
“A Messy Community: Studies in 1 Corinthians” 

Lesson 32: 1 Corinthians 13:1–13 

First Corinthians contains some pretty hairy chapters—dealing with sexual immorality, head coverings, meat 
offered to idols, and church members getting drunk at the Communion Table. Sometimes, Scripture texts are 
like that. Some texts go down easier than others. First Corinthians 13 goes down very easily. 

TO THINK ABOUT 
This text is a favourite and weddings, and sometimes funerals—even nonreligious weddings and funerals. 
Why is it so popular? Is this common usage of the text appropriate? Why, or why not? What, in context, is 
Paul’s point as he writes these famous words? 

The Corinthians had shown passion about perceived excellence. They wanted the flashiest gifts, which 
displayed the most obvious excellence in ministry. Paul strives to show them “a still more excellent way” 
in this chapter (12:31). There are three major reasons that love is so excellent. 

The Prominence of Love (13:1–3) 
Paul begins by arguing for the prominence of love. Since he writes in the context of the abuses of spiritual 
gifts in the church, he argues that love is more significant than all those spiritual gifts. In essence, he 
argues that we can say (v. 1), know (v. 2) and do (v. 3) all sorts of wonderful things, but if this is divorced 
from love it means nothing. 

1. Love in speech (v. 1). The Corinthians would have been familiar with the worship of deities like Cybele, 
Bacchus and Dionysus, which included uttering ecstatic noises and clanging cymbals and gongs. Paul 
argues that speaking the greatest truths, devoid of love, is no more honouring to God or beneficial to 
God’s people than such blatant idolatry. 

2. Love in knowledge (v. 2). Paul will argue in chapter 14 that prophecy was the greatest of the spiritual 
gifts, but here he observes that even that great gift, divorced from love, is meaningless. You can know the 
truth of God, and know how to apply it to people’s lives, but if you don’t love those people you do not 
honour God or benefit his people. 

3. Love in action (v. 3). Biblical love is sacrificial, but not all sacrifice flows from love. It is possible to 
sacrifice out of a sense of duty of self-exaltation. But if we do things for others apart from love, God is not 
honoured and his people are not helped. 
   

“The loveless person produces nothing, is nothing, and gains nothing.” 
(John MacArthur) 

   

TO THINK ABOUT 
What might it look like, practically to sacrifice for others without love? How can you identify this 
temptation in yourself and in others? 

The Qualities of Love (13:4–7) 
The word translated “love” (agape) was one of the rarest words in extrabiblical Greek, but one of the 
most common in the New Testament. It is distinctly Christian in quality, and this chapter defines for us 
what it is. Paul gives us at least twelve characteristics of Christlike love. 

Verse 4 offers us five qualities of Christlike love. First, love is “patient.” The Christian, moved by love, 
voluntarily restrains his own rights. He is slow to be moved to resentment, even when he is overtly 
wronged. Second, love is “kind.” The loving Christian is good-natured and disposed to be useful. Kindness 
gives to others, even when it does not benefit in return. Third, love “does not envy.” Love is glad for 



“A Messy Community: Studies in 1 Corinthians” 

Lesson 32: 1 Corinthians 13:1–13 

God’s blessings in the lives of others. It neither covets what others have for itself, nor does it wish that 
others did not have what God has given them. Fourth, love “does not … boast.” Such love does not 
parade itself or demand the applause of others. It is neither jealous, nor does it seek to make others 
jealous. Fifth, love “is not arrogant.” Love is modest because it is truly humble. 

TO THINK ABOUT 
Remember that this chapter is written in the context of the abuse of spiritual gifts. What might it look like 
for a Christian to exercise her spiritual gifts in a way that is not patient and kind, and in a way that is 
envious, boastful and arrogant? Think particularly of the more “spectacular” spiritual gifts, since those 
were a particular problem for the Corinthians. 

Verse 5 adds a further four qualities of Christlike love. First, love is not “rude.” Love’s deportment is 
beautiful and proper. Love is polite and is concerned about the feelings and sensitivities of others. It is not 
careless, overbearing or crude. Second, love “does not insist on its own way.” This is probably the root of 
everything. Love is not preoccupied with its own things but with the interests of others. Third, love “is not 
irritable.” Love guards against being irritated, upset or angry when it is wronged. Fourth, love “is not … 
resentful.” It does not keep track of when it is wronged, banking resentment for the perfect use against 
others at the right opportunity. 

TO THINK ABOUT 
Bible commentator R. C. H. Lenski once said, “Cure selfishness and you have just replanted the garden of 
Eden.” It’s an obviously hyperbolic statement, but do you think the key truth he was trying to 
communicate is valid? Why, or why not? 

Verse 6 adds a further two qualities of Christlike love. First, love “does not rejoice at wrongdoing.” It takes 
no satisfaction in sin or in the misfortunes of others. Second, love “rejoices with the truth.” Truth, here, 
stands in opposition to wrongdoing. It is not just factual head-knowledge or right doctrine (though it 
includes that), but the righteous behaviour that such truth produces. 

TO THINK ABOUT 
Do you think we live in a world that “does not rejoice in wrongdoing”? How do evaluate things like 
celebrity culture, popular entertainment and social media in the light of this quality of love? 

Verse 7 concludes the inspired definition of Christlike love with a further four qualities. First, love “bears 
all things.” It seeks to conceal that which is displeasing in others, protecting them from exposure, ridicule 
and harm. It does not gossip or entertain gossip. Second, love “believes all things.” It is not suspicious, but 
assumes the best of others and gives the benefit of the doubt. Third, love “hopes all things.” It does not 
accept failure as final, but hopes that God’s grace is able to overcome all failure. Fourth, love “endures all 
things.” It is sustained against attack. It is not fair-weathered, but operates during times of trial and 
blessing. In the face of opposition, it does not stop bearing, believing, or hoping. 

The Permanence of Love (13:8–13) 
Paul opened the chapter by arguing that love gives meaning to what we say, know, and do. He now 
returns to this threefold theme and argues that the supernatural spiritual gifts that govern speech, 
knowledge and deeds are only temporary, but love will endure. Long after the need for prophecy, 
tongues and knowledge has faded, the need for love will endure. 

These verses may be used to argue that supernatural sign gifts, in operation in the New Testament era, 
ceased when “the perfect” came. We can return to this text to consider this argument, but for now we 
must simply note that, whatever your position on the continuation of such gifts, love is more significant 
and lasting. Whatever your gift, it must be exercised in love if it will glorify God and edify God’s people. 


