The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for the 4th Sunday after Epiphany, Year C

The Text: 1 Corinthians 13:1-13
The ministers in a church in England would occasionally share a little acronym they used privately between themselves which helped them deal with abusive, 
opinionated or difficult people. They would call them ‘EGR’s which stood for ‘Extra Grace Required’. Now the sentiment behind the phrase is fairly sound because it calls up what is really spiritually needed when people are difficult or angry. They don’t need rejection, humiliation or rudeness but need to receive Christian love that is 
patient, kind, not easily angered, all those qualities we’ve heard about in our text. All these form part of the extra grace required in certain circumstances. 
However a helpful acronym can easily turn into a label can’t it? For example: ‘Ok here we go! Another EGR just rang. He wants to see the pastor and he’s ranting mad about the church budget’. Years ago in Norfolk England a GP was disciplined harshly when a patient found that the doctor had been writing acronyms about his patients in their medical records. This particular patient who happened to be an uneducated rural farmer with a strong twang of an accent was called a ‘NFNN’. This stands for ‘Normal For North Norfolk’. We can see that what is implied here is that all people from regional Norfolk are all stupid and uneducated, and so the acronym becomes a blanket label. 
And so whenever labels such as these start to kick in, the ability to truly love the 
person becomes weaker. This was actually one of the problems in the Corinthian church. Remember that the Corinthian church was full of factions, and divisions. Some followed leaders like Paul, some Apollos and some Peter. I would imagine that they would have already had labels for each other, maybe like: The Pauline mob, the Apollosians, the Petronians. As soon as labels start working, the ability to see 
people as God’s children or my brother and sister just starts to disappear. 
Now chapter 13 contains one of Paul’s most profound and powerful forms of writing, and he goes for the jugular vein, the root cause of the problem for this boastful, rich but sadly divided church. The lack of love. Or more accurately a lack of 
understanding about the real type of love they need to operate in. 
Paul begins and ends this chapter very cleverly using images of metal work to illustrate his points. In verse 1 he says that if he happens to ‘speak in tongues of men and angels without love, he is no better than a clanging gong or cymbal'. And later at the end of the passage in verse 12 he says also that we currently see into a mirror darkly but later face to face with the Lord. In the ancient world, metal mirrors were used, which made reflections blurred and distorted. Corinth was an economic centre for bronze metalworking, so the images in his letter would certainly be making an impact. But although Paul’s concept of the distorted image is talking about our 
inability to know God fully in a broken world, it is also a concept that shows us how we don’t see each other properly when we don’t have love. Labels do the same thing. They are like distorted mirrors which don’t give a true reflection of who someone really is. 
So what is the particular love that Paul is talking about in this text? As we explore this, hopefully you’ll see why this text needs to be preached outside of weddings. No doubt you are aware that there are different types of love, but we need to look at what Greek words for love were around in Paul’s time for us to understand our text. Have a look at these: 
Philo: affectionate friendship or regard brotherly or sisterly love, based on mutual 
respect and equality. Not intimate. With boundaries and limitations but respectful. Like two men slapping their hands on each other’s backs as they embrace. (Love ya, brother!)
Eros: an intimate, physical and romantic love between two people, which can also capture the beauty within that person that leads to a physical expression of love. 
Agape: a deep parental love for a child, and a child’s love of a parent. In the Bible it is an unconditional love of God for his children. It can also mean to desire the benefit and good of another person. 
Storge: tenderness, love and affection for all things ‘cute’ esp. doting parents toward babies and toddlers. 
Pragma: the type of love that develops between a couple during a lengthy marriage. (Love shown in the ability to be comfortable in each other’s presence by not needing to talk). 
Now the love that Paul talks about is agape love. This was a word the New Testament writers had to use to accurately convey what type of love God has for his people. Agape love is hardly mentioned in any of the non-Christian Greek writings at the time and so it was revolutionary for Jesus to bring a parenting type of love into religious thought. No one had ever thought much about a God who loves like a parent because the many gods they knew were usually angry and cruel. 
This is why in John chapter 21 Jesus pushes Peter about what love he has for him. Jesus uses the word agape but did you know that Peter responds three times using the word ‘philo’. ‘Simon son of John do you ‘agape’ me more than these? Yes, Lord you know that I ‘philo’ you!  Jesus is asking Peter whether he loves him like a child loves a parent. Peter is only thinking of Jesus as a brother, and so he has brotherly philo love. Peter has not grasped the fact that agape love is the love appropriate for Jesus as God himself. 
There are other theological messages in that example that we can’t go into today, but I use that to demonstrate the fact that as Christians we shift between philo love and agape love. Remember that agape love is an unconditional love that means we love our brothers and sisters in Christ in the same parental love that we receive from God. It is an intimate love that is patient, gentle, kind, not envious or boastful, it isn’t easily angered, keeps no list of wrongs as Paul so strongly emphasizes. He has to list it like this because the Corinthians are still in philo love. Sure philo love is brotherly, but it has some boundaries, and you can be slightly detached emotionally. A bit like this: ‘Yes, he’s my brother, so I love him deep down, but I don’t have much to do with him, I don’t really like him that much, and so when we meet we usually shake hands and talk about the cricket’. 
You can see here that there is that mutual respect and general pleasantries. It’s a love that works well when there is no real conflict. But what love do we need to operate in when things get messy, and relationships strained? It’s agape love, God’s love, and love that the Holy Spirit gives to us. This love puts others first, still perseveres to want a key relationship to heal, even though the other party refuses to forgive or make peace. It is a love that doesn’t save up a tally of wrongs to attack a person who’s hurt us, even though we think that would help balance our sense of injustice. 
Look, friends in reality operating in this type of love is actually really hard. It is hard when you are personally attacked to respond kindly like this: ‘I can see how angry you are, and I’m sorry you feel that way about me’. Our flesh fights tooth and nail to try and defend ourselves from such an attack and our response to attack can be just as sinful or even more than the original one in the first place. We can see how things can escalate emotionally to such a degree that no one remembers how it all started. 
But God’s love, agape love is an effective short circuit for this type of thing. It is bigger, wiser and kinder, and like a sponge it can absorb the prickles and stings of others and help stop it in its tracks. It is the sort of love that gives extra grace for people when it is needed. It is not a push-over type of love, nor is it a doormat. It speaks truth into situations, it can help highlight someone’s sin if it is destroying them. But even if you’ve tried to reconcile and apologise to someone, and they’ve refused to take any responsibility for their part and want to blame you for the whole thing, agape love is still strong enough to take it. We can certainly give that hurt to the Lord Jesus, but that deep love from the Holy Spirit towards that person should remain constant. This is the glue that helps churches and of course families survive the attacks of the enemy. It is a love that ‘never fails’ says the Apostle Paul but a better way to say it, is that love never falls down, or collapses. You can put your weight on it and it won’t give way. 
Have a listen to Romans 5:8: ‘But God showed his own agape love for us that when we were still sinners, Christ died for us’. That is a love that was big and strong that dealt with our core problem of sin, sickness and rebellion through the blood of Christ. We couldn’t fix ourselves, but God could.  And we, dear brothers and sisters in Christ are all the EGR’s. God said Extra Grace Required when he sent his Son, and he continues to give us grace even though we don’t deserve it. That grace and agape love is certainly a challenging type of love, and it is something the Holy Spirit has given you to dispense to others in times of trouble. 
And finally, during those times when you have an unclear distorted image of your brother and sister, remember that God can see everything clearly. He may call you to love someone difficult, as he strengthens that special love he has installed in each of you. But there will be times when you are the difficult one, and hopefully you’ll receive the same love and grace that you have been able to give. We pray that God will help us love each other more, and give us his knowledge and his insight so that we have an abundance of compassion for those we minister to through the deep and never failing love of our wonderful God. 
Amen.
