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Understanding Love
Believers are to be motivated by love when serving others.

Session 8

1 CORINTHIANS 13:1-13
MEMORY VERSE: 1 CORINTHIANS 13:4

READ 1 Corinthians 13:1–14:40; 16:1-24, First Thoughts (p. 84), and Understand the Context  

(pp. 84–85). Focus on the different adjectives Paul used to describe love. Ponder how each adjective 

gives a different nuance to his description of love. 

STUDY 1 Corinthians 13:1-13, using Explore the Text (pp. 85–89). Notice that Paul intentionally 

inserted this digression about love between 1 Corinthians 12–14, which focus on divisions and 

problems within the Corinthian church. Read 1 Corinthians 16:14 and note that Paul expressed love 

at the end of his letter saturated with commands, rebukes, and exhortations.

PLAN the group time using ideas under Lead Group Bible Study (pp. 90–91), More Ideas (p. 92), and 

ideas in QuickSource to develop a plan to address the needs of your group. Other ideas to customize 

your session may be found online at Blog.LifeWay.com/ExploretheBible/Adults/LeaderExtras. 

GROW with other group leaders at the Groups Ministry blog (LifeWay.com/GroupMinistry).

GATHER the following items:   Personal Study Guides;   Pens;   Paper hearts or copies of 

paper with a heart on it. Make copies of:   PACK ITEM 8 (Handout: Paul’s List of Spiritual Gifts).  

Prepare to display the following Pack Item: and   PACK ITEM 3 (Key Verse: 2 Corinthians 5:20). 

For More Ideas (p. 92):  PACK ITEM 2 (Outline: 1,2 Corinthians);   A mirror. 
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FIRST THOUGHTS
Love is one of the most common themes found in music, literature, and 
film. Arguably, there is an angle of love in nearly every story, whether it is 
the desire for love, the loss of love, or complicated love. Love is a common 
human experience. We love family and friends, and we search for that true 
love with whom we can share our lives. 

(In PSG, p. 73) What song, movie, or book comes to your mind when you 
think about the topic of love? What line or scene stands out? How is love 
portrayed in that song or story? 

First Corinthians 13 is among the most influential and beloved chapters 
in all of Paul’s writings. It’s been the subject of thousands of sermons. It’s 
been recited at countless wedding ceremonies. In this week’s lesson, we’ll 
seek to understand Paul’s view of love as he challenged the Corinthians 
regarding the necessity of love, the nature of love, and the permanence 
of love. 

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
1 CORINTHIANS 13:1–14:40; 16:1-24

Several weeks ago, because of calendar considerations, we leap-frogged 
ahead in our study of 1 Corinthians to consider chapter 15, Paul’s teaching 
about the resurrection of Jesus. After that, we returned to our usual 
chapter-by-chapter sequence. So it’s fitting that we conclude our study of 
1 Corinthians with chapter 13 and what the apostle taught about love. As 
you may recall from last week’s study, this teaching on love falls in the 
middle of his detailed discussion of spiritual gifts (chaps. 12–14). The 
broader passage from which this week’s lesson is taken consists of chapters 
13; 14; and 16 of the epistle. The following major points about these 
chapters may be noted: 

• Love: the superior way (13:1-13)

• Prophecy: a superior gift (14:1-25)

• Order in church meetings (14:26-40)

• The resurrection (15:1-58)

• Collection for the Jerusalem church (16:1-4)

• Paul’s travel plans (16:5-12)

• Final exhortation (16:13-18)

• Conclusion (16:19-24)

KEY DOCTRINE

Kingdom
The full consummation of the 
kingdom awaits the return of 
Jesus Christ and the end of 
this age.

BIBLE SKILL

Create a compare/contrast chart to 
study a passage.

Review 1 Corinthians 13 and 
create a chart. In one column, 
list words and phrases that are 
not characteristic of love. In a 
second column, list words and 
phrases that are characteristic of 
love. What insights do you gain 
by comparing the two lists? Are 
any opposites included? What 
action gives you the greatest 
trouble? Which action do you 
find the most significant?
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As we focus our attention on love in this study, we’ll see that the main 
point Paul made was that believers are to be motivated by love when serving 
others. This principle is not only a fitting summary of 1 Corinthians 13, it 
is a terrific reminder to us of our primary takeaway from our study of this 
important letter in the New Testament.

EXPLORE THE TEXT
NECESSITY OF LOVE (1 COR. 13:1-3)

The apostle affirmed that the exercise of spiritual gifts is useless if a person 
does not have love. Throughout this lesson, “” refers to agapé in the original 
language of chapter 13. Such love is to be understood as supernatural, 
sacrificial giving of oneself to others whether they deserve it or not.

VERSE 1

Paul began with an example of an exaggeration in the use of the spiritual 
gift of tongues of men and of angels. This included the “tongues” which the 
Corinthians prized (see 1 Cor. 14); he may very well also have had in mind 
Spirit-enabled eloquence in preaching. It would be rare for a Christian to 
excel in multiple kinds of speech, earthly and ecstatic. Yet these persons 
might speak in such a way as to be full of self-importance or desire to build 
their own reputation rather than to build up others in the body of Christ. 
They were showoffs. 

Such speakers are no better off than if they were percussion 
instruments apart from a band. The terms noisy and clanging suggest 
harsh, meaningless racket. The apostle’s opening volley surely shocked the 
Corinthians, many of whom had congratulated themselves on their gift of 
languages or tongues. It was, however, just noise apart from love. 

VERSE 2

Paul next mentioned four additional spiritual gifts that can be exercised 
without love. He was likely referring to specific gifts he had listed in 12:8-10 
(see commentary in last week’s study). Prophetic powers involved speaking 
the words of God. The phrase understand all mysteries may have been a 
way of referring to the “message of wisdom” (12:8). All knowledge looked 
back on the “utterance of knowledge” (12:8). Faith is an extraordinary 
ability to trust God. The apostle gave an extreme example of what such 
faith can accomplish: so as to remove mountains. Paul almost certainly 
had in mind what Jesus had once taught about mountain-moving faith 
(Mark 11:23).

Just as the apostle had spoken about the gift of languages or tongues 
with exaggeration, so now he mentioned these additional gifts with 
hyperbole. Nobody has all knowledge or all faith. Yet even if someone, for 
example, has unlimited knowledge, unless that knowledge is exercised out 
of genuine love for others, it’s of no value. In Paul’s words, I am nothing. 

BIBLICAL 
ILLUSTRATOR

For additional context, read 
“‘Love’ in Paul’s Writings” and 
“QuickBites: Four Greek Terms 
for ‘Love’” in the Spring 2018 
issue of Biblical Illustrator. 
Available at LifeWay.com/
BiblicalIllustrator.

1 CORINTHIANS 13:1

1 If I speak in the 
tongues of men and of 
angels, but have not 
love, I am a noisy gong 
or a clanging cymbal.

1 CORINTHIANS 13:2

2 And if I have prophetic 
powers, and understand 
all mysteries and all 
knowledge, and if I have 
all faith, so as to remove 
mountains, but have not 
love, I am nothing.
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VERSE 3

The two examples Paul noted here are not so much the exercise of specific 
spiritual gifts as they are charitable self-sacrifice. Yet these sacrificial acts 
were actually done selfishly. An extreme example is giving away all I have 
to feed the poor (as Jesus asked the rich young ruler to do; Mark 10:21). 
Many Christians in Jerusalem sold their assets and gave the money to the 
apostles to use, but the sad story of Ananias and Sapphira showed that this 
could be done for the wrong reason (Acts 5:1-11). 

Paul knew from experience the meaning of the phrase if I deliver up my 
body. He had been beaten and imprisoned. But it is possible to be persecuted 
and even to be physically abused for the wrong reasons. If someone is in it 
so that they will be looked up to, they gain nothing. The manuscripts in the 
original language differ at this point. Some refer to a Christian giving his 
or her body “in order to boast,” while others refer to giving one’s body “to 
hardship” or to be burned, referring to painful martyrdom. Not everything 
that looks like Christian charity actually is charity, Paul was saying.

What steps could you take to evaluate your motivation for how you serve 
others? How can you ensure that you are using your gifts motivated by 
love, rather than some selfish motive?

NATURE OF LOVE (1 COR. 13:4-7)

VERSES 4-5

Paul provided a number of descriptions—both negative and positive—
to illustrate the nature of genuine love. The list is like popcorn flying out 
of the popper. Quickly Paul described love, what it is like and what it is 
not like. We see that the agapé he was talking about is not limited to a 
feeling or emotion. Love is a choice, that by God’s grace, believers can learn 
to exercise.

Patient. An old-fashioned translation is “longsuffering.” This means 
enduring difficult people, rather than being patient with circumstances. It 
is part of the fruit of the Spirit (Gal. 5:22).

Kind. This is similar to patience but deals with the manner with which 
we treat others more than the time it takes to deal with difficult persons. 
Kindness includes gentleness, even when correcting someone. Kindness 
and patience are closely related in the fruit of the Spirit passage.

Does not envy. Admiring others for their positive qualities or desiring 
to have such qualities for ourselves may turn into resentment or jealousy. 
If we love, we won’t be displeased by the success of others. Some of the 
Corinthians were jealous of the spiritual gifts of others (1 Cor. 14:20).

Does not … boast. This term appears only here in the New Testament. 
It means bragging about one’s own achievements. We might call such a 
person a windbag. 

1 CORINTHIANS 13:3

3 If I give away all I 
have, and if I deliver up 
my body to be burned, 
but have not love, I 
gain nothing.

1 CORINTHIANS 13:4-5

4 Love is patient and 
kind; love does not 
envy or boast; it is not 
arrogant 5 or rude. 
It does not insist on 
its own way; it is not 
irritable or resentful;
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Not arrogant. The essence of pride is self-importance and a refusal to 
submit to God or others. Love for others means we won’t be arrogant.

Not rude. Love is courteous. Rudeness is never acceptable for the one 
who loves others as Christ did. When we respect others in our attitudes and 
actions, we are showing love. Paul likely had in mind the unruly worship 
practices of the Corinthians (11:17-22).

Does not insist on its own way. Love is the opposite of putting oneself 
in first place. We are called to esteem others ahead of ourselves. Jesus’ 
incarnation and humility are the supreme example (Phil. 2:4-8).

Not irritable. Those who love aren’t touchy or easily offended. There 
is a time for righteous anger, however, when others are treated unfairly or 
oppressed.

Not resentful. Paul may have known that Jesus taught the importance 
of forgiving others “seventy-seven times” (Matt. 18:22). Love does not 
harbor grievances or resentment. 

VERSES 6-7

The positive characteristics of love that Paul mentioned are attributes of 
God Himself. “God is love” (1 John 4:8). In His earthly life and death, Jesus 
perfectly demonstrated love. On the other hand, some of the Corinthian 
believers had demonstrated what love is not, as we have seen throughout 
these lessons. Paul longed for his friends to grow in love, thereby becoming 
more like God Himself.

Does not rejoice at wrongdoing. Sadly, it seems to be human nature 
to gloat over the misfortune of others, whether disaster or evil. The 
Corinthians had been unashamed of sexual sin in their midst (1 Cor. 5:1-6). 
Those who truly love can never be happy when others fall into immorality.

Rejoices with the truth. This balances what Paul had just said. Note the 
contrast between “wrongdoing” and “truth.” Truth here must mean “living 
according to God’s truth.” Love includes being happy when we see others 
living in line with the truth of the gospel.

Bears all things. The verb is capable of two meanings. It may mean 
“endure” or “cover, protect.” If Paul meant the former, then love puts up 
with offenses. If he meant the latter, then love covers over the weaknesses 
of others. Love does not want others to be embarrassed. 

Believes all things. Obviously we are not supposed to believe what is 
false. Paul did not mean we should be gullible or easily deceived. Rather, 
when we love, we give others the benefit of the doubt rather than believing 
the worst about them. 

Hopes all things. Hope looks forward expectantly. Hope means that 
we believe God will work things for good. Setbacks and failures are not 
permanent. Christ will finish the good work He has begun in believers 
(Phil. 1:6). “Believes” and “hopes” are verb forms of the nouns “faith” and 
“hope,” which along with “love” will last forever (13:13).

Endures all things. Love is not quenched by the offenses and failings of 
others. It shows itself to be true love when it patiently puts up with people. 
Like good soldiers, we are called to endure. 

1 CORINTHIANS 13:6-7

6 it does not rejoice at 
wrongdoing, but rejoices 
with the truth. 7 Love 
bears all things, believes 
all things, hopes 
all things, endures 
all things.
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Which of the positive descriptions of love do you find the most 
challenging in your own life? What can you do to be more intentional 
about expressing love in this way? Which of the negative descriptions is 
the easiest for you? How can you be more intentional about rooting that 
characteristic out of your life?

PERMANENCE OF LOVE (1 COR. 13:8-13)

VERSE 8

Love never ends because it is rooted in the eternal God. Love existed when 
there was only God. Thus in this life, when we love like God does, we are 
engaging in an eternal activity. Moreover, the love we experience in this life 
will continue on—perfected, of course—in the eternal state. 

The apostle contrasted this eternal love to three temporary spiritual 
gifts. They belong to this life only. He had mentioned them in 13:1-2. Here 
he taught that their use is temporary, not everlasting. Prophecies will not 
be needed in eternity. The Lord God will then speak directly to His people 
because He will live with them; spokesmen on His behalf will be needless 
(Rev. 21:3). The spiritual gift of tongues will similarly be superfluous. 
Further, there will be no need of the spiritual gift of knowledge, for we will 
have direct access to God’s own knowledge. 

VERSES 9-10

Paul now keyed in on the incomplete nature of prophecy and knowledge in 
this life. God has never revealed everything to a particular prophet, or to all 
the prophets combined. Those filled with wisdom or knowledge, no matter 
how brilliant or supernaturally gifted, have never received all knowledge. 
This is simply part of the earthly human condition. At some point in the 
future, such gifts as knowledge and prophecy will come to an end. 

The apostle described this time as when the perfect comes. Perfect can 
be rendered “completeness” or “maturity” or “fulfillment.” Bible students 
have offered differing interpretations as to exactly what Paul meant. The 
death of believers, when they will be with Christ? The second coming of 
Christ? Verse 12, with its reference to “then face to face,” supports the idea 
that the time spiritual gifts will end is the Lord’s return. 

VERSE 11

Paul illustrated the distinction between the partial and the perfect by 
referring to the life of a typical person. It’s normal for a child to behave like 
a child, both in speech and thinking and reasoning. Then comes the time to 
grow up. Childhood must be left behind. Baby talk has its place for a two-
year-old. In a thirty-year-old, it’s unbecoming. 

Tongues and knowledge and prophecy are like that. They belong to 
childhood (this life) rather than adulthood (eternity). Just as we can’t 

1 CORINTHIANS 13:8

8 Love never ends. As 
for prophecies, they 
will pass away; as for 
tongues, they will cease; 
as for knowledge, it will 
pass away.

1 CORINTHIANS 13:9-10

9 For we know in part 
and we prophesy in 
part, 10 but when the 
perfect comes, the 
partial will pass away.

1 CORINTHIANS 13:11

11 When I was a child, 
I spoke like a child, I 
thought like a child, I 
reasoned like a child. 
When I became a man, I 
gave up childish ways.
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conceive of an adult resorting to baby talk (except for fun), so we shouldn’t 
imagine spiritual gifts lasting into eternity. The verb gave up suggests 
intentional decision. Paul was asking believers to recognize the futility 
of emphasizing what belongs only to this life and determine to focus on 
things eternal. 

VERSE 12

The apostle offered a second illustration of the distinction between the 
partial and the perfect. He mentioned the image seen in a mirror. The best 
mirrors available in the first century were polished metal, often brass or 
bronze. The reflection was indistinct or dim compared to the clear image 
we are accustomed to today. 

Imagine being able see a loved one only in a mirror. A reflection is a poor 
substitute for a real person. In this life, our experiences of spiritual gifts are 
like reflected images that partially reveal Christ and eternal realities. When 
He returns, we will see Him face to face. Reflected images will be unnecessary. 

Our knowledge of Christ and heavenly things in this life is genuine 
but only partial. Paul confessed that now I know in part. He longed for the 
time that I shall know fully. He and all God’s people will know the Lord 
intimately and as fully as is possible for a finite being to know Him. Paul 
added that in this life I have been fully known by Christ. Just as Christ 
already knows believers fully, so there is coming a time when, no longer 
marred by the effects of sin, we will have as full a knowledge of God as we 
can attain.  

VERSE 13

Paul concluded his teaching on love as “an even better way” (12:31) with a 
summary statement. He reminded the believers that he had emphasized 
three great virtues throughout his preaching and teaching. Now he 
declared that they last forever. Faith had been Paul’s teaching on how we 
are saved. We are joined to Christ by faith alone (Rom. 1:16-17). We live by 
faith (Gal. 2:20). Hope was Paul’s focus for discussing the future benefits of 
salvation, such as the resurrection body (1 Cor. 15). The greatness of love, 
of course, stands as the grand theme of 1 Corinthians 13.

Then Paul showed the centrality of Christian love by raising it above 
faith and hope. All three of the eternal virtues eclipse all spiritual gifts. 
Yet the greatest of these is love. Again, “God is love.” (Scripture never says 
that “God is faith” or “God is hope.”) If love is supreme, then all Christians 
have the responsibility of attempting to show in the way we live what Paul’s 
teaching has come to mean for us. 

How would you go about determining what you value the most? How do 
you face the reality that only a few things—love especially—last forever?

1 CORINTHIANS 13:12

12 For snow we see in a 
mirror dimly, but then 
face to face. Now I know 
in part; then I shall 
know fully, even as I 
have been fully known.

1 CORINTHIANS 13:13

13 So now faith, hope, 
and love abide, these 
three; but the greatest 
of these is love.
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LEAD GROUP BIBLE STUDY

FOCUS ATTENTION (FIRST THOUGHTS)

LIST: Prior to the group’s arrival, cut out paper hearts or make copies of a paper with a heart 
on it. Display the question “What is love?” somewhere in the room. As the group arrives, 
give each person a pen and paper heart (or paper with heart on it) and ask him or her to 
write a response to the question on the board on the heart. Collect the responses. 

INTRODUCE: After most have arrived, read aloud what was written on the hearts. Invite the 
group to add further responses. After responses, read aloud the paragraph on page 73 of the 
PSG about love.  

TRANSITION: While love is a common human experience, agape love is uniquely Christian. 
Agape is sacrificial giving of oneself to others, whether they deserve it or not. In this week’s 
study, we’ll seek to understand Paul’s view of agape as he challenged the Corinthians regarding 
the necessity for such love.

EXPLORE THE TEXT

GUIDE: Briefly refer to the last session about spiritual gifts, and then read 1 Corinthians 
12:31. Say: Paul wanted to show the Corinthians the way of love. Believers who use their gifts 
motivated by love will make the greatest impact.  

READ: Direct a volunteer to read aloud 1 Corinthians 13:1-3, and encourage the rest of the 
group to listen for how Paul positioned the necessity of love in regard to spiritual gifts. 

SAY: If a person does not have love, the exercise of his or her spiritual gift is useless. Love is more 
than a feeling but also a willful action. 

MINI-LECTURE: Use information in the second paragraph under Verse 1 on page 75 of the 
PSG to give a mini-lecture about the three types of love in the New Testament environment 
(agape, eros, and philia). Lead the group to come up with a working definition of agape. 

GUIDE: Briefly review Pack Item 8 (Handout: Paul’s Lists of Spiritual Gifts). Then use 
information under Verses 2-3 (PSG, pp. 75–76) to explain what it means for spiritual gifts 
to function with love. Ask: What would it look like for spiritual gifts to function without love? 
How would that change the impact of the gifts?

HIGHLIGHT: Notice that Paul positioned love as a necessity before describing what love is. 

DISCUSS: Why do you think Paul tackled these issues before describing what love is? What modern 
day priorities or activities do we elevate that Paul might have declared to be “nothing” without love? 
(PSG, p. 76)

TRANSITION: Next, Paul presented a series of descriptors to illustrate the nature of love. 

READ: Invite a volunteer to read aloud 1 Corinthians 13:4-7, as the group listens for 
characteristics of love. 
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CHART: Follow the directions in the Bible Skill activity on page 78 of the PSG to create a 
chart: Review 1 Corinthians 13 and create a chart. In one column, list words and phrases that are 
not characteristic of love. In a second column, list words and phrases that are characteristic of love. 
What insights do you gain by comparing the two lists? Are any opposites included? What action 
gives you the greatest trouble? Which action do you find the most significant?

ILLUSTRATE: Use information under Verses 4-7 (PSG, pp. 77–78) to illustrate the significance 
of each characteristic. Note that the negative descriptors connect with the lifestyle being 
exhibited by the Corinthian believers. Ask: How are these characteristics of love, negative and 
positive, demonstrated in today’s world? Encourage volunteers to name specific examples. 

SAY: God is characterized as love, and those who follow Him should exhibit that same kind of love.   

GUIDE: Point out Pack Item 3 (Key Verse: 2 Corinthians 5:20). Lead in a discussion of how 
God being love impacts our words and actions with others as His ambassadors. 

DISCUSS: How is the description of love given by Paul seen in God’s character? How does substituting 
the word “love” with “God” give you a better understanding of the relationship between the love 
defined by Paul and the character to God? (PSG, p 78)

READ: Direct someone to read aloud 1 Corinthians 13:8-13, asking the group to listen for 
Paul’s evidence that love is permanent. 

SAY: Paul contrasted love with other things valued by the Corinthians, emphasizing that of all the 
things valued on earth, only love is eternal. 

CHART: Lead the group to add to the chart additional characteristics of what love is and is 
not, based on the passage. 

EXPLAIN: Use the information under Verse 13 (PSG, p. 80) to explain the permanence of 
the virtues faith, hope, and love. Say: Believers should base their lives on things that have an 
eternal duration, with love being one such item. 

DISCUSS: What is the relationship between faith, hope, and love? Can a person have faith, hope, 
and love apart from a relationship with Jesus? Explain. (PSG, p. 80)

SUMMARIZE AND CHALLENGE (IN MY CONTEXT)

REVIEW: Recall the paper heart exercise completed at the beginning of the session. Invite 
volunteers to answer the question “What is love?” with new insights gained during the 
study. Read the three bulleted statements under In My Context (PSG, p. 81).

CHALLENGE: Call attention to the second question set under In My Context in the PSG on 
page 81: As a group, identify actions the group needs to take to better demonstrate the kind of love 
described in this passage. List one thing you can do to help your group better demonstrate this kind 
of love.

PRAY: Close in prayer, asking God to help the group act on the actions identified during  
the session. 
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PRACTICE
• Focus your mind and heart this week on the agape love described by Paul in  

1 Corinthians 13. As you study, examine your motives for serving in the church. To 
what extent do your motives align with the teachings of Paul in 1 Corinthians 13?

• Contact the group during the week, reminding them to use their gifts motivated by 
love. Pray for them as they serve others through love. 

• Affirm people who are leading in other areas of the church who at one time were part 
of your group by sending them a note of appreciation. Make sure to include them in 
any future fellowship or ministry activities planned by your group.  

MORE IDEAS
FOCUS ATTENTION (FIRST THOUGHTS)

To supplement the Focus Attention activity, lead group members to reflect on the theme 
of love in music, literature, and film. Discuss: What song, movie, or book comes to your mind 
when you think about the topic of love? What line or scene stands out? How is love portrayed in 
that song or story? (PSG, p. 73)

EXPLORE THE TEXT

• To supplement the discussion of 1 Corinthians 13:1-3, direct attention to Pack Item 2  
(Outline: 1,2 Corinthians) and point out that Paul intentionally inserted a discussion 
of love in his comments about spiritual gifts within the Corinthian church. Lead 
the group to consider how love affects our use of spiritual gifts and how, when used 
properly, spiritual gifts can bring unity to a church.

• To enhance your discussion of 1 Corinthians 13:4-7, direct attention to the memory 
verse for the week (1 Cor. 13:4). Invite volunteers to share testimonies of how they have 
experienced love as described in the verse. Be prepared to share your own testimony. 

• To illustrate 1 Corinthians 13:8-13, display a mirror. Focus on verse 12. Discuss how a 
reflected image is imperfect and only represents the reality of what it projects. Compare 
a reflected image to seeing face to face. 

SUMMARIZE AND CHALLENGE (IN MY CONTEXT)

Refer to the chart developed during the session, which lists words and phrases that are 
characteristics of love. Then lead the group to complete the first question set under In My 
Context in the PSG on page 81: Read 1 Corinthians 13:4-7 and replace the word “love” with your 
name. What actions do you need to take to make what you just read true?

SUGGESTED MUSIC IDEA

Play a recording of “Your Love,” by The Life Church. Invite the group to listen for words and 
phrases that remind them of 1 Corinthians 13.
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