
 

“Without Love, All Is Worthless” 
(1 Corinthians 13:3) 

 
 
 

Introduction:  Love is a precious gift.  I think we would all agree.  One of the greatest blessings God gives us 
to enjoy in this world is to have someone to love and to be loved by in return.  Husbands, what a blessing it is 
to have a wife to love and to receive love back from her.  Wives, what a blessing it is to have a husband to 
love and to be loved by in return.  Parents, the same is true for you.  You shower your children with 
affection, because you love them so much, and what a blessing it is to have them return your love.  Children, 
it is a special gift from God to have parents who love you and that you can love.  It is a blessing to have 
brothers and sisters, uncles and aunts, grandfathers and grandmothers to love and to be loved by.  It is also a 
blessing to have spiritual brothers and sisters who love us in the body of Christ.  But the greatest blessing of 
all is to be loved by God, and to love Him back with the same kind of supernatural love.  Paul says that it is 
the greatest blessing the Spirit of God has to give, greater even than all of His charismatic gifts which 
themselves were great blessings.  It is what Paul calls “a still more excellent way” (1 Cor. 12:31), because to 
have this love is to have eternal life, while not to have it, even though you might have all of the charismatic 
gifts of the Spirit, is to be spiritually dead.   
  But this love is important for another reason.  It is that which gives life to everything we do.  It is that 
without which all we do has no value in the eyes of God.  Paul tells us in Galatians 5:6 that faith works by 
love.  Without this love there is no true faith, which means that  
 
  Without this love, nothing we do, not even the greatest of our sacrifices, will be acceptable to God.  
Paul writes, “If I give all my possessions to feed the poor, and if I deliver my body to be burned, but do not 
have love, it profits me nothing.”   
 
I.  First, we need to realize that it is possible to do what God commands us to do without this love.  Just 

because we do something which looks outwardly good, doesn’t mean that it is inwardly good.  Let’s 
consider the two examples Paul gives us here.   
A.  First, he says, “If I give all my possessions to feed the poor . . . but do not have love, it profits me 

nothing.”   
1.  Now we would all agree that to feed the poor is a good work.   

a.  One of the things which Jesus will reward His people for on the day of judgment is the fact that 
when they saw their brethren in need, they helped them.  He will say, “For I was hungry, and 
you gave me something to eat; I was thirsty, and you gave Me drink. . . .  To the extent that 
you did it to one of these brethren of Mine, even the least of them, you did it to Me” (Matt. 
25:25, 40).   

b.  Love will always move us to do the right things, and one of the things it will move us to do is 
to take care of our brethren when they are in need.  John writes in 1 John 3:17, “But whoever 
has the world’s goods, and beholds his brother in need and closes his heart against him, how 
does the love of God abide in him?”   

c.  The Lord tells us that we are to show this kindness to show to all men, both to Christians and 
non-Christians alike, even to our enemies.  Paul writes, “So then, while we have opportunity, 
let us do good to all men, and especially to those who are of the household of faith,” and he 
says, “But if your enemy is hungry, feed him, and if he is thirsty, give him a drink” (Gal. 6:10; 
Rom. 12:20).   

d.  Some in the early church actually gave all that they had to meet the needs of the poor.  The 
believers of Acts 4 sold all they possessed and had all things in common in order to meet the 
needs of those Jews who had become converted at Pentecost (4:32-37).  These new believers 
needed to be discipled before they returned home, and there were many of them to take care of.   

 
2.  But even though giving to the poor is commanded, it can be done without any real love to God or 

our neighbor.   
a.  Take the example of the Pharisees.  They gave, but they gave for the wrong reasons.  Jesus 

warned His disciples against being like them.  He said, “When therefore you give alms, do not 
sound a trumpet before you, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets, that they 
may be honored by men.  Truly I say to you, they have their reward in full” (Matt. 6:2).  They 



 

gave to the poor, because they loved themselves, not because they loved the Lord or their 
neighbor.   

b.  Paul, when he was still a Pharisee and dead in his sin, could say, “As to the righteousness 
which is in the Law, [I was] found blameless” (Phil. 3:6).  Since the Law requires that we open 
our hearts to the poor, we would have to assume that Paul, even in his unconverted state, did 
this.   

c.  There were many men and women in the Middle Ages who gave up all their possessions to 
enter into the monastery to seek after heaven.  There have been many more throughout history 
who for one reason or another also gave their belongings to the poor, but did it without this 
love to God.   

d.  It is possible to do this, or anything else God requires, without love.   
 

B.  Second, he says, “If I deliver my body to be burned, but do not have love, it profits me nothing.”  A 
person may suffer even to the point of becoming a martyr for Christ without this love.   
1.  Paul tells us that every Christian will experience suffering at some point in their lives.  He wrote to 

Timothy, “And indeed, all who desire to live godly in Christ Jesus will be persecuted” (2 Tim. 
3:12).  Some will be persecuted a little, some a lot, and some even to death.   

2.  But here he tells us that someone can suffer even to the point of being burned alive for what he 
believes in, and still do it without love.   
a.  In the early church there were men called hermits who gave up everything they had to go live 

in the caves of the deserts.  They exposed themselves to extreme cold and heat, to hunger, to 
thirst, even to the lack of companionship.   

b.  I already told you of the many men and women who went into the monasteries.  Not only did 
they give up all their own possessions, but they also underwent severe discipline and suffering, 
as they tried to perfect themselves in body and spirit.   

c.  There were also many men in the Middle Ages who left everything they had to go on a crusade 
to the Holy Land and died there, because they thought that by doing so, they would receive a 
full indulgence and therefore wouldn’t have to spend any time in purgatory.   

d.  Even today, Muslims will fight in holy wars, hoping to be killed in battle, so that they can go 
straight to Paradise.   

e.  How many people have there been in the history of the world who have laid down their lives 
for a false religion, and yet did it without any sincere love for the true God in their hearts at 
all?   

f.  A true believer will be willing to suffer in this way out of love for God.  But it is also possible 
for someone who doesn’t have this love to make the same kind of sacrifice.   

 
II.  The point that Paul is making is that even the greatest sacrifices we can make will never make up 

for the absence of this love.   
A.  If these things don’t have any love in them, if that is not our motivation, they are really worthless in 

God’s eyes.   
1.  We could be the most devoted Christians in the world, carefully do everything God commands in 

the Law, read and meditate on the Bible every day, pray earnestly, and even fast frequently, but if 
we don’t have love, it won’t mean a thing to God.   

2.  We could give everything we have to feed the poor, to the point where we become poor ourselves, 
we could be persecuted for the Gospel, even to the point of becoming martyrs, but if we don’t 
have love, it is worthless.   

3.  If we owned the whole world, all of its wealth and glory, and gave it all to God, but didn’t have 
love, He would not accept it.   
a.  God doesn’t need any of these things.  If He did, then these sacrifices might mean something to 

Him.  But He doesn’t.  He doesn’t need anything.  What He is most concerned about is our 
heart.  Remember what He said to Samuel, when Samuel was looking at Eliab, Jesse’s son, as 
the next possible king?  He said, “Do not look at his appearance or at the height of his stature, 
because I have rejected him; for God sees not as man sees, for man looks at the outward 
appearance, but the LORD looks at the heart” (1 Sam. 16:7).   

b.  The things we give to the poor, or the sacrifices we make for Christ might be of some benefit to 
those we give them, but they are meaningless to God, if we do not do them out of a genuine 
love for Him borne from the Spirit’s work.   



 

 
B.  It is the motive behind our giving that makes the gift, that makes it acceptable to God.   

1.  When you buy candy from a machine, do you thank the machine for that candy?  No.  When you 
drive your car to work, do you thank your car for taking you there?  No.  Why not?  The machine 
doesn’t give you candy because it loves you, nor does the car take you to work because it loves 
you.  They are only doing what they were made to do.  When they do these things there is no 
motivation behind their actions.  What they do, they do for no reason.  They are not trying to do 
something good for you.  That is why you don’t thank them.  You see, the motive behind an action 
makes a big difference.   

2.  But of course, we are not machines.  Everything we do has a motive behind it.  But our motive 
must be love for God, if what we do will be accepted by Him.   
a.  If we make some great sacrifice, but we do it for someone or something else, we are not really 

offering anything to God.  Or if we think we are doing it for Him, but we really don’t have any 
true love in our hearts for Him, then we are really not giving Him anything.   

b.  Husbands, if your wife cooked your favorite meal for you, but you knew that she really didn’t 
do it out of any love for you, would her good deed make you happy?  On the other hand, if she 
tried her best to cook that meal you really enjoyed because she loves you, and it turned out 
awful, wouldn’t that still make you happy?  It’s not so much how what she does turns out, but 
the motive behind what she does.  Remember the old saying, “It’s the thought that counts.”  
Love is what makes the difference.   

c.  Love is what gives life to our faith.  It is that which gives life to our actions.  Without this love 
the Spirit produces in our lives, anything we might offer to God will not be acceptable to Him.   

 
III.  Let’s consider for a few moments some applications of this doctrine.   

A.  First, we should examine our hearts to see whether what we are doing for the Lord we are doing 
because we love Him.   
1.  Maybe there’s a lot you do for Him.   

a.  You read your Bible everyday.  You try to do what He tells you to do.  You pray.  You have 
family worship in your homes.  You come to church on Sundays, sing songs of praise, prayer 
corporately with His people, listen to the sermons, participate in the Lord’s Supper.   

b.  During the week you are faithful to keep your house in order.  You pay your bills on time.  You 
are a hard worker at the office or at home.   

c.  You help your neighbors when they are in need.  You try to reach out to your friends, your 
neighbors and your family members with the Gospel.  You also try to help your brothers and 
sisters in Christ with their needs, and show them hospitality.   

d.  Children, you listen to your parents and try to obey them.  You work hard to learn your school 
lessons.  You do your chores around the house.  You try and play nicely with your friends.   

 
2.  But why do you do these things?  Is it because you really love the Lord and want to please Him?  

Or is it because you really love yourself and want everyone to think well of you?   
a.  Now this can be a hard judgment to make.  If we would all really be honest with ourselves, we 

would have to admit that we often don’t want to do the right things for the right reasons.  Our 
hearts are still full of sin.  We want to do wrong things, or when we do right things, we want to 
do them for the wrong reasons.   

b.  But we shouldn’t be discouraged by this.  As long as we are in the world and in this flesh, we 
will have this struggle.  Paul says that “the flesh sets its desire against the Spirit, and the Spirit 
against the flesh; for these are in opposition to one another, so that you may not do the things 
that you please” (Gal. 5:17).  The real question is, Is there any true love for the Lord in your 
heart?  Does any of your motivation come from a desire to love and serve Him?  Is there any 
sincerity at all?   

c.  If there is, then there is also true grace in your heart, there is true love.  And if there is, then 
even the little things you do for the Lord will mean more to Him than anything the wicked 
could do.  Even your giving a cup of cold water to one of Christ’s children, because he is a 
child of Christ, means more to God than a wicked man’s giving all his possessions to feed the 
poor or his body to be burned.   

d.  Yes, there will be bad motives in our hearts.  There will be hypocrisy.  But if there is genuine 
love, the Lord will be pleased, and through Jesus Christ, they will be cleansed and made 



 

acceptable to Him.   
 

B.  Second, if this love is not in your heart, what should you do?   
1.  First, you need to realize that there is nothing you can do to make up for its absence.  God will not 

accept anything that you do.   
a.  You could go to church regularly, pray without ceasing, read the Bible until you know it 

thoroughly.   
b.  You could give all your possessions to the poor, and spend the rest of your life trying to help 

those in need.   
c.  You could even do everything in your power to promote Christianity, write books to defend it, 

become a missionary to a foreign country and spend the rest of your life trying to convince 
people of its truth.   

d.  But if you don’t have love, God will not accept you or your works.  So what should you do?   
 

2.  You must turn from your works, turn from your sins, and turn to Christ.  You must believe in Him 
and trust in Him alone to make you acceptable to God.  You must come to Him that He might put 
this love in your heart, for He alone has it to give, and He gives it to whomever He wills.  You 
won’t find acceptance with God in any other way.  Jesus alone can make you acceptable to the 
Father.  He is the only way to God.   

 
C.  Lastly, this passage exhorts all of us to earnestly seek after this love and to cherish it in our hearts.   

1.  As I said before, all Christians have it, but not all have it in the same degree.  There are things we 
can do to make it stronger, and things we can do to make it weaker.  If we are faithful to read 
God’s Word, pray, worship, hear His Word preached, participate in the sacraments, and obey His 
commandments, it will usually be strengthened.  But if we neglect these things it will be 
weakened.   

2.  Let us be encouraged then by this passage to cultivate this love in our hearts.  Let us plant the kind 
of seeds that will yield this kind of a harvest.  This love is precious in God’s eyes.  It is what He 
looks for in all that we do.  May it be that when He looks at us, when He looks into our hearts, that 
He will see this love and affection and see that we truly love Him.  Amen.   


