
BISHOPS’ REFLECTIONS
1 Corinthians 13

Introduction
At the College of Bishops retreat in 2022, the bishops of the church spent a session reflecting 
on 1 Corinthians 13. In the weeks following the retreat, in an online forum, the bishops again 
shared their reflections on this text. They considered how this passage of Scripture guides the 
church as we prepare for the 2023 in-person sessions of the LCANZ Convention of General 
Synod and, in particular, for the session in which Synod will address proposals that speak to 
the conflict among us on the matter of ordination.

Below, for your consideration and reflection, are some brief parts of those contributions from 
the bishops of our church on 1 Corinthians 13.

1 Corinthians 13:1-13 (NRSV)
1 If I speak in the tongues of mortals and of angels, but do not have love, I am a noisy gong 
or a clanging cymbal. 2 And if I have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and 
all knowledge, and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but do not have love, I am 
nothing. 3 If I give away all my possessions, and if I hand over my body so that I may boast, 
but do not have love, I gain nothing.

4 Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant 5 or rude. It does not 
insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; 6 it does not rejoice in wrongdoing, but 
rejoices in the truth. 7 It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.

8 Love never ends. But as for prophecies, they will come to an end; as for tongues, they will 
cease; as for knowledge, it will come to an end. 9 For we know only in part, and we prophesy 
only in part; 10 but when the complete comes, the partial will come to an end. 11 When I was 
a child, I spoke like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child; when I became an 
adult, I put an end to childish ways. 12 For now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then we will see 
face to face. Now I know only in part; then I will know fully, even as I have been fully known.  
13 And now faith, hope, and love abide, these three; and the greatest of these is love.

Reflections
1 Corinthians 13, in the middle of Paul’s pastoral word to a Corinthian congregation struggling 
with ‘super spiritual apostles’, is an invitation to embrace every person in the church, as a 
sister and brother in whom God’s love is at work, including God’s love toward me. 

The antitheses of many of these words in 1 Corinthians 13 are what we normally experience 
or how we are tempted to respond when there is conflict. We are impatient and unkind; we 
are not humble. We dishonour others and want our own way. We slip into anger and have a 
list of things that the other person has done wrong. We delight when things go wrong for our 
opponents. We tear down and lose trust, lose hope and give up. 

Is the love of God the antidote to whom we become when we are in conflict  
with others?



When we exchange ‘God’ for the word ‘love’ in this Scripture passage, we receive a picture of 
God who is love. 

Lutheran theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer once said that we must let our concept of love be 
defined by God, rather than letting our concept of God be defined by our pre-existing notions 
of love. 

God is love (1 John 4:16a). God’s love has its most profound expression in Jesus Christ.

There is an obvious progression of thought in 1 Corinthians chapters 12–14, ‘concerning 
spiritual gifts’ (12:1). Chapter 12 is about the gifts themselves; chapter 13 begins with a 
description of the gifts without love, then shows the nature of true Christian love, and finally 
chapter 14 shows how the Spirit’s gifts are exercised with love.

If we agree on how God’s love comes to us in Christ (that is, justification, the central article 
of our faith), then how far will his love take us in persevering and even living with each other 
despite a clear difference in doctrine and practice concerning his will in this matter? 

In 1 Corinthians 13, agape love is translated as a call to love extravagantly. So, love and serve 
others selflessly with this love of God which never ends/never fails/never dies. Become all 
things to all people so that some might be won to faith through the gospel of love. 

This Scripture is a call to follow where God leads us in mission to a world in need. It’s a call to 
live and proclaim God’s love.

A prayer for delegates
Dear Father in heaven and on earth

As I prepare to engage in conversations about the ordination of women and other difficult issues 
at the Convention of General Synod, I pause to be still and invite you to search my heart.

 • Have I been impatient? (Lord, forgive me.)
 • Have I been unkind? (Lord, forgive me.)
 • Have I been envious, boastful, arrogant or rude? (Lord, forgive me.)
 • Have I insisted on my own way? (Lord, forgive me.)
 • Have I been irritable or resentful? (Lord, forgive me.)

With the psalmist (Psalm 51:10–12), I pray:

‘Create in me a clean heart, O God,
    and put a new and right spirit within me. 
Do not cast me away from your presence,
    and do not take your holy spirit from me. 
Restore to me the joy of your salvation,
    and sustain in me a willing spirit.’ 

Amen.
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