
Session 8

Understanding Love

Believers are to be motivated by love when serving others.

1 Corinthians 13:1-13

Memory Verse: 1 Corinthians 13:4
prepare to lead the group time
 READ 1 Corinthians 13:1–14:40; 16:1-24. 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. 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 Study, More Ideas, 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: PACK ITEM 3 (Key Verse: 2 Corinthians 5:20). For More Ideas: PACK ITEM 2 (Outline: 1,2 Corinthians); A mirror. 

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. 

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. 

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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