“Love is the Key”
1 Corinthians 13
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Bob Brownlee comments, “The institution of marriage is known to
contain complexities that sometimes defy analysis and understanding.””
How true that is!

Today our focus is on The Marriage Window. Bob Brownlee comments

that in doing the window “one is faced with difficulties of some magnitude.
Certain passages from the Song of Solomon immediately spring to mind,
but probably require windows of a substantially different size and location
than ours! .. .This window (he writes) is intended to be enjoyed, but the
enjoyment might be enhanced if the window is studied briefly. One should
examine it panel by panel, from the bottom to the top. Againsta
background of some disorder, many different possibilities are seen. With
upward progress, certain complexities increase, while others fall away.
Perhaps you can see changing relationships, depth, developing
appreciation of personality and continued need for individuality, growth,
hope and joy, fulfillment and a distant idea (perhaps not!)”, Bob writes.’
The window was created at the request of interested persons. It was
designed and constructed by Robert R. Brownlee and installed by Ted Crawford
and Terry Langham. The frame was constructed by Bob Marr. The outside

projection was installed by Karl Bergstresser. The window was given by Terry
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Langham, Lash Hansborough, Mary and Lawrence Gurley, Ardyth Waggoner,
Clo Mingo, and Shari and Gene Bosler. It was dedicated on June 7, 1981.
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Bob Brownlee is absolutely correct---any discussion of marriage in today®
atmosphere and divided viewpoints is problematic. Battles are raging across the
church and society about whether to recognize couples who are gay. So similar
is this battle to battles that raged a few years back in church and society over
whether to recognize couples who were of different races. Such debates are
important and will flesh themselves out in time---slower than many would like and
faster than others want.

One problem is that we confuse the QnstitutionOof marriage with the
relationship within marriage. Contrary to what we may want the Bible to teach---
there is little on the GnstitutionOof marriage. There is a great deal of teaching on
relationships which have a direct application to marriage no matter how marriage
is defined at a particular place and time.

We need to remember that when we reference the bible we must also
realize that for centuries the common GnstitutionOof marriage consisted of
multiple wivesN polygamyN something we have outlawed in this day and time.
The institution of marriage also encouraged and allowed the husband to have
relations and produce children with slave women and bonded servants. In the
time of Jesus among many Jews a husband could divorce his wife for a multitude
of reasons including burning dinner or because he was more attracted to

someone else. Once divorced, a woman had no rights and her only recourse



was to return to her family and if they refused her to become a prostitute. The
biblical witness spans a variety of definitions and practices in regard to marriage
and God does not seem to overtly question any of them.

What is consistent is that however a society defines marriage God has
something to say to that definition. God in fact has something to say to all our
relationships inviting us to a spiritual, more loving, and more faithful behavior in
all relationships including marriage.

We have to be careful confusing our social debates over the nature of
marriage and the religious perspectives about marriage and relationships. Itis
important for there to be a social consensus---even legal consensus on marriage.
Yet, within a given time and cultural definition of marriage, God has less to say
about the particulars and a lot to say about the nature of all relationships
including marriage.
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To get to this | want to ask a questionN what in the world got under
Sarah@® skin and what was the point of the writer in sharing this ancient story of
Abraham and Sarah. | will pick up the story from Genesis 16. Abraham had
been promised by God that he would have many, many descendants. Chapter
16 begins with the direct phrase, “Sarai, Abraham’s wife, hadn’t yet produced
a child!’®
Well, how is Abraham going to have a child if Sarah is unable to have children?
Sarai does what was accepted concerning marriage in that day and time---even

approved by God---she gives her Egyptian maid, Hagar to her husband so that

3 Peterson, Eugene, The Message, (Navpress, Colorado Springs, CO, 2002), p.40.



he can have a child by her. The text says, “So Sarai, Abram’s wife, took her
Egyptian maid Hagar and gave her to her Abram as a wife. Abram had
been living ten years in Canaan when this took place. He slept with Hagar
and she got pregnant. When she learned she was pregnant, she (Hagar)
looked down upon her mistress.

Sarai told Abram, ‘It’s your fault that I’'m suffering this abuse. | put
my maid in bed with you and the minute she knows she’s pregnant; she
treats me like I’'m nothing. May God decide with of us is right.’””

Wow! In some ways | feel a little sorry for Abram who seems to be pretty
out of it. His wife tells him it is OK to sleep with the servant girl and to have her
as wife number two and then when he complies his first wife gets angry at him!
Abram seems a little clueless here.

So what is going on in the story? No law was violatedN in fact Abram and
Sarah were just practicing the institution of marriage as it was practiced and at no
place in this narrative does God raise a question about this practice. What is
going on is that relationships are more complex and that being right or legal does
not guarantee harmony.

Well the story goes on. God speaks to Abram and tells Abram when he
was ninety-nine years old that he and Sarai were going to have a male baby.

The text says, “Overwhelmed, Abram fell on his face. % Sarai has a different
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reaction. When she overhears two angels later telling Abram that Sarai will have
a child, Sarai breaks into laughter at the thought.®

But Abraham and Sarah do have a son and name him Isaac. Yet, all is not
well on the home front. We read,

“One day Sarah saw the son that Hagar the Egyptian had borne to
Abraham, poking fun at her son Isaac. She told Abraham, “Get rid of this
slave woman and her son. No child of this slave is going to share
inheritance with my son Isaac!’”

So Abraham cast Hagar and her son Ishmael into the desert---his heart
was not in it---and he asked God to protect them. God indeed did watch over
Hagar and Ishmael but the division the story talks about exists today for Hagar
and Ishmael are the forebears of Islam.

My point is that relationships are more complex than just doing the right
and correct things.
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In the time of Paul there were various traditions surrounding marriage.
Contrary to what we might think marriage and women during the Roman period
were very progressive. Roman women possessed a great deal of economic and
social liberty that spilled over into marriage. Although families played a major
role in deciding marriages marriage was respected and valued within the Roman

culture that dominated the First Century Mediterranean world.

% The Message, Genesis 18, p.43.
’ The Message, Genesis 21, p.48.



Among the Hebrews marriage was also valued with the husband being
seen as the spiritual leader and legal head of the household. Jewish families
lived by strict moral, social and religious rules. Women were considered as
second class citizens in Israel. They were not allowed to participate directly in
worship at the Temple or to participate in the synagogue. However, the fact that
women were mentioned around Jesus indicates that Jesus was elevating the role
of women and in some ways Jesus was challenging the practices of typical
Hebrew society.

Paul lived in both worldsN Rome and Israel. He was unwilling to
surrender his Hebrew roots and restated what had been taught to him---
husbands rule over wives. Yet, Paul was also influenced by Jesus and the
greater culture. So we see a movement in Paul in another direction---husbands
were to love their wives as Christ loved the church. In many ways we see in Paul
the influence of his culture, the culture he lived within and the teaching of Jesus
that elevated marriage and all relationships to a deeper, spiritual level.
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First Corinthians 13, even though it is used as a wedding text, has nothing
to do with marriage. It has a lot to do with relationships.

Paul is in the midst of a church fightN and as we know church fights can
become pretty brutal. The Corinthian letters are actually a compilation of several
letters between Paul and the Church at Corinth. That congregation was divided

and in conflict over many issues.



Previous to this section, known by us as @hapter 13Q has been a
discussion about the misuse of spiritual gifts. Paul believed that the Spirit gave
each person gift or gifts that were to be used not for personal gain but for the
purposes of God® kingdom. Apparently, in the Corinthian congregation the
various spiritual gifts were being used divisively. As we often do, various gifts
found their way onto a hierarchy of value with those possessing the more
QraluedQyifts assuming that they were better or more spiritual than those with
less QaluedQyjifts.

In the Corinthian Church those who had a spiritual experience known as
Bpeaking in tonguesOapparently believed they were on the top of the pile. Why
do | say that? | say this, because in his response to the conflict, Paul puts that
gift at the bottom of his list.

This poor congregation had divisions, arguments, power struggles, and so
forth that Paul was attempting to deal with. So in the middle of it all he reminds
them about relationships and about love.
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People have used this passage in regard to marriages because it talks so
well about love which is the foundation of all good relationships including
marriage. Love is to be the foundation of all our relationships: in the church, in
family, in marriage, in society and even in regard to our enemies.

Thus Paul® mini-sermon is one that we should take to heart--- apply to all

relationships----repeat often. When this idea of love is applied to marriage,



marriage moves from being legal and institutional to a spiritual dimension---dare |
say Gacrament®

Many years ago | had the privilege of getting to know the Counsels. They
were both near 100 and had been married over 80 years. They had weathered
the ups and downs, maintained their sense of humor, and truly were a reflection
of the best about marriage. As | got to know them | discovered that they
reflected the principles Paul lifted up in this Corinthian passage (one | will read to
close in a few moments).

Mr. Council had reached a time in his life when he had pretty much lost his
hearing----Mrs. Council had reached a time in her life when she had pretty much
lost her ability to see. One day they were laughing about this and commented
that the two of them make a good whole. They then described what it was like
to do laundryN something they did together.

Mrs. Council, laughingly, said that doing laundry was a real challenge. @
can®see the dial and he can®hear the buzzerO @ut,Qshe went on, Qve have
become a pretty good team---when | hear the buzzer | give him a poke and he
resets the dials or takes the laundry from the washer to the dryer. We work
together pretty well but you should see us cook!!!O

Whether intentionally or not the Councils had employed the ideas of Paul
in all their relationships. They were among the most peaceful, centered persons

| have ever known. So here again Paul® words:



Love never gives up,

Love cares more for others, than for self.
Love doesn’t want what it doesn’t have.
Love doesn’t strut,

Doesn’t have a swelled head,

Doesn’t force itself on others,

Isn’t always “me first”.

Love doesn’t fly off the handle,

Doesn’t keep score of the sins of others,
Doesn’t revel when others grovel,

Takes pleasure in the flowering of truth,
Puts up with anything,

Trusts God always,

Always looks for the best,

Never looks back,

But keeps going to the end.”

Perhaps if we seriously put such things into practice our world, our churches, our

relationships, and our lives would be richer. As Paul said, Qove never endsO



