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He was the unlikeliest of heroes.  Standing on the side of the subway, he was simply waiting with his girls while the train rolled by, according to one account.  But when Wesley Autrey saw Cameron Hollopeter struggling to overcome a seizure, he stepped into action.  He pulled him back from the tracks, because obviously he didn’t want him to fall into the path of an oncoming train.  But the brief rescue operation turned heroic.  Hollopeter fell onto the tracks anyway; and with the bright lights of a train approaching, Autrey left his girls, covered the man, allowing the train to pass over them barely brushing the top of Autrey’s cap.  As Mr. Hollopoter realized what was going on, he asked Mr. Autrey, “Who are you?”  He replied, “Someone who just saved your life.”  (Story from various sources, including USA Today).  

Love was a Thing in Corinth

How do you save a life?  That’s what we do as believers; we share a message that saves lives.  The Corinthian church, for instance, saved lives.  They would have given a long list of answers to the question.  They called them spiritual gifts.  Their gifts were similar to ours: a generous contributor to the life of the church, someone who shares resources, a good Bible teacher, a person of prayer.

But what about love?  Wouldn’t that be a quality all would aspire to?  Wouldn’t that be something that other people could be a part of?  Wouldn’t that be a quality to be admired in a believer?  In Corinth, the answer was yes and no.  Some Corinthians treated love optionally.  They used love as another one of their spiritual gifts on the same order as preaching, leadership, service, and hospitality.  In their minds, some people “loved,” and others did not love as much.  

In other words, they treated love as a thing, something different than yourself.  They treated love much like some people pick a college major or another thing on the list of options.  For instance, all of you here today can graduate from high school; but some of you will choose to become physicians, others sociologists, some scientists, and some will be loving.  As ludicrous as that sounds, they had diminished the significance of love to something on the list that some Christians express better than others.  Functionally it sounded like, “Some people are better at loving than others, so I will participate in activities that do not require me to be so kind and nice.  I will lead but not love.  Let that be for people who are really care.”    

Love Makes us Who We Are

When Paul comes to the discussion of love in Corinth, or the lack thereof, he engages in a remarkable rhetorical strategy.  He says love makes us who we are; it’s the very fabric of what we do, who we are, and how we live as believers in Christ.  Love is our identity.  Without love, we are nothing—no-thing.  So literally without love everything else—even our own lives--are worthless.

Love works a lot like blood.  Just as you can’t live without blood, you can’t live without love.  If I were to drain the blood from your body, you wouldn’t be alive.  You aren’t blood; but you can’t live without it.  If I live without love, I am nothing.
   

Unfortunately, most of us enter relationships with a different kind of image of what love can do.  We think—from a societal perspective— that love is a thing as well, a thing that happens to us or something we create.  Think about how we use the word.  We either….

See someone “falling into love”

If you go to bed with someone you are “making love”

Or even in a positive way, that home is filled “with a lot of love.”

In each case, love is the object, the thing—something we control, make or create.  The danger of this one-sided definition is that love then becomes something we use to control others just like we control the things in our lives.  When love is this thing we make, as it is portrayed on VH1 or seen on the cover of most teenage magazines, love equals control.  Love is about getting other people to do what I want when I want it.  

In society’s mind, that’s what love can do.  Love is a means to an end.  I show someone that I love them so I can have them as mine.  We hear this even in our wedding vows—“Will you take this woman—will you take this man?”  Yes and no.  

A better question would be, “Will you receive this person as a gift?”  Now that’s different.  But our tendency is to say, “She’s mine, this is my girlfriend; this is my spouse.”  

But what happens when that person doesn’t do things your way?  What if they fight back? What if they say no when you are ready to go?  In most cases today, many people are responding by becoming violent.  

In Knox County alone, 9-1-1 receives one call every 30 minutes for cases of Domestic Violence and Abuse.  1 call every 30 minutes in our county alone.  In 2005, there were 17,000 calls for domestic violence and 2,000 orders of protection for related relatives; 12 people were murdered as a result of violence and abuse.  (From the seminar sponsored by the Knox County Family Justice Center and Community Coalition on Family Violence).

Why is it happening?  We can give plenty excuses; we can identify several symptoms—genetics, family tradition, stress, anger, alcohol, drug abuse, relationship problems, what the victim has done.  But the one and only root cause is that violence is a choice: the choice to control someone and to use power and authority to get their way. 

Coincidentally violence reflects the opposite qualities of love expressed here in our text for the morning.  It’s a love of self that acts jealous, envious, angry, and controlling.  It’s the moment on the date when you say no and the guy says “Let’s keep going”; and he gets mad and frustrated.  It’s the moment in the quietness of a home that a spouse turns abusive because he knows that you don’t want to face the shame and embarrassment of telling someone.  But when they treat the other person as nothing, they themselves become no-thing.

Love Works Hard

Bt if I exhibit the qualities of love—literally a doing kind of love—Paul says we have the power to transform nothing into something, to infuse someone into nothing.  For love is not merely the quality that you bring to the table when you need to say “I do.” And love is not merely the thought in the minds of a few select people who really do like others.  

Love is what makes us who we are, and we live it out in our doing.  In verses 4-9 alone, Paul describes love not as a noun or adjective but with 15 verbs.  

Love takes plenty of work.  In every relationship, love is work.  There are just times you don’t want to be in them—friendship, courtship, Sunday School, neighborhood, marriage.  But the response to disagreement is to work.  Love does not require others to change to become like you nor does love become frustrated when others resist.  At these moments, love goes to work.  There are feelings when you love someone; and hopefully you have those too. But in order to experience those feelings, and to enjoy those moments, and to avoid the pitfalls of control, you have to work at it.  And Paul gives us a checklist for love with 15 verbs.  

Love “patients”—or “suffers long” is how the King James Version expresses it.  Love shows kindness.  

And then the negative side—what love is not.  Because just as significant as what love does is what it does not do.  

Love does not envy or literally the sense “is not jealous.”  

Love does not behave itself “unseemly” indecently.  In other words, love has standards of behavior even when you’re “in love.”  Being committed to someone else does not justify any behavior you want to have.
  Love behaves itself with those we love.  Just because someone says, “I do,” does not give us license to treat them like dirt.  Love makes us want to sacrifice and compromise more so that they can live.

Love is not easily provoked.  It is not cantankerous.  It doesn’t try to irritate people or to be irritable.  It tries to bend over backwards to show kindness and grace.  

Love thinks no evil—or does not keep score.  The mental scoreboard is not there because as Paul says love has faced up to the wrongs; it doesn’t ignore the wrongs, but it is not seeking to payback evil for evil.  As David Garland says, love absorbs evil without calculating how to retaliate.  

Love rejoices not in iniquity but rejoices in the truth.  Love rejoices in the truth.  Unfortunately believers are the worst when it comes to love.  We hear the words, “To have and to hold for better or for worse.” Suddenly those attempting to survive think they are breaking a vow when they try to seek help and protection.  But Paul says, “That’s not love.”  The other person has already broken the vow when they decided to strike, hurt, wound, and abuse you.  God wants us to confront what love can do—it can bring help and strength to survivors and change hearts and lives in ways never thought possible.

Today throughout Knoxville, several area churches are talking about the difficult issue of family violence—not merely because it’s a problem, but we as believers think we have something that could break the cycle; we have something that we think can work more than anything else.  It’s the power of love.  It’s the truth of what love really can do.  

But churches often do better at harboring abusers than survivors.  Let me share with you one story I read. (from Rev. Al Miles, Domestic Violence — What Every Pastor Needs to Know cited by Susan J. Morrison, sermon, “We are a Safe Haven,” online at http://www.lexumc.org/Oct01/HavenSermon.htm)

Kara and Rich were active church attenders.  They had been married for 16 years.  As far as I know, Rich had never cheated on Kara.  They had a teenage son, and he was active in the youth group.  They had all the signs of being good people.   

One day Kara disclosed to a coworker that Rich had abused her through their marriage.  The issue came to light when Kara was blaming herself for overcooking Rich’s steak.  (Notice, how this happens—the survivor blames herself for the other’s response).  

“I'd overcooked Rich's steak,” Kara explained to her coworker.  “It was so stupid of me; I can't do anything right. After sixteen years of marriage, you'd think a wife would know that her husband likes his meat medium rare, not well done.”  According to Kara, Rich then called her “fat and stupid” and threw the steak in the trash, and left home to eat supper at a nearby restaurant.

Kara went onto explain that Rich slapped her and spit on her.  Afterward, he would apologize, bring her flowers, and take her to a nice restaurant.  (Notice how Rich embodied the problem of the Corinthians. “Though I bring you flowers, take you to restaurants, go to church with you, but I don’t have love…..”)  

But then Rich played a spiritual trump card.  He said (misquoting scripture of course) that as a Christian wife she had to forgive him.  He was the ruler of the household and had the duty to correct her when she was wrong.  

Kara's coworker encouraged her to seek help from a pastor or Christian counselor.   Kara did not want to talk to her pastor, afraid that he would take Rich’s side.  The Christian counselor proved to be the wrong choice.  He gave her bad advice:  “Any woman who stays with a man who abuses her must either like being abused or she must be exaggerating her claims.”  

Fortunately, when she met with her pastor, he had taken some training in domestic violence assistance.  The pastor told her that she had not done anything to deserve the abuse from Rich. Domestic violence had nothing to do with physical features or talents. She could not take responsibility for her husband’s choices.  God loved her exactly the way she was. 

This is the kind of thing that love can do.  Love does not keep quiet about these kinds of matters; but love sheds light on truth, breaking the silence, and is honest enough to confront an issue.  

We do this well at First Baptist.  Through our counseling ministry (that would never give the kind of advice Kara received), our Stephen Ministry, and our Community Ministry we form a blanket of love and protection around the survivors and their families.  We encourage people to speak out and about the perplexing problem and report situations they see to the proper authorities, to ministers, and to others so that we can protect those who are surviving. 

But the best way to prevent domestic violence is for each person to do what love can do.  It starts every time we have a decision about relationships.  We don’t have to be an abuser to face the challenge of what love can do.  Every one of us can act irritably; every one of us can be mean at times; every person can be hateful.  The next time we are the ones who act irritably toward another person, we say, “That’s not what love can do.”  The next time we are preparing to respond with a rude, snippy comment belittling someone else for how they look, what they wear, how they appear, we say, “I want to see what love can do. I want to paint a picture of a new kind of living.”  

We began this sermon with the story of a hero—a man who responded, intuitively to the needs of others.  But anyone can be that kind of hero—the sacrifice that love demands for the very people we love the most, just by demonstrating what love can do.  And in so doing, we might just save a life.

I am grateful to David Garland and his insights in 1 Corinthians Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2003), 605-628; to the Knox County Community Coalition on Family Violence; and to the First Baptist Knoxville, Tennessee; and Southland Baptist Church, San Angelo, Texas, who have demonstrated to me how to rescue people from domestic abuse and continue to show what love can do.  For more information on the problem in Knox County or to receive assistance, please contact the Family Justice Center 24-hour hotline at 865-521-6336.

� Garland points to another interesting metaphor.  If I have the ability to speak incredibly or to utter a language only spoken by angels all that sounds like is a bunch of noise without love.  Even spiritual things like doing the impossible, seeing into the future, speaking the truth, and sharing generously—all are significant, all are important, in fact we need people to do all these things but without them I am nothing.  It would be the same effect as speaking into a microphone with no one to hear it.  Or in his case, sitting in a large stone amphitheater with no one present.  In Corinthian theaters, sounds were amplified by a cone shaped device made with brass that would reverberate and echo throughout the large stone performance halls and amphitheaters.  Paul said without love, I’m just an echo bouncing off the walls—hollow noise.  








� In the Corinthian church, they were dealing with a problem of a man sleeping with his stepmother.  In Paul’s definition, this is indecent.





