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INTRODUCTION 

People of God, in our men’s study this past Wednesday, I read this quote 
from Rich Lusk in the book “The Church Friendly Family.” 

“It has been rightly said, “The Church exists for the sake of the world.” So what are 
we doing to make our churches places where sinners can find Jesus? Where less 
mature Christians can find proper instruction and nourishment? If our church life 
and culture are set up only to accommodate people who have attained a high level 
of Christian maturity, we are actually failing; true maturity is found in sacrificial 
mission.”  

I then responded by saying something to the effect that our kinds of 
churches are for mature Christians. But can we be “mature” in our 
Christian faith in such a way that is actually detrimental toward helping 
less mature Christians come to know Jesus more fully?  There was a point 
in the discussion that followed that struck me, and I think it was David 
Smith that struck the blow. I forget exactly how he said it, but David asked 
a simple question to the effect of, “How do you know that we are the 
mature Christians? What is it that makes you think that what we are doing 
makes us more mature than others?”   

And I quickly deflected and pointed out that, “It was Rich Lusk who said 
it.” 

But the point was made. What makes us think that we are spiritually 
mature? Is it because we have liturgy? Is it because we interpret the bible a 
certain way? Is it because we believe in covenant theology? Is it because we 
practice paedo-communion? Is it because we have really smart people who 
know a whole lot of theology and read a whole bunch of books? Is it because 
we are Postmillennialists? What is it about CTR that makes us think we are 
the mature Christians? Certainly, it must be our spiritual pride which 
marks out maturity in Christ? Right? 

PREREQUISITE OF LOVE 
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No people of God. It is none of those things. Neither is it speaking in the 
togues of angels, or having all prophetic power, understanding all mysteries, 
having all knowledge, and having all faith that could remove mountains. 
None of those  spiritual gifts mean anything for our growth and maturity 
in the Lord, if we do not have Love. Therefore People of God,  Love is the 
prerequisite for all that we do, and for how we treat one another, and how 
we grow up into Christ Jesus our Lord.  

Love is so absolutely essential that it has been reckoned by some in the 
history of the church to be one of the marks of the true Church. So along 
with the preaching of the true word, the administration of the true 
sacraments, and church discipline, there is love. And how could it not be? 
For just consider with me. What is Christ’s intention for his body? 
According to Ephesians 4, which has many similarities with 1 Corinthians 
12-14, we are to grow up into every way into him who is the head. Maturity 
of the body of Christ is the goal. And how does the church build itself up? 
In love. 

“…speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in every way into Him who is the 
head, into Christ, from whom the whole body, joined and held together by every joint 
with which it is equipped, when each part is working together properly, makes the 
body grow so that it builds itself up in love.” Eph. 4:15-16.  

So, we are to grow up and mature in and by and through love. For without 
love, everything we do, is worth nothing. Every word that is preached, every 
sacrifice that is made, every song that is sung, every instrument played, every 
hour volunteered, every peace that is passed, every cookie that is served, 
every diaper that is changed, every prayer that is uttered, every Sunday 
School lesson that is taught, every meeting attended, every fellowship meal 
prepared and eaten together, it is all worth nothing, and good for nothing, 
if we do not have love.  
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All of it just random noise, clanging cymbals and noisy gongs, if we do not 
have love. We might as well be atheists who believe that we are just 
meaningless matter in motion if we live in this world and among ourselves 
without love. Because Love is the bond that of the Holy Spirit between the 
Father and the Son. God is Love. And so, if we do not have love, we do not 
have God. And we cannot grow up into the fullness of Christ if we do not 
have the life and love of God within us. Love is the prerequisite for maturity 
in the body of Christ. 

Now what is love? The word of course is agape. You have undoubtedly have 
heard this word before. But what is Agape love? Agape is love without 
reference to the worthiness of the object of that love. In other words, agape 
love loves unconditionally. It does not calculate whether the person is 
worthy of love or not, it is a love that is simply committed to the others 
good, without reference to whether one is worthy of the love or not. For 
this is how God has loved us, is it not? 

As Paul says in Romans 5:8 “God demonstrated his own love toward us in this, 
while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.”  

There was nothing lovely in us that made God love us, there was nothing 
in us that was worthy of God’s love. We were enemies of God, objects of 
His wrath, actually, separated from God and dead in our trespasses and 
sins, hostile to him in heart and mind, blind to the truth, and hating him. 
We were not worthy of God’s love. But God still loved us. He showed his 
agape love to us, because he committed himself to our highest good and 
glory. And although we acknowledge that because of our manifold sins and 
wickedness we were unworthy of God’s love, the love of God poured out 
for us in Jesus Christ on the cross is what gives us worth and is what makes 
us lovely. And knowing now that if we love God, he must have loved us 
first. 

PORTRAIT OF LOVE 
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What does this love look like in practice? What is the portrait of love 
painted for us by Paul? Probably more often than not, we consider love to 
be an emotion. The online Merriam-Webster dictionary definition says that 
love is a feeling of strong or constants affection for a person. But if we are to get 
our definition of love from the Bible, we have to say that first and foremost 
love is an action. Love is not primarily  emotions and strong feelings, 
although emotions and strong feelings often do accompany love. Love is 
first and foremost an action. Love is a verb.  

Paul says, love is patient.  Now in English patience is a noun. But in the 
Greek, all these words are verbs. So one way to say this is: love be’s patient. 
I’m not from the south, but some of you are and maybe you can testify to 
the legitimacy of such grammar. Love be’s patient. This is theologically 
correct grammar. Because love is a verb. If we could bring out the verbal 
aspect of this list, we would have to make all these word into verb phrases.  

“Love is patient is actually, love suffers long. Which means love refuses to 
retaliate. It acts patiently.  

Love acts kindly;  

Love does not act zealously, which literally means, it does not boil over. 
Love does not get hot and bothered, love remains self-controlled. Love does 
not get worked up. 

Love does not brag, neither is it self-boasting. Therefore it acts humbly.  

Love does not act arrogantly, or another way of saying that is love is not 
puffed up with hubris and pride and self-importance.  

Love does not act inappropriately, or unbecomingly, or improperly.  

Love does not seek itself, it is not self-serving, but it seeks the good and 
glory of others.  

Love does not provoke others, or is it easily provoked and become irritable.  
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Love does not keep a record of wrong doing and evil, which is another way 
of saying, love forgives. In fact, let me just say this. We live among sinners, 
we are married to sinners, our children are sinners, our parents are sinners. 
Your pastor is a sinner, and so are the elders and deacons. We are all 
sinners. And it is only a matter of time before someone sins against you. 
Someone you love and care about. But love not only does not keep a record 
of wrongs, love also expects to be sinned against, and has committed itself 
before hand to forgiving the person who sins. Love already forgives the sin 
before it happens. 

Love does not rejoice at unrighteousness.  

But Love does rejoice in the truth.  

Love bears all things, which literally means, to cover all things. As in love 
covers a multitude of sins. Love does not have to point out every single 
infraction and take offense at it. Love develops thick skin and love does not 
go around gossiping about another person’s failures and sins.  

Love believes all, meaning, love trusts. We love a person when we trust 
them fully, and do not have suspicions about them. Love believes the best 
about people. The other side of that is that love makes oneself trustworthy 
and believable. 

Love hopes all, which means love anticipates and expects God to work all 
things together for good, and looks for it expectantly, and chooses to see 
the good in all things. It is loving to give others hope also. 

Love enduringly waits all, like when you wife is taking forever to get ready.  

Love never falls, in other words, love never gives up. Never lets up, never 
stops. Love is the unchanging constant. 

When I was in seminary my professor said to the class that because of all 
the problems the Corinthian Church had, what Paul was actually doing 
here with this beautiful portrait of love, is he was subtly chastising them 
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with this passage. Basically saying, love is patient, you are not. Love is kind, 
you are not. Love does not envy or boast, you do, love is not arrogant, but 
you are. Etc. 

And that may be true, perhaps Paul was giving them a subtle jab. And I 
think it would be good for us to look at this portrait of love, to study it, 
reflect upon it, and then look at this portrait of love as though looking in 
mirror. If you first reaction in a conflict or disagreement or 
misunderstanding is to point the finger at another person and say, “You 
know what, I was reading 1 Corinthians 13, and you sir, are arrogant.” That 
is wrong. That is not how we should use this passage.  

We need to use it as a mirror. We need to look at this portrait of love and 
see how we fail and fall short of love. We need to take the log out of our 
own eye before we take the speck out of someone else’s. Which means you 
need to consider that your sins are way worse than another’s, because they 
are your sins. And so, the loving thing to do before we point our finger at 
another, is to first examine ourselves and ask, where have I not been loving? 
Before the accusations start flying about how you did this to me, and how 
you said that, and you never do this, or you always do that – before any of 
that happens, stop and pull out the portrait of love, which also serves as a 
mirror, and examine yourself first. And then, by the grace of God, when 
you see how woefully short you have fallen from love, you can then have 
more love for the other person by having more patience and kindness 
toward them, and realizing that Christ has loved you in this way first when 
you were unworthy of love, and you can then learn to love another 
unworthy sinner, just as Jesus loved you. 

In fact, not only has Christ loved you precisely in these ways, when you 
were unworthy of his love, but we could even see that we could insert the 
name of Jesus before all these loves, and see how he has loved us. What I 
mean is, we can read this passage and say:  
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Jesus is patient. Jesus is kind. Jesus does not envy or boast. Jesus is not 
arrogant or unbecoming. Jesus does not insist on his own way. Jesus is not 
easily irritable, nor does Jesus keep a record of your wrongs. In fact, he 
destroyed that record on the cross. Jesus does not rejoice in wrongdoing, 
but He does rejoice with the truth. Jesus covers over all of our sins, Jesus 
trusts that all things will work together for our Good, Jesus is hopeful, and 
Jesus patiently endures all things. Jesus never falls. 

People of God, if we are going to learn how to grow up into our Savior and 
Lord Jesus, the Lord of Love, we must learn from his example of love. We 
need to look to the Lord Jesus and see how he loved each one of us 
underserving sinners with an unfailing, hopeful, and joy filled love, with all 
patience and kindness, when we were still sinners, because he committed 
beforehand to helping us grow to our highest good, until that day we see 
him face to face.  

And then once we apply the gospel of Jesus’ love to ourselves, then we 
should be able to love one another more easily and more freely with that 
same kind of love with which he loved us. 

People of God, The Gospel of the love of Christ for sinners is the key to 
growth in Christ, and it is the key to your marriages, and it is the key to 
your parenting, and it is the key to your friendships, and it is the key for us 
as a Church, and most importantly, it is the key to opening up the gate of 
Heaven. If we do not have love, we are nothing. But if we have love, then 
we have Jesus, who is forever. 

PERMENANCE OF LOVE 

And so finally we see the permanence of love. Paul contrasts love’s 
permanence with the temporary nature of certain other spiritual gifts – 
prophecy, tongues, and knowledge.  
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He says “As for prophecies, they will pass away; as for tongues, they will cease of 
themselves, and knowledge will pass away. For we know in part, and we prophecy 
in part, but when the perfect comes, the partial will pass away.”  

Now we need to address a couple issues here. Why does he bring up 
spiritual gifts?  

Because Chapter 13, the Love Chapter comes right in the middle of chapter 
12 and 14. Quite the insight, I know! But in chps. 12 and 14, Paul is 
discussing the purpose of spiritual gifts in the Body of Christ. And what is 
that purpose of Spiritual gifts? You guessed it. The Church’s maturity and 
growth.  

Consider, 12:4,7, “Now there are a variety of gifts, but the same spirit…To each 
is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good.” 

And he proceeds to discuss how the body is made up of different members 
each with their own particular gift and role in the body. And how each 
works for the building up of the body. 

12:21 The eye cannot say to the hand, 'I have no need of you.' 

12:25 that there may be no division in the body, but that members may have the 
same care or one another. 

14:3-5 - The one who prophesies speaks to people for their mutual upbuilding and 
encouragement and consolation. The one who speaks in a tongue builds up himself, 
but the one who prophesies builds up the Church...the one who prophecies is 
greater...so that the Church may be built up. 

14:6  Now if I come speaking in tongues, how will I benefit you...? 

14:12  ...since you are eager for manifestations of the Spirit, strive to excel in 
building up the Church 
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14:17...How can an outsider say Amen if he doesn't understand? But the other 
person is not being built up 

14:26 Let all things be done for building up 

We need to understand that although Paul’s concern here is  for the 
building up of the Church through the use of spiritual gifts, this is not to 
be a perpetual never ending building project. There is an end goal. There 
is an end point. There will come a time when the building will be complete.  

But before we reach the end point, the building of Christ’s church has some 
scaffolding around it, and ladders, and pullies, and everything that is 
needed to help build a building. Paul says that some of these gifts of the 
spirit, such as prophecy, tongues, and knowledge are temporary. They will 
pass away. When? 

When the perfect comes, the partial will pass away.”  

The partial is referring to certain gifts, prophecy, tongues, and knowledge. 
They are the scaffolding. They will pass away when the perfect comes. What 
is the perfect? It is the growth and maturity we have been talking about. 

Every place this word perfect is used when referring to people, it is translated 

as mature. For example, in 14:20 he says, “Do not be children in your thinking. 

Be infants in evil but in your thinking be mature.” Phil. 3:14, “Let those who are 
mature think in this way.”  

Col. 1:28, “I toil and strive to present everyone mature in Christ.”  

It is the same word translated here as perfect. I think it was an error on the 
part of the translators to translate in that way. Paul has been talking about 
the church, and it growing up and being built up and he says, when the 
maturity comes the temporal gifts that were necessary to help us grow up 
will pass away. And then he goes on to give another analogy, saying,  
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“When I was a child, I spoke like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a 
child. When I became a man, I gave up childish ways.  

This is the perfect, this is the maturity in Christ that he is referring to. And 
so the idea here of the perfect, or the mature, is to say that those gifts of 
the spirit were meant to help build the church up, until the point when the 
church grew up and no longer needed them.  

Now connect this passage with Ephesians 4, where the same imagery and 
language is used there to talk about gifts given to for the sake of maturity 
in the body of Christ.  

7 But grace was given to each one of us according to the measure of Christ's 
gift. 8 Therefore it says, 

“When he ascended on high he led a host of captives, 
    and he gave gifts to men.” 

11 And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the shepherds and 
teachers, 12 to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of 
Christ, 13 until we all attain to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the 
Son of God, to mature manhood, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of 
Christ, 14 so that we may no longer be children, tossed to and fro by the waves and 
carried about by every wind of doctrine, by human cunning, by craftiness in deceitful 
schemes. 15 Rather, speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in every way into 
him who is the head, into Christ, 16 from whom the whole body, joined and held 
together by every joint with which it is equipped, when each part is working properly, 
makes the body grow so that it builds itself up in love. 

When the permanence of maturity comes, the temporality of immaturity 
will pass away. Just like when a child grows up to become a man he puts 
away childish things. 
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But even when we are no longer a child, does that means we are fully grown 
and mature. In one sense, a very real sense, we are not fully mature until  
we die.  

So I think Paul has two distinct things in mind here. One he is talking 
about the historical church coming out of her infancy apostolic age, where 
she needed to grow up in faith, hope, and love. And the second is he is 
talking about our individual experience and Christian life.  

Let us look at the church first. To help the church grow she was given the 
gifts of prophecy, and tongues, and knowledge. But that was a temporary 
thing. They passed away with time, just as when a child grows up and puts 
away childish things. It was a natural part of the life of the church to have 
temporary sign gifts that provided extra witness to the Word of God and 
the Gospel of Christ. 

Even now it is common to hear of signs and wonders and gifts of healing 
to happen in places where the Gospel makes its first introduction. But after 
a time, the signs gifts pass away as the church builds on the foundation of 
the Apostles and prophets and the people become more trained in the word 
of God.   

And eventually the Church as a whole will come to the point where we 
grow collectively in our knowledge of the Son of God, and we become more 
spiritually mature where we no longer need the childish things that 
pertained to our immaturity anymore. And historically speaking that took 
place somewhere around the end of the first century and into the second 
century. And so now the church is more spiritually and theologically 
mature than we were 2000 years ago. We have the Nicene Creed for 
example, we don’t have to argue about the Trinity anymore. We have the 
word of God and the canon of Scripture is complete.    

The Church therefore has grown out of the childish spiritual gifts of 
prophecy and tongues,, and special knowledge. They passed away. And so 
we are mature in that sense because the church has grown out of the need 
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for those temporary spiritual gifts. But we have not yet come to full 
maturity, have we? That will come on that day when he appears, and all 
things are brought to the end. The perfection of all things in Jesus. No, I 
don’t think any of us will be here on that day. Whenever it happens, in 
500,000 years from now. 

But what we will experience is our own individual growth and maturation 
process. Just as the church doesn’t see now what she will be on that day 
when she is presented to Jesus in full splendor and glory, neither do we see 
what we will be when we die and Jesus calls us home to him.  

He says, “For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face. Now I know in 
part, then I shall know fully, even as I have been fully known.” 

On that day when we look at Jesus it will be like looking in a perfectly clear 
mirror. When we see Jesus, what we shall see is ourselves, because we will 
have been grown up into full maturity into Jesus. We will see him face to 
face. We will know him fully, even as we have been known fully. 

Or as the Apostle John says, “Beloved, we are God’s children now, and what we 
shall be has not yet appeared; but we know that when he appears we shall be like 
him, be we shall see him as He is.” 

But we don’t see that now. At a church level nor at an individual level. 
When we compare ourselves to the portrait of love in verses 4-7, it is as 
though we look into a dim mirror. There is only a bare resemblance. The 
mirrors back in the ancient world were not at all like mirrors in our day. 
They would have had a piece of bronze or silver or even a shiny stone that 
would be polished so you could see yourself, but only just barely.  

But on that day, hen Christ glorifies the Church and when he takes us 
home to be with him, we will look at that perfect mature man himself, Jesus 
Christ, face to face, and we will see him as he, and that vision alone will 
fully transform us to be like him.   
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And on that day, when we pass from this world to the next, what will be 
the only spiritual gift that will remain? Love. There will be no need for 
prophecy or tongues or knowledge, there won’t even be need for shepherds 
and teachers. There won’t be a need for your Bible or for 1 Corinthians 13. 
We will have entered into and will be face to face and transformed perfectly 
into all that our faith guides us toward. We will have Jesus.  

In fact, Paul says, now faith, hope, and love abide, but the greatest of these 
is love. Why? Because eventually, there will not be need for faith, or hope. 
Only love will abide, for faith will be sight, and hope will be reality. This is 
why the greatest of these is love.” Love is permanent. It will last forever and 
ever into eternity, for it comes from eternity, it comes from the God himself 
who is love.  

And therefore, if we are going to build ourselves up as a church, if we are 
going to say we are mature in the faith, then we need to constantly be 
comparing ourselves to the portrait of Love, and look upon the face of 
Jesus, and be transformed from glory to glory until that we shall see him 
face to face. 

For that is the true goal. That is the true reason for our maturity. Growing 
up in to the fullness of Christ is the means by which we will see Our Lord 
Jesus face to face. To behold the glories of the Lamb, and to enter into the 
fullness of the beatific vision of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ. 
That is the goal. And we will not ever attain to that glory if we do not have 
love. Amen.  
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