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THE GREATEST OF THESE IS LOVE 

SUNDAY 16 FEBRUARY 2020 

REV TIM PERKINS 

 

“I want to know what love is. I know you can show me.” Those of you who know 

your music will be able to tell what decade I grew up in by the fact that I’m using the 

lyrics of a song by Foreigner as a sermon illustration! Just to confirm that, another of 

the songs I grew up listening to was called “What’s love got to do with it?” by Tina 

Turner. In it she sings, “What’s love got to do with it? What’s love but a second hand 

emotion? What’s love got to do with it? Who needs a heart when a heart can be 

broken?” 

 Do you know I could probably write a whole sermon about love simply by 

using the lyrics of songs because there are so many that have tried to capture 

something of this quality that lies at the very heart of what it means to be human. In 

fact, I nearly decided to use a video clip from the film Moulin Rouge where Ewan 

McGregor and Nicole Kidman sing to each other a song entirely made up of lines 

from other famous love songs but bits of it weren’t particularly appropriate for a 

Church service! Maybe that’s a challenge for another day! I will restrict myself to 

one more song – but we’ll get to that in a few minutes. 

 However, I do want to consider this thing we call “love.” And I want to do so 

for a couple of reasons. First, because the concept of love is fundamental to our 

understanding of God and how God relates to the world in which we live. In our 

Baptism Service we use these words: “In your baptism, the word of Scripture is 

fulfilled: ‘We love, because God first loved us.’” If that is true then it simply has to be 

the case that our human experiences of love should be a reflection of the love of God 

for us. 

 But the second reason for considering the quality of love this morning is that as 

we come to the end of this block of theme preaching, where we are considering the 

question, “what does it mean to grow in Christ?” St Paul offers us the answer that it 

is all about love. How do we experience the love of God? How do we live out the 
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love of God as individuals? And how does the love of God come to define our 

communal relationships? Perhaps another way of putting that is to say that love is the 

fulfilment of what it means for us to be part of the Body of Christ. And if that is the 

case then it means that the Church should be a place where everyone finds a 

welcome; where relationships of deep love and fellowship are developed; where 

every individual’s unique gifts and offerings are accepted and everyone’s stories are 

heard and valued.  

 And if this Church is going to be a place like that then we need to reflect 

something of God’s love through how we relate to, treat and serve other people, not 

just in here, but out there too. And that brings me back to our song lyrics; “I want to 

know what love is” & “what’s love got to do with it?” 

 We all know that there are different types of love expressed in our world. In 

the case of Tina Turner’s song “love” is a purely physical act. But then it is well 

documented that she is a woman who has experienced all sorts of abuse throughout 

her life so it is hardly surprising that her lyrics reveal a deep struggle with the 

emotional side of love. 

 Foreigner’s song on the other hand expresses the most deeply seated human 

desire – the need to be truly loved by someone else, yet they portray an uncertainty 

about the characteristics of the love we are all searching for. And often, it is that very 

search and longing which turns our human expressions of love into something that is 

all about us. It becomes about satisfying our own needs and that leads us to a place 

where we take first and give second. Is that really what love is about? I think we all 

know there is a more noble version of love than that. 

 And that brings me to one other love song that I grew up with. It is one of the 

most popular songs in the history of modern music. For a love song it is remarkable 

that the word “love” only occurs in it three times. Yet it describes as well as any song 

I know the type of love that St Paul talked of in the passage we heard from 1 

Corinthians 13. Any ideas what it might be? Let’s have a brief listen shall we?  

(Play “Everything I do, I do it for you” by Bryan Adams) 
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 Now I do not think that song stayed at No. 1 in the charts for so long simply 

because Bryan Adams was popular. Neither was it just because it was the theme tune 

to the biggest grossing film of that year, “Robin Hood; Prince of Thieves.” Though I 

know some people who would say that Kevin Costner had something to do with it!  

The song was so popular because it resonated deep within the hearts of people 

about the type of love they would like to receive from others and the type of love that 

ultimately, they would give for their loved ones. It is a song about sacrifice. It is the 

exact opposite of the selfish love that takes rather than gives. It puts the needs of the 

other first and in so doing it perfectly reflects the type of love that Paul says God has 

for us.  

 “Look into my eyes & you will see what you mean to me.” It is not about the 

person singing but about the one being sung to. “Everything I do, I do it for you – 

take my life – I would give it up, I would sacrifice.”  

 Picture in your minds for a moment the scene so often depicted in stained glass 

windows of Jesus carrying the cross to the place of his own execution. And as you 

look at that scene, listen to these words of his: “Greater love has no one than this 

that they lay down their life for their friends.” 

 God’s love for us is all about sacrifice. Jesus died that we might live. Perhaps 

the most famous words in the whole of the Bible put it this way: “For God so loved 

the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not 

perish but have eternal life.” God’s love for you and I came at such great cost. And 

the love that God calls us to reflect is one that challenges our need to be the centre of 

attention. It calls us to humble ourselves and put the needs of others above our own 

needs.  

And so we hear the words of the greatest love song ever written, words that 

have stood the test of time, words that are read at most marriage ceremonies and yet 

words that are not about romantic love at all. They describe the type of love that 

should be experienced first and foremost within church communities and expressed 

by church communities towards those who have never experienced this type of love 

before:  
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“Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. 

It is not rude, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of 

wrongs. Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. It always protects, 

always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres. Love never fails.” 

 Our song from Foreigner states, “I want to know what love is. I want you to 

show me.” Bryan Adams replies, “Everything I do, I do it for you.” St Paul says to 

each one of us here, “If you really want to know what love is then you have to look to 

God because it is defined by God’s self-sacrifice through Jesus.” In fact, if you take 

Paul’s description of love and substitute the word “love” with the word “Jesus” it 

still makes perfect sense. But then try putting your own name in instead and you will 

very quickly realise just how much you need God’s love to transform you. 

 I want to finish this morning with a story that might inspire us to examine 

ourselves and our church afresh in the light of God’s love. It’s a story which might 

act in the same way that Paul’s words to the Corinthian church did – as a mirror to 

challenge our attitudes and behaviours. It’s a true story recounted by John Ortberg in 

his book, “Love beyond Reason.” It’s about a prostitute called Agnes who ran into a 

preacher called Tony Campolo. 

 “Travelling in Hawaii but still on Eastern Standard Time, Tony wandered into 

a diner at 3.00am. The only other customers were a group of prostitutes who had 

finished for the night, one of whom, Agnes, mentioned that tomorrow was her 

birthday and that she had never in her life had a birthday party. 

 After they left, Tony found out from Harry, the guy behind the counter, that 

they came each night to this diner. Tony asked if he could come back the next night 

and throw a party for Agnes. Harry said okay, but only on the condition that his wife 

do the cooking and he be allowed to make the cake. 

 Tony says, ‘At 2.30 the next morning, I was back at the diner. I had picked up 

some decorations at the local store and had made a sign that read, ‘Happy Birthday 

Agnes!’ 

 The woman who did the cooking must have gotten the word out on the street, 

because by 3.15 every prostitute in Honolulu was in the place. At 3.30 the door of the 
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diner swung open and in came Agnes and her friend. I had everybody ready, and 

when they came in we all screamed ‘Happy Birthday!’ 

 Never have I seen a person so flabbergasted. Her mouth fell open, and her legs 

buckled. When we finished singing, her eyes moistened; when the cake was brought 

out, she started to cry. Harry gruffly mumbled, ‘Blow out the candles, Agnes. Come 

on! If you don’t blow out the candles. I will.’ Finally, he did. The cutting of the cake 

took even longer. ‘Cut the cake Agnes. We all want some cake.’ ‘Look, Harry, is it 

OK if I keep the cake a little while; if we don’t eat it straight away?’ 

 ‘Sure. If you want to keep it, keep it. Take the cake home if you want.’ ‘Can I?’ 

Then looking at me she said: ‘I just live down the street. I want to take the cake home, 

OK? I’ll be right back.’ 

 She carried that cake out the door like it was the Holy Grail. We stood there 

motionless, a stunned silence in the place. Not knowing what else to do, I broke the 

silence by saying, ‘What do you say we pray?’ 

 Looking back on it now, it seems more than strange for a sociologist like me to 

be leading a prayer meeting for prostitutes in a diner in Honolulu at 3.30 in the 

morning. But then it just felt like the right thing to do. I prayed for Agnes; for her 

salvation, that her life would be changed. That God would be good to her. 

 When I finished, Harry leaned over the counter and said with a trace of 

irritation: ‘Hey, you never told me you were a preacher. What kind of church do you 

belong to?’  

 In one of those moments when just the right words come, I answered, ‘I belong 

to a church that throws birthday parties for prostitutes at 3.30 in the morning.’ Harry 

waited a moment, and almost sneered as he answered, ‘No you don’t. There’s no 

church like that. If there was, I’d join it.’ 

 Wouldn’t we all? Wouldn’t we all love to join a church that cares so much that 

it throws birthday parties for prostitutes at 3.30 in the morning?’  

‘That’s the kind of church,’ Tony says, ‘that Jesus came to create. I don’t know 

where we got the other one that’s so prim and proper from. But anyone who reads the 

Bible knows that Jesus loved to lavish grace on those who are left out, used up and 
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put down. This is the church the way it’s supposed to be.’” (Ortberg J, Love Beyond 

Reason, P. 128-130.) 

 Is it a church that we recognise?   Amen. 

 


