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Sermon for February 3, 2013 
 

 4th Sunday in Ordinary Time 
Year C 

Scripture Text:  I Corinthians 12:31 – 13:13 
  
 
 
A Still More Excellent Way 
 
“Some texts have such a well-established setting in the life of the community of faith that it is 
hard to dislodge them from their ritual captivity or see them with fresh eyes.  It is difficult to hear 
I Corinthians 13 without thinking of white dresses, rented tuxedos, bouquets, unity candles, and 
all the other practices and paraphernalia that the culture uses to prop up its romanticized notions 
about marriage.”i  So writes Lewis F. Galloway, Senior Pastor of Second Presbyterian Church in 
Indianapolis, Indiana, voicing a common held view of many preachers and scholars about our 
text for this morning.  In fact so prevalent is this viewpoint, in the circles I travel at least, that 
when it comes up in the lectionary readings, as it has for today, there is often an audible and 
corporate groan let out by those who are responsible for preaching on this text on a given 
Sabbath day.  
 
So the question arises then, why choose to preach on a text that is so often misunderstood and 
taken out of context when there are so many more options available to a preacher; to which I can 
only answer, because it is so often misunderstood and taken out of context.  So our task today is 
to move beyond the common modern context of this scripture text – a flowery and lofty ode to 
love offered as rationale for marriage – and instead, look at this passage in its original context as 
part of Paul’s response to the Christians in Corinth about how they are called to live and work as 
Christ followers.   
 
You will recall, from the past several weeks, that Paul is in the midst of a lengthy and detailed 
response to the Corinthian communities of faith about how they both worship God and use the 
gifts they have been given for the good of the community.  From what he has written so far in 
this letter, it is evident that there is a division in the community about the use of their Spiritual 
gifts and the desire of some, at least, to claim superior standing in the community because of 
their perceived and stated hierarchy of Spiritual gifts.  In other words, conflict has arisen in the 
Corinthian community because some have decided that the particular gifts they have been given 
are more important than others.  Speaking in tongues is more valuable they assert than helping 
others because to be able to speak in the tongue of angels is to become elevated into the divine 
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realm.  Similarly to be given special knowledge by God is more valuable than other such gifts 
because it means that God has gifted the individual with the ability to know and understand, in 
some way or another, the mind of God and thus the ability to understand that which remains a 
mystery to others.  So it is in this context that Paul asserts that first of all the gifts that a person 
has are nothing more or less than gifts from God alone and that second the reason for these gifts 
within the community of faith is not for personal gain or an increase in the power and stature of 
the individual but for the building up of the whole community of faith as they corporately 
journey together toward a more full and holistic relationship with their creator, redeemer and 
sustainer.   
 
So it is as Paul closes his thoughts at the end of the twelfth chapter of this letter that he invites 
the Corinthians to journey along with him in a discovery of what needs to undergird the use and 
understanding of any God given gift that this community of faith might discover or use – what 
the more excellent way is that is before them and all persons of faith who express that faith as 
followers of Christ.  
 
So moving from, first, a set of negative examples about how the expression of the most preferred 
Spiritual gifts of the Corinthians are nothing when employed for personal gain to a lengthy 
explanation of this more excellent way, Paul calls upon the Corinthians to set aside their self 
promoting and self aggrandizing ways in order that they might take up the way of Christ instead. 
 
The city of Corinth was a powerful center for commerce and trade in the day and age of Paul, 
and one of the more noteworthy products of their manufacturing expertise were ornate bronze 
gongs or cymbals that were used in a variety of ritual ceremonies in the many temples that were 
dedicated and focused toward one or more of the pagan deities that were worshipped in that time 
and place.  The sounds of these gongs and cymbals could be heard in all corners of the city both 
inviting others to join in the celebrations and announcing to any who would care that some 
festival to some deity was underway.  So when Paul then equates speaking in tongues to the 
cacophony that would have been heard coming from these pagan houses of worship he was 
making his case in the most forceful and startling way he could that the Corinthian’s desire to 
elevate this Spiritual gift and the possessor of it above all else was as useless and wasteful as 
having a bunch of people bang on a gong in front of a wooden statue in hopes that something 
good would come of it.  Nothing good would come of any expression or use of the spiritual gifts 
that God had given to them, Paul proclaimed, as long as they were not based upon a foundation 
of love.  So Paul exhorts the Christians in Corinth and us right here and now to first examine our 
motives as we engage in expressing our faith and second make sure that underlying all that we 
do is a foundation of love.   
 
Yet the love Paul is talking about is not the sentimental feelings of affection that we see 
expressed in Valentine’s Cards or on heart shaped boxes of chocolate; rather the love that Paul is 
talking about, agape in the Greek, is action.  It is the expression of and active living out of care 
for the other through not seeking its own way or puffing itself up at the expense of the other.  It 
is bearing the slights and injustices of the world in order that God’s graciousness may be lived 
and proclaimed.  It is the patient and gracious activity one toward another with the singular focus 
of action being responding to the love God has shown to us and that Christ embodied for us so 
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that all might be lifted up, all might be celebrated and all might come to know their worth and 
value as a child of God. 
 
And it is no more powerfully on display for us than at the table of Christ where we gather to eat 
and remember the one who offered his very life so that we might live, who offered his love so 
that we might love in return and who offered his body so that we in our bodies in this time and 
place might begin to live into and respond to the love that God has offered, continues to offer 
and will not ever cease to offer to each one of us.   
 
Friends,  the message for us in this so familiar text is that we have each been given life and a 
place in God’s family because we are loved and cared for by none other than God as witnessed to 
us through Jesus the Christ; we have been gifted in ways that we are still beginning to understand 
and we have been called by God through Christ to share what we have been given with all whom 
we meet because it is only when we do so that we begin to grasp onto the to reality that is before 
us every moment of our lives that God loves us and God loves all and when we respond with the 
same self emptying love that Christ embodied we find not a lessening of love in the world but an 
ever increasing ever expanding  never waning life of true agape.   
   
 
Amen. 
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