
1 Corinthians 13 
 
What is the most excellent way (v. 1)? Love. What Paul is saying is that the mere possession of gifts is not as 
important as the exercise of these gifts in love. The love in view is God's (agape) love that should overflow to God 
and others. It is the love that only the indwelling Holy Spirit can produce in a believer and manifest through a 
believer.1  
 
What is Paul’s point in vv. 1-3? Paul is saying that love is superior to the spiritual gifts he listed in chapter 12.  
Paul wants the Corinthian Christians to remember that giftedness is not the measure of maturity, the display of love 
is. It has well been said that love is the 'circulatory system' of the body of Christ.2  
 
The Corinthians were enamored with spiritual gifts, particularly with the gift of tongues. What is Paul’s 
message to them (v. 1)? Without love, a person may speak with the gift of tongues, but it is as meaningless as the 
clanging sound of metals crashing against each other.  It is nothing but worthless empty noise. 
 
The "tongues of men" refer to known languages that humans speak. The "tongues of angels" is evidently derived 
from the idea that the angels are "superior" in all respects to human beings; therefore, they must have some mode 
of communicating their ideas one to another, which must be far superior to that which is employed by man. 
 
What is Paul’s perspective on prophecy, knowledge and faith (v. 2)? Prophecy, knowledge, and faith to do 
miracles are likewise irrelevant apart from love. It isn’t an issue of love versus the gifts. Paul is emphasizing the focus 
and goal of the gifts: love, not the gifts for their own benefit. Spiritual gifts are designed to build up the body of Christ. 
 
What is Paul’s perspective on material sacrifice and martyrdom (v. 3)?  Normally, no one would doubt the 
spirituality of someone who gave away everything they had, and gave up their life in dramatic martyrdom. But those 
are not the truest measures of someone’s spirituality. These valiant acts would not profit a person unless they were 
motivated by a spirit of love. They are of no value in the sight of God and will bring no divine reward. Love is the best 
measure of spirituality. 
 
The apostle next pointed out the qualities of "love" that make it so important—its character or nature (vv. 4-7). At 
the beginning, we see love is described by action words, not by lofty concepts. Paul is not writing about how love 
feels, he is writing about how it can be seen in action. True love is always demonstrated by action. 
 
What are two positive expressions of love (v. 4a)?   

• Patient -- the capacity to be wronged and not retaliate. Endurance under provocation. 
• Kind -- active goodness, going forth in the interests of others. 

 
What are the eight things love is not/does not do (vv. 4b-6)?  

• Does not envy – it is pleased that others should be honored and exalted. 
• Does not boast – it is humble; does not parade itself, is not puffed up. 
• Is not rude – it is courteous and considerate. 
• Is not self-seeking -- it is interested in what will assist others.  
• Is not easily angered -- it is willing to endure slights and insults. 
• Keeps no record of wrongs – it does not hold a grudge; it does not attribute bad motives to others. 
• Does not delight in evil – it takes no pleasure in what is unrighteous. 
• Rejoices with the truth – it rejoices with every triumph of the truth. 

 
While love may be difficult to define; it is not difficult to discern. Paul attempts no definition, analysis, or description; 
he pictures love in action. He shows what it does and what it does not do. He records the ways in which love manifests 
itself.3  
 
___________________________________________ 
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What are the four more things love does (v. 7)? 
• Always protects – watches over, covers unworthy things (1 Peter 4:8) rather than bringing them to the light 

and magnifying them 
• Always trusts – It is always eager to believe the best; gives the benefit of the doubt 
• Always hopes – earnestly desires that all things work out for the best; always eager to believe the best; has 

confidence in the future 
• Always preservers -- endures all things in the way of persecution or ill treatment. 

 
What quality of love does Paul highlight (v. 8)? The permanence of love as contrasted with the temporary nature 
of spiritual gifts which are only for the present age. Throughout eternity, love for God and one another will never 
come to an end. 
 
Every gift is linked in some way to building up the church to maturity—some (prophecy, knowledge, tongues) 
functioning in the early years of the Church Age and others continuing on until the church is perfected. When that 
perfection is achieved, the gifts will have served their purposes and will be rendered obsolete. But this will not 
happen to love.4  
 
How does Paul describe the current nature of the gifts (v. 9)?  In their temporary status, they are partial or 
imperfect or incomplete.  
 
What is the timetable for all of this (v. 10)? The gifts will cease to operate “when perfection comes” which is most 
likely referring to the second coming of Christ when they will no longer be needed.  
 
What imagery does Paul use to describe the process of moving to maturity (v. 11)? He compares this life to 
childhood, when our speech, understanding and thoughts are very limited and immature. The heavenly state is 
comparable to full adulthood. Then our childish condition will be a thing of the past.5  
 
What is the meaning of Paul’s illustration in v. 12? He uses the mirror to illustrate the difference between our 
present and future states as Christians. As long as we are on earth, we see things dimly and indistinctly, as if we were 
looking in a polished metal mirror. Heaven, by contrast will be like seeing things face to face, i.e. without anything in 
between to obscure the vision. Now our knowledge of God is partial, but then we shall know the Lord just as we also 
are known by Him —which means more fully. We will never have perfect knowledge, even in heaven. Only God is 
omniscient. But our knowledge will be vastly greater than it is now.6  
 
Today we might say that we presently look at a photograph, but in the future we will see what the photograph 
pictures, but in full color, motion video, and surround sound. 
 
How does Paul summarize his position on love (v. 13)? Apparently, Paul introduced "faith" and "hope," at this 
point, to show that "love" is not only superior to the gifts, but it is superior even to other great virtues because it will 
outlast them.7  
 
Love is also the greatest of the three because it is an attribute of God (1 John 4:8), and faith and hope are not part of 
God’s character and personality. God does not have faith in the way we have faith, because He never has to “trust” 
outside of Himself. God does not have hope the way we have hope, because He knows all things and is in complete 
control. But God is love, and will always be love. 
 
Fortunately, we don’t need to choose between faith, hope, and love. Paul isn’t trying to make us choose, but he 
wants to emphasize the point to the Corinthian Christians: without love as the motive and goal, the gifts are 
meaningless distractions. If you lose love, you lose everything. 
 
____________________________________________ 
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