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GRACE-FULL CARING – 1 Corinthians 13; Psalm 23 
Becky Douglass (09/10/2022) 

 

Our Bible readings this morning are probably the two most well-known chapters in the Bible. Many 

people who have never attended church outside of a wedding or a funeral are probably familiar with 

them. I am sure many of you memorised them as children and could probably still recite them today. 

And there is a good reason for this. The most basic human need and longing is for love and care. 

Research has shown that babies who are given everything they need to thrive physically will die if 

they are not held and loved. We are made in the image of a God who is three-in-one, Father Son 

and Spirit. In ways we will never understand, He has existed for all eternity in a relationship of 

mutual love and dependence between the three persons of the Trinity. These chapters give us a 

glimpse of this love of God and invite us to receive it and reflect it in our relationships. This morning, 

they will help us as we think about caring for each other as we age. 

One of the most difficult aspects of ageing is that there will come a time when we can no longer 

care for ourself. This is hard for both those who need to receive care and for those who will need to 

give it. In a society that values independence, skill and self-assurance, admitting you can no longer 

make it on your own can feel shameful. Added to this is the reality that some of the areas where 

help is needed are very private. For instance, one of the first areas which often degenerates is the 

ability to control our bowels and bladder. This is an area we worked hard to control as a young child. 

Failure was shameful. Success was considered a major milestone in our development as an 

independent person. Once this is under control, it becomes something you don’t talk about in polite 

society, and it is hidden from view. As incontinence develops, all this is ripped apart as we have to 

admit we can no longer control these basic functions, and we must once again ask others to help 

us. We have to invite others into this most private area of our lives. The feeling of vulnerability is 

understandable. 

But those who are giving care also feel vulnerable. They are often thrust into the role with little 

warning or preparation and must work out how to do it as they go along. The level of care needed 

can be overwhelming and mean they have little time for anything else. The emotional weight of 

watching a loved one struggling is real. And when the carer is no longer able to handle the 

responsibility on their own, the disappointment and guilt and shame at this inability can prevent 

them from getting the help they need until it becomes a crisis.  
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The need for love 

How can we approach this issue with hope? I believe it can be found in God’s grace - His wonderful 

gift of His love which is so much stronger than the romantic love or even the brotherly love which 

can fade in the face of the difficulties of diminishing capabilities. As we look at 1 Corinthians 13, we 

can see what this love looks like. It tells us what this love is not – it is not envious, boastful, 

arrogant, rude, selfish, irritable, resentful, or spiteful. Life becomes very difficult if either the giver or 

the receiver of care acts in these ways. It can become a downward spiral where the receiver feels 

demeaned, and the care becomes a burden. No one can thrive in this situation. On the other hand, 

it tells us what God’s love is – it is patient, kind, truthful, longsuffering, trusting, hopeful, persevering, 

and everlasting. This kind of love can carry both sides through the most difficult of circumstances. 

However - and this is a big caveat! - this kind of love is impossible for us to maintain without the love 

of God within us. As I was looking at this list, I was impressed with how much it overlaps with 

Galatians 5. There we read: 

Now the works of the flesh are evident: … enmity, strife, jealousy, fits of anger, rivalries, 

dissensions, divisions, envy… But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 

goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control … (Galatians 5:19-23) 

This makes it clear than on our own, we tend towards the “works of the flesh” which destroy people 

and relationships. But as we allow the Spirit to work in our lives, we will begin to show the qualities 

of love which can build up people and build strong relationships. In fact, it is helpful to think of the 

relationship between the one giving and the one receiving care as being a relationship of three 

people. God, through His Spirit, gives His love to each one of us and then we are enabled to pass 

that love on to one another. It is the responsibility of all involved to be seeking to act in love to the 

best of their ability and allow God to keep them in His love.  

When this happens, I believe it changes the dynamics of the care situation. It is no longer all about 

the strong person doing all the giving and caring the weight of the responsibility and the weaker 

person doing all the receiving and being demeaned by it Now, caring involves walking through the 

situation together, helping each other to overcome the difficulties, in the context of God’s love. I saw 

a lovely example of this working on a small scale when I visited Yallambi this week. There were two 

young physios helping a woman who was partially paralysed to do some exercises and go for a 

walk. The physios were patient and encouraging and gave her their complete attention while they 

were with her. They acknowledged how hard she was working and kept reminding her of how far 

she had come. On her part, the woman was listening to the instructions and was fully cooperating. 

When they were finished, she thanked them profusely and told them to have a good weekend and 

get some rest. All were working together with respect and care for each other. It was an 

encouraging thing to see. 

I do want to acknowledge at this point that with some degenerative conditions which affect the mind 

and the ability to control emotions and actions, there may come a time when a previously loving and 

gracious person may change and become difficult and angry and fearful. We will talk more about 

this next week, but when a person is no longer in control, that is when those around need special 

grace from God, and much support from their wider community to continue to love and care in spite 

of what is happening. 
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The need for caring 

So, then the question becomes: As people age, how do we care for people? What do they need? I 

think the 23rd Psalm can help us here. The picture of a shepherd caring for the sheep is one often 

used in the Bible. It is a concrete way to think about the love and care God gives us and how we in 

turn can care for others. Here we see that care involves both provision and protection.  

The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. 

He makes me lie down in green pastures. 

He leads me beside still waters. (v. 1,2) 

These verses describe the provision for physical and logistical needs. The shepherd orders the 

sheep’s life, moving them around and giving them food. Why? Because they cannot reliably provide 

these things for themselves. As we age, we also need help with these kinds of things. We may need 

help buying, preparing or eating food. We may need someone to clean the house or mow the lawn. 

We may need a lift to the doctor. We may need help with hygiene or mobility. Often, these needs 

are relatively easy to see. Beyond family and friends, we are blessed in this country to have 

government support programs to help. There are people like Val and Cathy who help meet these 

needs for people living at home and we have many good nursing homes for those with greater 

needs. The systems are not perfect! We could do so much better, but people don’t have to deal with 

these needs alone. 

The physical needs are easy to see, and they often take up so much time and energy that we don’t 

see beyond those. However, we are not just a body, we also have mental, emotional, and spiritual 

needs. David goes on to address these needs. 

He restores my soul. 

He leads me in paths of righteousness for his name's sake. (v.3) 

As we age, we still need to laugh and to cry, to remember and to imagine, to enjoy music and art 

and dance, to talk to and hear from God, to celebrate our salvation and learn how it applies to our 

changing life. We need to be listened to and told we are loved and know that we still have value as 

a person. As our body fades away, we need to know that we are not fading away as well. There 

may come a time when our physical needs require us to be in full-time care in a nursing home. 

When this happens, family and friends can feel shut out and that there is little they can do anymore. 

But they are the ones who are best at meeting our emotional and spiritual needs. They know us and 

can provide a link to our past and the wider community of which we have been a part. There is a 

history there on which to draw even as the present becomes difficult. They, more than anyone can 

assure us that it is good that we are still alive.  

The good shepherd provides, but He also protects and so must we. 

Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, 

I will fear no evil, for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me. (v. 4) 

This talks about facing death and crisis times which is easier when we are not alone. However, I 

think it also addresses the smaller fears that we encounter in everyday living. As we age, we face 

many hazards, from tripping over a rug to being scammed over the phone. Those around us can 

watch out for us and if they are approachable, they can make it easier to ask for help when we are 

confused or feel unsafe. I am glad my son doesn’t get frustrated with me when I ask stupid 

computer questions! This is particularly relevant today when life is changing so quickly and in such 

significant ways. Many of our elderly people are afraid in a world they can no longer understand. It 

is easier for them to withdraw so they don’t have to deal with it.  
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But this withdrawal brings its own problems of isolation and loneliness. Caring seeks to bring people 

out of their isolation.  

 You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies; 

 you anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows. (v. 4) 

In this verse, David changes from looking at the shepherd and the sheep and instead talks about a 

host who welcomes and honours the one who feels insignificant. In the context of which we are 

talking, I see a picture of a banquet full of loud, confident youths. In the corner is the hesitant, older 

person, not sure they really belong there. So often, as we age, we seem to become invisible to 

those younger than ourselves, don’t we? But the host makes a point of setting a special table for the 

older person, anointing their head (a gesture of welcome and honour) and ensuring their cup is 

always full. The host makes sure that the older person is seen and valued. Everything I have seen 

or read lately which focusses on the elderly brings out that many if not most of them are struggling 

with isolation and depression. Caring involves doing whatever we can to protect people from the 

despair of feeling that there is no place for them and no reason to keep trying.   

The need for God 

A good caring situation is one in which there is love and respect on the part of those needing care 

and those providing care. But we are only human. There are limits to what we can do as we seek to 

provide the love and care which is needed. God is key in helping the giver and receiver of care to 

live in love, but He is also directly involved in the caring. I love this quote from Isaiah where God 

tells His people of His care. 

… I have cared for you since you were born. Yes, I carried you before you were born. 

I will be your God throughout your lifetime - until your hair is white with age. 

I made you, and I will care for you. I will carry you along and save you. (Isaiah 46:3,4) 

God is an active participant in our care as we age – even if we don’t realise it. If we go back to the 
23rd Psalm, we’ll see that David puts it this way: 

Surely goodness and mercy shall follow (or pursue) me all the days of my life … (v.6) 

God’s love pursues us! He doesn’t just tag along behind us; He seeks us out to give us His 
goodness and mercy. His goodness always gives us what is best for us, and His mercy gives this to 
us even though we don’t deserve it. He loves to love us and care for us no matter our situation. 

As many of you know, my dad suffered from Parkinson’s Disease. About three years ago, this 
began to cause serious physical and mental issues for him. My stepmother, Joan, worked hard to 
care for him, but the level of care needed was increasingly difficult for her to manage. She has her 
own physical and mental issues and the combination of all this made the situation very concerning 
for me. It was very difficult being so far away and able to do very little to improve the care dad was 
receiving or provide support for Joan. Most of the time, all I could do was pray for them and entrust 
them to God’s care. And although it continued to be a difficult situation, I did see God intervene in 
some wonderful ways. Joan’s cousins who live in Coffs Harbour were able to work with Joan in 
ways she would never have received from me. When it reached the breaking point and Joan 
needed to go into hospital herself, a place in a nursing home was miraculously opened up within a 
day of it being needed. It was originally just an emergency placement, but it was eventually possible 
for it to transition to a permanent placement. The timing was such that I was able to fly up to Coffs 
Harbour for the day once a week while Joan was in the hospital so that I could help dad get settled 
in. When I couldn’t be there, and when the nursing home went into lockdown due to COVID, one of 
Joan’s cousins was able to visit dad because she was an essential volunteer, helping to feed 
residents. This cousin and her husband are wonderful Christians, and they spent many hours with 
dad, reading the Bible and praying with him over the final four months of his life while he was in the 
nursing home. This was a particular answer to my prayers as dad had told me he had no one to talk 
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with about Christian things and this made him very sad and lonely. It wasn’t an easy time, but God 
was at work, caring for dad throughout his final days. Goodness and mercy pursued him all the days 
of his life. 

… and I shall dwell in the house of the Lord forever. (v.6) 

Sometimes this is interpreted as a promise of heaven. However, the term “house of the Lord” is 
never used in the Bible to talk about heaven but rather to talk about the temple or God’s presence 
here on earth. No matter what happens, how hard it is to allow others to help us or how hard it is to 
be a carer, we have the promise that we can live in God’s presence. I remember dad telling me 
about a year before he died that sometimes he felt like he was enveloped in God and every breath 
he took he was breathing in God. At this point, he could no longer do the in-depth Bible study he 
used to do. He struggled to even read his Bible with understanding. But as everything else was 
stripped away, God’s presence remained, and he became more and more aware of it. I know that 
as I sought to care for him from a distance and had to rely on God’s care for him, I learned new 
things about trusting God and I was aware of His active presence in new ways. This will be different 
for everyone, but I would encourage you that God will never leave you. Even if dementia or 
exhaustion from caring rob us of the time and capacity to connect with Him in the normal ways, God 
will find ways to let us know He is with us and that He sees us and our situation – whether we are 
giving or receiving care.  

Conclusion 

I know that I have just scratched the surface of the complexities of the need to accept and give care 
as we age. I am encouraged that knowledgeable Christians are exploring and writing about and 
developing programs to help in this area. I believe that as Christians we can face this with real hope 
– acknowledging the challenges but seeing the love of God as a gift which makes it possible to 
navigate these challenges.  

I also believe that as a church, we can have a transformative role. We can support those who are 
carers with our prayers and practical assistance – no one should ever feel like they are facing this 
alone. We can show love to those who are feeling the distress of diminishing capabilities and help in 
the caregiving by providing a safe and loving environment in which all know they are respected and 
valued even as their capacities change. At our last elders meeting, we spent time thinking and 
praying about what more we can do to be active in this area. The needs are significant among our 
own congregation, but even more so in the wider community. Will you join with us in praying and 
asking God to show us what we more we can do? If you have and thoughts or suggestions, I would 
love to talk with you. 


