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What Is Love? Sunday, 2/21/21 

I’m not usually much into sports, but I do enjoy watching the Olympics. Like most of 

us, I was so disappointed that the 2020 Olympics in Tokyo had to be postponed, and I’m so 

hopeful, for the sake of all the athletes, that there will be a safe way to hold the Olympics 

later this year. 

Pole vaulting has always impressed me as just one of the Olympic sports that seems 

quite impossible for a human being to do. The heights these athletes vault themselves too are 

breathtaking and quite unachievable for ordinary people who haven’t trained all their lives to 

compete.  I’m sure it hasn’t escaped your notice that the Bible has a way of lifting up what 

seem to be impossible standards as well. What started out to be a pretty simple list of 10 

commandments (do this, don’t do that) morphed into hundreds of detailed rules for how to 

stay right with God and your neighbor. If we’re not careful to consider the teachings and 

example of Jesus carefully, it’s even easy to mistake him for a rule pusher, especially in the 

Sermon on the Mount where Jesus tells us that if we harbor a grudge against someone, we 

might as well have murdered them! We might as well be trying to cross-train from couch-

surfing to pole-vaulting! 

And even in the New Testament letters, there’s fair amount of list making (do this, 

don’t do that). The so-called “love chapter” from 1 Corinthians is no exception, with a 

lengthy list of what Godly love is and isn’t. Let’s look at that list a little more carefully. 

According to Paul, love isn’t any of these things: Jealous, boastful, proud, rude, 

demanding, irritable, score-keeping, unjust, quitting, losing faith, or temporary, coming and 

going according to changing circumstances. That in itself is an awfully tough list to now 

own, right? Hasn’t everyone experienced jealousy? Haven’t we all boasted? When was the 

last time you were rude to someone, or demanding, or irritable? I know that I’ve felt 

especially irritable this year with all the pandemic restrictions. And even though we say we 

forgive, don’t we sometimes keep score, a list hidden somewhere in our hearts of past 

wrongs done to us? Haven’t we all rejoiced about something that benefited us personally, 

but ultimately was unjust to someone else? Haven’t we all quit or lost faith, giving up on 

ourselves, God, or someone else?  And just how enduring is your love of God and neighbor? 

What circumstances have to change for you in order for those relationships to be set aside? 
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It’s a tough list, and even if you scored 90% on that self-check, those other 10% are 

examples of you being unloving. None of us can pass this test of love with flying colors, 

which is perhaps one of the most important realizations we can have, and certainly part of 

the reason for writing the list down in the first place. I love making brides and grooms sweat 

at their weddings when they realize how great love’s expectations can be! But this love list 

was never intended to be limited to the institution of marriage. This is a list made for all of 

us as followers of Jesus! 

What, then, is love? According to Paul, love is patient, kind, humble, accommodating, 

calm, forgiving, truthful, persevering, faithful, hopeful, and enduring. When we recognize 

those things in ourselves or others, we’re seeing love. The problem is, none of us are born 

patient. Kindness is not a natural inclination for people and none of us are kind all the time. 

Humility gets in the way of getting ahead, and so does putting the needs of others before or 

own. You see where I’m going with this? Paul tells us that nothing we do really matters in 

this world if it’s not done in love. And yet, none of us are perfectly loving all the time. To be 

honest, for some of us, living in love is more of an exception than the rule.  

That’s a problem, and if we weren’t reading this in God’s Word, and we didn’t know 

that God is love and that God loves us, we might have deep cause for concern here. 

Thankfully, even in the institution of the original ten commandments, it was never God 

intention to leave us to sink or swim in the sea of rules for walking the way of love. The 

good news here is that it really doesn’t all depend on us. Rather, it’s God love that is perfect 

and strong, and the tighter we learn to cling to God’s love, the better lovers we ourselves 

become. Paul delivers that good news in our next reading from his letter to the church in 

Rome. I’m reading from chapter, beginning in verse 31, in the New Living Translation. 

{Read Romans 8:31-39 NLT} 

Isn’t that a breath-takingly beautiful and hopeful passage? I often share that passage 

with families before a funeral, but it would be such a shame if the first time we heard it was 

after a death. Why? Because the promise of God’s love isn’t just for our next life, it’s for the 

present life as well.  It’s the promise of God’s never-failing love for us that makes passages 

like 1Corithians 13 bearable. Because even when our own love fails, God’s love never does. 

What can separate us from the love of God? Nothing!  
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It’s easy to get suckered into not living into this truth. The awful darkness and 

seeming finality of death does appear to the unaided eye to be the end of loving and being 

loved. But through the eyes of faith, we know that we will all be raised again into new life 

and an eternity of perfect love. The difficulties of life seem to fall upon us without any 

regard to our faithfulness or goodness, our fears and worries hound us throughout our days 

and nights, and it’s easy to ask where God’s love is in our trials. Yet we know that it’s God’s 

Spirit, God’s Word, and God’s people who carry us through those trials. Paul invites you in 

Romans 8 to fill in your own blank: What is it that most vexes you today? What is it that you 

most fear, in the secret center of your heart? What is it that keeps you from taking risks in 

loving others? None of those things can separate you from the love of God. Nothing can. 

Nothing. Can you see how liberating that can be? The certainty of God’s love for us can give 

us the courage we need to love courageously in this world. 

Bishop Michael Curry, in his book, Love Is the Way, describes God’s love as the GPS 

for our lives.1 It’s what gives us direction that’s Godly instead of selfish. Here’s how he 

describes the essential nature of love: 

Love is a fire fighter running into a burning building, risking his or her life 

for people he or she doesn’t even know. Love is that first responder hurtling 

toward an emergency, a catastrophe, a disaster. Love is someone protesting 

anything that hurts or harms the children of God. Jesus said it this way, 

hours before his crucifixion: “no one has greater love than this, to lay down 

one’s own life for one’s friends.” Love is a commitment to seek the good 

and to work for the good and welfare of others.2 

I couldn’t help but think of all the first responders who came to help in the aftermath 

of the Allina Clinic shooting in Buffalo. On Wednesday night I talked about the choice we 

face, characterized by Dr. Martin Luther King as chaos or community. When we set love as 

our GPS, and deliberately and energetically follow the way of love, we choose community 

instead of tolerating chaos. In the words of Bishop Curry again, 

Simply ask yourself a question: is this just about me, or is it about we? Does 

 
1 Bishop Michael Curry. Love Is the Way, p. 26. Avery (2020). 
2 Ibid, p. 23. 
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this decision serve only my unenlightened self interest, or does it somehow 

serve the greater good? And if the answer is me, me, me, and only me, you 

don’t do it. It’s that simple. Me or we?3 

The way of love isn’t an easy way to live, because the standards really are impossibly 

hard. Ask yourself this: Am I really ready to lay down my life for another? But there is one 

scenario, and only one, in which the way of love is not only possible, but inevitable. And 

that’s the one in which we stop trying to be “good” people who satisfy the minimum 

requirements of God’s law, and choose instead to die to ourselves and be reborn as 

Christians. The phrase “born-again Christian” got a bad rap some time ago, but it really is a 

necessary prerequisite to walking the way of love. Love the way God defines it is too hard 

for us to do without all of us becoming little Christs. And that takes a new life, baptized by 

the Spirit of God and impelled out into the world to serve others. 

The Minnesota Annual Conference book discussion uses a prayer to seek God’s help 

as we seek to grow in the way of love. Let’s pray that together now as a unison prayer. 

Loving God, fill my heart with the love that you freely give. Make love my first and 

last thoughts. May I love others and freely give to them. Make my spirit a spirit of joy, 

happiness, and love for both my friends and my enemies. Help me love abundantly as you 

have loved me. Amen. 

Please take some time now to reflect on your readiness to love like Jesus. If you like, 

you can share a comment or a prayer. 

 

            
Bill Reinhart, Pastor 
pastorbill@buffaloumc.com 

 
3 Ibid, p. 26. 


