
 

 

And these three remain, faith, hope and love, and the greatest of these is love (1 Corinthians 13 v 13)  

So writes the apostle Paul in one of the most famous parts of the New Testament in 1 Corinthians 13.  As we 

continue in the Sundays after Trinity, we also see here something of the trinity that Paul shares with us in 

the way of ‘faith, hope and love’. The trinity of Father, Son and Holy Spirit points us to the relationships 

within the nature of God.  In the same way Paul recognised that our relationship with God, with people and 

with the world has within it a sense of God’s presence as well.  But of all the three words that Paul could 

have used in order to share with us his understanding of faith in Jesus, why might he use these three?  

Of course, we don’t know, but they do sum up his understanding of God. For Paul, faith is central, and faith 

in Jesus is vital. This comes from his encounter with Jesus on the road to Damascus when as one of the chief 

critics of the emerging group of Christians, Saul does all that he can to destroy what to him is a heretical sect.  

He is a good Pharisee, working on the way of the Law that God gave to Moses which was the mark of the 

Covenant that God made with his people. It did not occur to Saul that the stories about Jesus might be true. 

Until that is when he has to go to Damascus. It is on that road and on that journey that he encounters Jesus, 

in the darkness of blindness he hears Jesus voice and finds a new way of discerning God in the world.  For 

Paul it is this faith that is vitally significant.  We are saved he says by being ‘justified by faith’, when, ‘we have 

peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ’ (Romans 5 v 1).  Paul sees that we cannot earn salvation just 

by doing good works but we engage with salvation through what God has done and through what God is 

doing. How we act and what we do emerges out of the faith that we find as well as the characteristics that 

make us who we are, just as it was for Saul/Paul.  

The second part of Paul’s trinity is hope.   Hope plays a large part in human flourishing.  What though do we 

hope in?  I suppose in many ways what we hope for changes throughout our lives. That was definitely the 

case for Paul who kept some of the same hopes as before he met with Jesus, but they were seen in a new 

way. The transformation for Paul was about what he hoped for and what he hoped in. As he says in Romans 

5 v 3 – 5 ‘And not only that, but we also boast in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance, 

and endurance produces character, and character produces hope, and hope does not disappoint us, because 

God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been given to us’.   And hope 

does not disappoint us. Paul had found a hope in the way that God had spoken and now he had found a hope 

in the way that God was speaking. Sometimes hope seems far away but it is always there and hope in God 

does not disappoint us.  

We then come to the third part of Paul’s trinity. Paul says ‘and the greatest of these is love’. Paul tells us that 

God’s love has been ‘poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been given to us (Romans 5 v 

5). Here Paul points to a continual process, not a one off event.  Just as when Jesus was speaking to the 

woman at the well when he talks of ‘living water springing up to eternal life’ (John 4 v 14) so Paul talks of the 

flow of God’s love into the life of the world. For John ‘God is love, and those who live in love live in God and 

God lives in them’ (1 John 4 v 16} which parallels Paul seeing love as the greatest gift.   

But what is love? We know it when it is there but it takes our lifetime to work out what it is.  For the writers 

of the bible love is the way that God shows his way to our world and in that Jesus too shows God’s love which 

carries us into our future.  When I was at university many years ago, we had a start of term service at the 

chaplaincy which was called ‘Faith and the unknown future’. I can’t remember what was said but I can still 

remember the title.  Paul could have said the same on the road to Damascus and we can say that same 

throughout our lives as we don’t know what tomorrow will bring.  What we can know though is that we are 

held ‘in the hollow of God’s hand’ and that our unknown future is secure in God’s keeping who shares with 

us Paul’s trinity of ‘faith and hope and love’. Let us always remember that as Paul writes to the Corinthian 

church, we ‘look in a mirror dimly and one day face to face. Then we will know fully even as we are fully 

known’.  Here is love, which is the gift of God which will be with us for ever and will one day lead us to know 

fully the love which is in God. No wonder Paul saw love as the greatest gift – but the other two have an 

impact on us and on our world as well!  



   


