turmoil was everywhere.   

 What the world needs now is love, sweet love, 

 No not just for some but for everyone; 

 Lord, we don't need another mountain, 

 There are mountains and hillsides enough to climb, 

 There are oceans and rivers enough to cross... 

 Enough to last 'til the end of time. 

 What the world needs now is love, sweet love, 

 No not just for some, but for everyone 

 It's the only thing that there's just too little of.  

 (Hal David and Burt Bacharach, "What the World Needs Now" (Los Angeles, California: Blue Seas Music Publishers & Jac 

Music, Inc., 1965). Lyric by Hal David; music by Burt Bacharach, Copyright O 1965 Blue Seas, Inc., Jac Music, Inc., International 

Copyright secured. Made in USA. All rights reserved. See also, Charles R. Swindoll, Dropping Your Guard (Dallas: Word Publishing, 

1983), p. 114 and  https://sermons.com/sermon/love-the-happiness-of-a-godly-family/1358750) 

 The same could be said about our world today.  What we need is love.  But not the sappy, 

emotional kind of love between lovers or even the deep and caring love between family members even 

though those types of love are valuable to us.  What our world needs is agape love.  The very love that 

Paul first talked about and described so eloquently to the church in Corinth in our passage today.  
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Agape love is an act of will - a decision to live in costly service to others.  It involves faithfulness and 

commitment that reveals itself in actions - actions that put the welfare of others before our own well 

being.  It is God’s love for us and the type of love Christ called us to. 

 It may seem strange to be looking at Paul’s famous words on love on Reformation Sunday.  

After all over the years we have used them mostly to define love in a context of marriage.  And yet as 

we have been looking together at I Corinthians we remember that in context Paul’s words have to do 

with the body of Christ - the church.  Paul’s words were first addressed to a divided community and 

were meant to critique and challenge that community to live in a certain way.  His words to this first 

century community of faith were meant to encourage the community to cultivate love.  To nurture and 

help love to grow in and among the community. 

For Paul knew that until they learned how to love as Christ loved us their lives would be incomplete.   

 History tells us that in the early years of the church the practice of love served as a primary way 

of proclaiming the gospel.  Often the gospel wasn’t spread first through preaching or theology but 

through the way the body of Christ functioned with one another.  Tertullian once recorded that 

outsiders often said of the Christian community “See how they love one another.”  Unbelievers would 

notice the love among those in the church and would come to check out this odd community.  Then the 

church would share the gospel with them.  (I Corinthians, BELIEF: A Theorlogical Commentary on the Bible, Charles 

Campbell, p. 213)   Friends, loving one another was the first and most important mark of Christians that set 

them apart and drew others to Christ. 

 We are living five hundred years after the Reformation, two thousand years after Paul spoke 

these words and yet what the world still needs is agape love.  Love that places others needs above our 

own.  And so my friends, what we are called to do as the body of Christ today is to cultivate love.  I 

wonder if we would have the problems we do today in the church of Jesus Christ if the church had 

cultivated love more faithfully through the years.  And yet the truth is that cultivating love is difficult 
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for it is not immediate but requires constant effort and always meets resistance.  Learning to love and 

acting on that love is hard work and often counter-cultural for it is a process. 

 When Martin Luther challenged the censure of his teachings by Pope Leo X, he leaned into the 

idea that life is a process of becoming. “This life is not righteous, but growth in righteousness; is not 

health, but healing; not being, but becoming; not rest, but exercise; we are not yet what we shall be, but 

we are growing toward it; the process is not yet finished, but it is going on; this is not the end, but it is 

the road; all does not yet gleam in glory, but all is being purified.” Luther’s contention that the 

Christian life is forever an unfinished product didn’t sit well with the powers that be. He was 

excommunicated from the church within months.  He was challenging the status quo and calling the 

faithful to live out their faith through love.  And he recognized that cultivating love within the body of 

Christ was a process and not a one time event. 

 And even today we resist this type of love.  I have just finished reading a book called “Love 

Without Limits: Jesus’ Radical Vision for Love with No Exemptions” by Jaqueline A. Bussie.  

Although a Christian publisher had paid Bussie to write this book and agreed to the subject of God’s 

radical love, when she turned it in they deemed two chapters “theologically out of bounds” and asked 

her to cut those chapters out of her book because they were not in line with the values of the majority 

of their readers.  She refused and to get it published she had to repay them her advance.  She did and 

another publisher picked up her work thankfully for it is a message the church needs to hear today.  It 

is a book chocked full of powerful stories about how agape love changes lives and how love was at the 

heart of Jesus’ teachings.  Friends, what she writes about is the very agape love that Paul writes about.  

I wish everyone would read her book but I warn you it will challenge many of your cultural 

assumptions.  If you don’t want to squirm as you read it or to have some of what you have always 

believed to be true questioned then don’t read it.  And yet as I read it I became more and more 

convinced that love - cultivating agape love within each community of faith and our world - is what 
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Jesus came to teach us and what Paul was encouraging the community of faith in Corinth to cultivate.   

 Paul said the first thing that you need to do to cultivate love is to recognize that without love 

nothing else matters.  The problem in the church of Corinth is that God had given them gifts but they 

were not using their gifts with love.  They were using their gifts instead to separate and divide.  They 

were using them to place some above others and to elevate some and negate others.  We still do this 

today and today we use Facebook and Twitter and Instagram that goes viral to separate and divide.  

Friends, loving one another is hard and yet love is what we have been commanded to do.  It is what 

Jesus taught us to do.  And therefore learning to love is our first priority as Christians and what 

becoming a Christian is all about.  But it is not an easy road. 

  Maya Angelou once remarked.   “I’m working at trying to be a Christian and that’s serious 

business, it’s not something where you think, ‘Oh, I’ve got it done. I did it all day—hot diggity.’ The 

truth is, all day long you try to do it, try to be it. And then in the evening, if you’re honest and have a 

little courage, you look at yourself and say, ‘Hmmm. I only blew it 86 times. Not bad.’ I’m trying to be 

a Christian.” 

(https://www.christiancentury.org/article/publisher/life-faith-takes-

practice?code=7UvfcFUdEwemTzcwscvx&fbclid=IwAR1xMwPOuRqbaC3NR0d5xtuxTIgUdtyTnGRcK63ZVnXEMXgsuz7plhEd_FA) 

 And that is what we are called to do - to try to be a Christian every day.  And the place we 

begin over and over again is by cultivating love in our hearts until that love takes root and becomes a 

way of life. 

 Paul goes on to describe this love that we are called to practice.  He begins with patient and 

kind.  Simple words but oh how hard to live by them.  And yet maybe the most important for unless we 

are patient and willing to get to really know one another and listen to one another how can we learn to 

love one another.  And unless we are kind to one another how will we ever learn anything about the 

other for who is going to give someone the time of day if they are ugly or unkind to us?  There is a 
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reason Paul placed these two characteristics of love first.  They are of upmost importance.  We must 

learn to be patient and kind to one another. 

 And then Paul listed a slew of characteristics that are not love - characteristics that describe 

what he had heard and believed the Corinthians were guilty of.   

 “Love 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 nor rejoice in wrongdoing,  

 but rejoices in the truth.”   

And if we are honest when we read this list we can remember moments when we too have been guilty 

of these actions - just this week!  We, just like the Corinthians before us, are called to learn to love as 

Christ has loved us.  We are called to a different way of life that puts others needs first.   

 Listen to how Eugene Petersen translates these verses: 

 Love never gives up. 

 Love cares more for others than for self. 

 Love doesn’t want what it doesn’t have. 

 Love doesn’t strut, 

 Doesn’t have a swelled head, 

 Doesn’t force itself on others, 

 Isn’t always “me first,” 

 Doesn’t fly off the handle, 

 Doesn’t keep score of the sins of others, 

 Doesn’t revel when others grovel, 

 Takes pleasure in the flowering of truth, 
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 Puts up with anything,  Trusts God always, 

 Always looks for the best, Never looks back, 

 But keeps going to the end.     

Friends, we are called to practice love with one another until it becomes a way of life. 

 This formative power of practicing love can be seen in the witness of the Christians in Le 

Chambon, France, during World War II.  During the war five-thousand Christians sheltered five-

thousand Jews right in the shadow of the Nazi threat.  It was a dangerous act of hospitable love.  The 

Chanbonaise risked their lives to provide sanctuary.  What is fascinating, however, is the response the 

people of Le Chanbon gave when a documentary filmmaker asked how they decided to provide this 

kind of dangerous sanctuary.  The villagers looked at him with puzzled expressions on their faces.  

They replied with comments like these: “It happened so naturally, we can’t understand the fuss.  It 

happened quite simply.”  It’s a normal thing to do.”  Finally, when one woman was asked why her 

family risked their lives in this way, she replied, “I don’t know.  We were used to it.” 

 “We were used to it.”  That was a true statement.  For generations that little community in 

France had been offering hospitality to all kinds of people who came to their village.  They had 

repeatedly practiced scales and chords of hospitality in non-threatening situations.  Hospitality had 

become their way of life.  So when Jewish people came knocking at their doors during World War II, 

there was no dramatic decision to be made.  Loving others by providing hospitality was the “normal 

thing to do.”   

 This is Paul’s goal for the church as well.  He calls the church to be the Body of Christ by 

practicing the love of Christ in their life together....By practicing love in everyday ways in the 

community of faith, the church is schooled to be ready when the great challenges come.   (I Corinthians: 

Belief: A Theological Commentary on the Bible, Charles L. Campbell, p. 214) 

 And friends, we are facing a great challenge today.   For the world around us is anything but a 
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loving world. And yet that was true of the world that Paul spread the gospel to.  It was true of the 

world that Martin Luther, John Calvin and John Knox lived in.  It was true in Scotland when those 

faithful Scots bravely carried tartans hidden in their garments seeking God’s blessings.  And yet 

through the centuries the message has always been the same.  We are called to cultivate love so that the 

seeds of faith can grow.  Christ has called us to love without limits.  It is not easy and it challenges 

much of what the world around us has taught and yet, my friends, it is what we as Christians are to 

strive for.  For only as we cultivate love, as we foster love until it becomes our way of life with one 

another will that love become something that provides the setting for love to grow in others. 

 As I was finishing up this sermon I received a Facebook message from Gladys Muchoki our 

partner in Kenya with the Ahadi Foundation.  She still receives the Electronic Informer weekly and I 

believe had read our scripture for today.  She was moved to send us this message:  

 Hey Zeta wish all a good Sunday service.(and then in quotes she put) "Love makes you feel 

good: Love multiplies joy: Love is kind and thoughtful: Love add spices to your life: Love gives you a 

reason to smile: Love is a wonderful gift. Covenant Presbyterian Church has given us love beyond 

measure. May God bless you all. (PCEA HURUMA SECONDARY SCHOOL KINALE , KIAMBU 

KENYA) 

 Friends, may we continue to cultivate love within our own hearts, within our community of 

faith and throughout the world for faith, hope and love abide but the greatest gift is love.  And it is love 

that never ends and love that will change our world. 

  


