
73

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. 

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? 

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

1 CORINTHIANS 13:1-13

Session 8
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
1 CORINTHIANS 13:1–14:40; 16:1-24
First Corinthians 13 is one of the most famous chapters in the Bible, 
and rightly so. Love is central to the message of the gospel itself (John 
3:16). Indeed, the Bible’s simplest description of God’s character is love 
(see 1 John 4:8). Love is foundational to Christian identity, Christian 
theology, and Christian living.

Unfortunately, this chapter is often read and understood in 
isolation from its context. No doubt, there is a unique quality to Paul’s 
content that stands on its own (for example, reading it in a wedding 
ceremony). But Paul’s overarching discussion in chapters 12–14 is 
about spiritual gifts, ministries, and activities in the life and worship 
of the church. Some gifts, coupled with divisions and self-centered 
behavior, caused problems in the Corinthian church.

Paul intentionally inserted this digression about love to clarify and 
establish “an even better way” (1 Cor. 12:31) for the Corinthians to 
act. He wanted them to “earnestly desire the spiritual gifts,” especially 
prophecy (1 Cor. 14:1); but spiritual gifts are not ultimate, love is. 
If the church is not being built up, then spiritual gifts are not being 
used appropriately. Simply put, “let all things be done for building up” 
(1 Cor. 14:26). How can this happen without love?

Paul concluded his letter by striking on the note of love once 
again. In a simple but profound summary statement, he declared, 
“let all that you do be done in love” (1 Cor. 16:14). Although his 
letter is saturated with commands, rebukes, and exhortations, 
Paul wanted the Corinthians to know of his deep affection for 
them as the final word: “My love be with you all in Christ Jesus” 
(1 Cor. 16:24).

Read 1 Corinthians 13 in your Bible. Underline the different adjectives 
used to describe love. How does each adjective give a different nuance to 
Paul’s description of love? 
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EXPLORE THE TEXT
NECESSITY OF LOVE (1 COR. 13:1-3)
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. 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. 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. 

VERSE 1

The “more excellent way” (1 Cor. 12:31) that Paul wanted to show the 
Corinthians was the way of love. Apparently, the Corinthian church 
put an overemphasis on the gift and practice of speaking in tongues, 
given the amount of attention and clarification Paul devoted to the 
issue in chapters 12–14. Speaking in the tongues of men and of angels 
is an empty pursuit if I have not love. 

The predominant word for love in the New Testament is agape, 
which Paul used here. Agape never refers to romantic or sexual love; 
the word eros is used for that in the New Testament. Neither does 
agape indicate mere sentimental feelings about someone or something. 
Further, it does not identify the kind of brotherly love of friendship 
or camaraderie; the word philia is used for that. Instead, agape is best 
defined by what Paul wrote in this very chapter. It is a self-sacrificial, 
willful action that has another person’s best outcome in view. It is a 
self-giving, joyful desire to put someone else’s welfare before one’s own. 

Paul’s opening point is clear and simple. Without love the gift and 
the gift-bearer become nothing more than empty, meaningless noise. 
Love is necessary and indispensable for the body to function as God 
designed it.

VERSES 2-3

Even the “higher gifts” (1 Cor. 12:31), like prophetic powers and 
knowledge, are worthless without love. The entire next chapter lifts 
up the gift of prophecy and the important role it has for building up 
the church. Yet anyone who has the gift of prophecy but doesn’t have 
love is nothing. No matter how much good comes from prophecy, it is 
intrinsically valueless unless it operates with love. 
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Paul said the same thing about understanding all mysteries and 
all knowledge. Perhaps since Paul was framing this in the first person, 
the point might be more exact to say that the person who acquires 
such knowledge is nothing without love. Either way, the necessity of 
love is central.

What would it look like for spiritual gifts to function without love?

Jesus taught in the Gospels that “if you have faith and do not 
doubt” and demand that a mountain be cast into the sea, “it will 
happen” (Matt. 21:21). What an amazing statement! Surely Paul had 
this kind of faith in mind when he referred to the spiritual gift of 
faith earlier (1 Cor. 12:9). Yet such an incredible spiritual gift of faith 
that can remove mountains amounts to nothing without love. Faith is 
not unimportant, but it pales in comparison with the selfless, others-
focused love that Paul prized above all else.

Love is also more important than any personal sacrifice we might 
offer, even for the benefit for others. Even if I give away all I have, Paul 
said, I gain nothing of lasting significance if love is left out. Sharing 
one’s possessions with those in need is a clear signal of gospel life 
operating in us (see Mark 10:17-31; Acts 2:45; 4:32; Jas. 2:15-16; 1 
John 3:17). However, the motivating principle for giving away one’s 
possessions might be pride rather than love.

Paul added, if I deliver up my body to be burned, but have not love, 
I gain nothing. Spiritual gifts and spiritual activities attest nothing 
spiritual about you if love is absent. After all, love is the first and 
primary aspect of the multi-faceted fruit of the Spirit (Gal. 5:22-23). 
Even the ultimate physical sacrifice of martyrdom falls short of praise 
in Paul’s estimation if that person lacks love.

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

VERSES 4-5

Love is not so much defined in these verses as it is described. The 
emphasis is behavioral rather than ideological. The first two qualities 
describing love as patient and kind form a complementary pair. Patience 
here is not so much the willingness to wait as it is the endurance of 
offense without retaliation. Kindness is the active complement of love, 
relationally speaking, when it comes to offense. Rather than repay evil 
for evil, love repays offense with kindness (see Col. 3:12-13).

Next, Paul issued a series of negated qualities that emphasize 
what love is not. Love does not envy and it does not boast. Love is not 
jealous to have something belonging to another, including status or 
spiritual gifts in the church. Neither does love brag. Again, this would 
include boasting about status or spiritual gifts.

Love is not arrogant. Paul rebuked the Corinthians several 
times about their arrogance (4:6,18; 5:2; 8:1). Love never exalts 
itself above others; instead, it builds others up. Love is not rude. It 
does not behave improperly toward others. A foundational aspect of 
love is that it does not insist on its own way. Consider the issue of 
Christian liberty that Paul discussed earlier in his letter (8:1–11:1). 
Paul’s summary there magnified this key concept of love: “Let no one 
seek his own good, but the good of his neighbor” (1 Cor. 10:24; see 
also 10:31). 

Likewise, love is not irritable. It is not easily angered or provoked, 
ready to erupt. Love does not demand its own rights, nor is it touchy 
and defensive—attributes that reflect the kind of arrogance and self-
seeking temperament of those who lack love.

Love is not resentful. Literally, it “does not calculate the bad” and 
hold it against a person. Love doesn’t keep a ledger of offenses for later 
reference. Just as the Lord does not count our sins against us once we 
are in Christ (see 2 Cor. 5:19), so also we should forgive and forget the 
offenses of others (see Matt. 18:21-22).
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VERSES 6-7

When Paul claimed that love does not rejoice at wrongdoing, he meant 
that those who belong to God take no satisfaction in sin. There is to be 
no association with professing Christians whose lives display a sinful 
lifestyle (1 Cor. 5:11), and there is certainly to be no rejoicing over sin. 
Instead, love sees sin for what it is, and seeks the remedy to overcome it. 

Immediately, Paul offered a positive counterpart to this negative 
statement. He said, love rejoices with the truth. Instead of taking 
joy in unrighteousness, love takes joy in what is morally right and 
doctrinally sound. Bad behavior often follows bad beliefs. But love 
finds satisfaction in what is true, and in what follows—righteousness.

Finally, Paul summed up his description of love with a punchy 
series declaring what is always true about it: love bears … believes … 
hopes … endures all things. There is a protecting, trusting, optimistic, 
persevering character to love rather than the selfish, critical, envious, 
and unrighteous character that was being displayed in the Corinthian 
church. Paul issued this summary description as a call to amend their 
ways and reflect the kind of love that Christ called his disciples to 
show (John 13:34-35).

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? 

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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PERMANENCE OF LOVE (1 COR. 13:8-13)
8 Love never ends. As for prophecies, they will pass away; as for 
tongues, they will cease; as for knowledge, it will pass away. 9 For 
we know in part and we prophesy in part, 10 but when the perfect 
comes, the partial will pass away. 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. 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. 13 So now faith, 
hope, and love abide, these three; but the greatest of these is love. 

VERSE 8

There is a natural connection in this verse to what precedes it, since 
Paul just said that love “endures all things” (v. 7). He used these 
remaining verses to again contrast spiritual gifts and love. Love is 
superior to spiritual gifts because of its lasting, permanent nature. 
Love never ends. As for prophecies and tongues and knowledge, 
Paul asserted that they will cease and pass away. Paul’s prized gift 
of prophecy and the Corinthians’ preferred gifts of tongues and 
knowledge are not the only spiritual gifts that will cease. These are  
representative of the full range of gifts that Paul was talking about in 
chapters 12–14. The gifts are temporary; love is permanent.

VERSES 9-12

Paul’s argument in these verses centers on the immature, imperfect 
nature of what we now possess in spiritual gifts compared with the 
mature, perfect nature of love. At the moment, we know in part and 
we prophesy in part. The point is not that knowledge itself passes away, 
but rather the spiritual gift of knowledge. The same for prophecies; the 
content doesn’t end but rather the individual prophesyings motivated 
by the gift itself. Since what we have now is partial, the implication is 
that what we will have later is full and complete.

Paul said when the perfect comes, the partial will pass away. Of 
course, there is much debate over the interpretation of what Paul 
meant by “the perfect.” Perhaps a clue from the beginning of his letter 
might help in some way. Paul said in 1:7, “you are not lacking in any 
gift, as you wait for the revealing of our Lord Jesus Christ.” The return 
of Christ is the revelation expected by Paul. The return of Christ will 
bring an end to the partial and usher in the perfect.

VERSES 6-7

When Paul claimed that love does not rejoice at wrongdoing, he meant 
that those who belong to God take no satisfaction in sin. There is to be 
no association with professing Christians whose lives display a sinful 
lifestyle (1 Cor. 5:11), and there is certainly to be no rejoicing over sin. 
Instead, love sees sin for what it is, and seeks the remedy to overcome it. 

Immediately, Paul offered a positive counterpart to this negative 
statement. He said, love rejoices with the truth. Instead of taking 
joy in unrighteousness, love takes joy in what is morally right and 
doctrinally sound. Bad behavior often follows bad beliefs. But love 
finds satisfaction in what is true, and in what follows—righteousness.

Finally, Paul summed up his description of love with a punchy 
series declaring what is always true about it: love bears … believes … 
hopes … endures all things. There is a protecting, trusting, optimistic, 
persevering character to love rather than the selfish, critical, envious, 
and unrighteous character that was being displayed in the Corinthian 
church. Paul issued this summary description as a call to amend their 
ways and reflect the kind of love that Christ called his disciples to 
show (John 13:34-35).

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? 

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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Paul employed two illustrations to further make his point. First, 
he compared the partial character of spiritual gifts to the process of 
physical maturation. A child is not expected to remain a child forever, 
but to grow into adulthood. When I became a man, I gave up childish 
ways. Childish isn’t meant to carry a negative connotation here, but 
one of incompleteness. When the perfect comes, maturity comes 
with it. 

Second, Paul compared the partial nature of spiritual gifts to 
a seeing in a mirror dimly. The reflection is imperfect and only 
represents the full reality of what it projects. When the perfect comes, 
Paul anticipated seeing face to face. These illustrations are intended 
to clarify that the gifts are temporary, pointing to something greater, 
and also that love is permanent and remains forever.

VERSE 13

So now faith, hope, and love abide, these three. Faith remains 
because we will always trust and rely on the Lord. Hope remains 
because we will always hold to the promises God has made. Love is 
superior to everything else, even faith and hope, because love is an 
all-encompassing virtue. In fact, Paul’s argument all along has been 
that love is foundational to everything in life and in the church. 

What is the relationship between faith, hope, and love? Can a person 
have faith, hope, and love apart from a relationship with Jesus? Explain. 

KEY DOCTRINE:  Kingdom

The full consummation of the Kingdom awaits the return of Jesus Christ and 
the end of this age.
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IN MY CONTEXT
• Believers who use their gifts in love will make the greatest impact.
• Believers should be characterized by actions that demonstrate godly 

love for others.
• Believers should base their lives on things that have an eternal 

duration, with love being one such thing.

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? 

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.

Examine your motives for serving in the church. Do your motives align 
with the teachings of Paul in 1 Corinthians 13? What adjustments do you 
need to make to your motives for serving?

Prayer Needs
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