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LOVE 
 (SUNDAY, NOVEMBER 17, 2013) 

SCRIPTURE: PROV. 10:1-12; 1 COR. 13 

INTRODUCTION 

I am guessing that many of you recently heard Gov. Quinn hideously using 1 Cor. 13 to justify the 
abomination of redefining marriage. We often hear 1 Cor. 13 at weddings. I think it is a most 
appropriate passage to be read at a wedding, but Paul did not write 1 Cor. 13 for weddings or 
thinking primarily of the relationship of a husband and wife. God first gave this Word to a troubled 
local church. This is a text given to guide Christians and local churches so that their work for the 
kingdom is not reduced to rubbish. 

If someone were to ask to the question, what is the central theme in Scripture, I would have to 
answer that the central theme is about the glorious work of creation and redemption accomplished by 
the Triune God. This is the central theme of Scripture – the work of a holy, righteous, just, loving, 
and faithful God.  

But if you ask the question, what is the key duty of God’s people? Then rightfully the answer is that 
we are first called to love God and then to love others as much as we love ourselves. Love is at the 
heart of who we are to be and what we are called to do. 

I would summarize the first part of 1 Corinthians 13 as follows. 

Love is not the only thing but without it you are nothing. 

We will consider the first part of 1 Cor. 13 in three parts – context, vv. 1-3, vv. 4-7. 

 

1. CONTEXT AND MEANING OF LOVE, 1 COR. 12:27-31 

1Cor. 12:27   Now you are the body of Christ, and members individually.  28 And God has 
appointed these in the church: first apostles, second prophets, third teachers, after that 
miracles, then gifts of healings, helps, administrations, varieties of tongues.  29 Are all 
apostles? Are all prophets? Are all teachers? Are all workers of miracles?  30 Do all have gifts of 
healings? Do all speak with tongues? Do all interpret?  31 But earnestly desire the best gifts. 
And yet I show you a more excellent way. 

The context of 1 Cor. 13 is the issues found in 1 Cor. 12 – spiritual gifts and the unity and diversity 
that should be demonstrated in a local church. 

Together we are the body of Christ and members of Christ’s body individually. 
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God has given to His church both different callings and different gifts. We don’t all have the same 
gifts or callings. 

Interestingly Paul ends 1 Cor. 12 calling the Corinthian church to desire the best gifts. 

There is some question about the first part of verse 31. Is it a command as we find it in our 
translations or is Paul saying this is what the Corinthians were improperly doing? Much has been 
written about this question. It is best to translate and interpret the verse as found in our translations.1 
In 1 Cor. 14 Paul will further explain what he means in commanding the Corinthians to earnestly 
desire the best gifts. However, before speaking further on spiritual gifts, Paul states at the end of 
chapter 12 that he is going to show the Corinthians a more excellent way. 

The more excellent way is the way of love. And one of the key introductory points to see is that love 
is not a spiritual gift that only some believers are given.2 Love is a fruit of the Holy Spirit and 
therefore an entire way of life. And then as we will see developed in chapter 13, without love you 
have nothing and are nothing. 

Before we continue in 1 Cor. 13, let me discuss the very word that is so central to this chapter, love. 

The Greeks had four words for expressing the major senses of love. – storge, eros, phileo, and agape.3 

D. A. Carson in his book on 1 Cor. 12-14 argues that the word agape was not used in the NT because 
only this word could capture somehow the determined love of God that seeks the other’s good. He 
says linguistically this is not true. What makes the word agape, love, in the NT so special is not how 
the Greeks used the word but the meaning that is found in the NT. 

What is so special about God’s love? What sets God’s love apart is that it is a self-originating love. It is 
not a love that responds to something we do or have done. It is a love given to those who are totally 
unlovely, unloving, and undeserving. This is what sets God’s love apart and also what then becomes 
the pattern we are to follow.4 And if you have been changed by God’s grace you not only are called 
to love but you have been given the ability to love others as God has loved you. 

Listen to the words of Carson on the love we are called to show. 

The point was all the more startling in the Greco-Roman world, where love, one of the 
‘passions,’ was not regarded as public virtue. Philanthropy was honored, but not love, for 
major voices in Greek thought acclaimed ‘apathy’ – that is, a passionless, rational approach 
to life – the great ideal. But here we find the apostle Paul insisting that the indispensable 

                                                
1 D. A. Carson, Showing the Spirit, 52-58. 
2 Ibid., 57 
3 Spiq, TLNT, s.v. “ἀγάπη,” 1:8-13. 
4 Carson, 65. 
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proof of authentic Christianity is a life characterized by love, that is, by a ‘passionate’ 
existence.5 

The first use of the noun love and one of the last uses of the noun used 116 times in the NT. 

Matt. 24:12 And because lawlessness will abound, the love of many will grow cold. 

Rev. 2:4 Nevertheless I have this against you, that you have left your first love. 

Love is not the only thing but without it you are nothing. 

 

2. YOU ARE NOTHING WITHOUT LOVE, 1 COR. 13:1-3 

1Cor. 13:1 Though I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I have 
become sounding brass or a clanging cymbal.  2 And though I have the gift of prophecy, and 
understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and though I have all faith, so that I could 
remove mountains, but have not love, I am nothing.  3 And though I bestow all my goods to 
feed the poor, and though I give my body to be burned, but have not love, it profits me 
nothing. 

There is something that we as men, women, and children excel in doing. We are all excellent in 
making excuses. You see this demonstrated in Genesis 3 and throughout Scripture. You see this in 
your children and other people. Hopefully and most importantly we see this in ourselves.  

One of the things Paul does in this chapter is take away any excuse for not showing love and for not 
being loving people. And significantly Paul writes in a loving and pastoral way here in this chapter 
seen in part through the use of the first person. 

Here in the opening three verses Paul makes three statements regarding tremendous gifts or 
accomplishments and then exposes the consequences acting without love. I don’t think I am reading 
into the text by saying that the response Paul gives is not an identical response for each of these three 
cases. Let us consider some of the details here. 

The first situation is the gift of tongues and eloquent speech. I believe it makes sense to understand 
that Paul is speaking of the spiritual gift of tongues that some of the Corinthians did enjoy. The gift of 
the tongues was the supernatural ability to speak in other languages. The reference to angels does not 
means that the gift of tongues somehow means speaking with an angelic or heavenly language. Paul is 
speaking here in an exaggerated or hyperbolic manner as we see. 

                                                
5 Carson, 65. 
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The words of verse 1 likely also include by way of application today simply the ability to speak in an 
eloquent or capturing way. 

What becomes of someone who has such a speaking gift but has no love. I or you end up becoming a 
noisy gong or clanging cymbal. The word cymbal refers not directly to a modern cymbal used in 
orchestras but to a metal basin. When two were struck together a shrill sound resulted. Is Paul’s point 
you become obnoxious without love? I don’t think that would be stretching the point too much. 
Eloquence without love is like finger nails on a chalkboard. 

But doesn’t God use frail and sinful speakers? Yes, thankfully he does. The point is that we often 
focus on the gifts or the abilities that God gives rather than on the goal and use of those gifts. You 
may be gifted but if you are not loving and using your gifts in love, then you are no better than a 
clanging gong. 

In verse 2 Paul discusses other gifts – prophecy, the understanding of mysteries and knowledge, and 
the special gift of faith. 

Prophecy during the time of the NT combined both declaring God’s truth and at times revealing 
God’s truth through inspired messages.6 The understanding of mysteries and knowledge refer to the 
understanding of God’s sovereign plans in terms of redemption. Faith in this context cannot be 
saving faith but the special gift of faith in terms of relying on God in all situations. It would appear 
that Paul is borrowing from the words of Jesus regarding faith and the moving of mountains. 

Who are you even if you have these gifts, knowledge, and accomplishments without love? Paul says, I 
am nothing! 

The third situation is presented in verse 3 – the ultimate act of giving. You could give everything 
away and even give your life away. Indeed Jesus calls us to have this incredible spirit of self-denial. 
But such sacrifice without love, though others might gain, would profit you or me nothing. 

Not rightfully we say that love is not simply a feeling or emotion. Love must take the form of action. 
It is a choice that you are called to make. We can add to this careful definition of love by saying that 
it is possible to do things that others would say are expressions of love and yet they can be done with 
sinful attitudes and motives making them of no profit for the one who does them. The only proper 
motive is that of love which comes from knowing the love of God and seeking to follow in that same 
demonstration of love. 

D. A. Carson well stated here in divine mathematics five minus one is zero.7 

3. HERE IS THE GOAL OF WHAT YOUR LOVE SHOULD BE, VV. 4-7 

                                                
6 See MacArthur’s book, Charismatic Chaos. 
7 Carson, 60. 
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1Cor. 13:4   Love suffers long and is kind; love does not envy; love does not parade itself, is 
not puffed up;  5 does not behave rudely, does not seek its own, is not provoked, thinks no 
evil;  6 does not rejoice in iniquity, but rejoices in the truth;  7 bears all things, believes all 
things, hopes all things, endures all things. 

In these verses we have 15 descriptions of the nature of true love – both what love does and what love 
does not do. 

You observe in these verses Paul no longer puts himself into these statements. Love is what dominates 
here. But I believe we are to say this is who we are to be. This is what true love is and this is who you 
and I are called to be. 

Love suffers long or is patient. It is able to bear up under provocation without complaint.8 

And further love responds with kindness. Paul uses a verb here. This is what love does. It acts kindly. 
The noun form is found in the listing of the fruits of the Spirit in Gal. 5:22. 

According to Tertullian who lived from 155-222, Christians stunned the pagan by their acts of true 
Christian love so that rather than being called Christians they were identified by the similar word 
translated here as kindness – chrestiani.9 

What follows are 8 negative statements of what love does not do, what love is not. 

Love does not envy. Paul says we are to desire spiritual gifts. There is certainly a place for desire but 
desire can be easily twisted so that it is envy. It does not look at what others have or who others are 
with a spirit of sinful desire. 

Neither does love boast or heap praise on oneself. 

Further love is not conceited. It does not have an exaggerated self-conception.10 

1Cor. 8:1 Now concerning things offered to idols: We know that we all have knowledge. 
Knowledge puffs up, but love edifies. 

One thing that we can say here is that although again love is not just an inner, personal thing, it does 
relate to that which is found in the heart. God knows very well how we all often have to deal with 
envy, pride, and exaggerated esteem. 

Paul continues with another series of things love does not do in relationship to how we treat others. 

                                                
8 BDAG, s.v. “μακροθυμέω,” 612. 
9 Spiq, TLNT, s.v. “χρηστεύομαι, χρηστός, χρηστότης,” 3:515-516. 
10 BDAG, s.v. “φυσιόω,” 1069. 
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Love does not behave rudely. It seeks to behave constantly with respect and decency to others. 
Further in our relationship to others it does not seek what I want but what others desire. And in 
dealing with others love is not easily angered. And even more it does not keep a running list of 
offenses that others have done to you. 

Here I am referring to the phrase, thinks no evil. The verb thinks can also be translated as count or 
record. Love does not keep a record of wrongs. 

Verse 6 presents an opposite pair. Love does not rejoice in iniquity or injustice or more broadly evil. 
We see from this important statement that love is not tolerance. It cannot be happy with sin and evil. 

I saw yesterday one of the saddest videos ever. Some perverted group took two different video clips of 
a man proposing to a man and a woman proposing to another woman. 13 children aged 5-13 were 
then asked a number of questions. In the end, each of the children save one in various ways came out 
in strong support for perversion in part because of direct manipulation or simply the indoctrination 
that comes through our pagan culture and system of education. It is scary to think what we are 
raising. 

Love rejoices in truth. The Christian in terms of entertainment and leisure rejoices in that which God 
celebrates. 

Paul then concludes this part of his instruction with four all statements concerning love. 

Love bears all things. There are different translations and interpretations of this phrase. Some suggest 
this means that love can keep things confidential or always protects.11 Others suggest that what is 
meant is that love doesn’t quit. It endures in all situations.12 

Further, love believes all things. Now taken out of context this would be drastic. Taken out of context 
this would be what the President hopes you think concerning his policies. Another version here reads, 
love always trusts. Love is not naïve but those who love will trust in God so that they can properly 
deal with matters. “Love prefers to be generous rather than always doubtful or cynical.”13 

Love always hopes. Again the context is not the fulfillment of your own personal dreams but how you 
deal with others, especially when others are difficult. The loving response is to hope in that you will 
continue to deal with others in a loving way even when they do not respond as they should. 

Here the words of Jesus concerning forgiveness are quite applicable. 

                                                
11 See BDAG and NIV translation. Carson,  
12 Carson, 63. Leon Morris, 1 Corinthians: An Introduction and Commentary, vol. 7 of Tyndale New Testament 
Commentaries. IVP/Accordance electronic ed. (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1985), 179. 
13 Carson, 63. 
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Matt. 18:21   Then Peter came to Him and said, “Lord, how often shall my brother sin 
against me, and I forgive him? Up to seven times?”  

Matt. 18:22   Jesus said to him, “I do not say to you, up to seven times, but up to seventy 
times seven. 

Love endures all things. Because love believes and hopes, it can endure. It is this endurance that 
allows love to keep functioning as it should. 

 

CONCLUSION: 

Love is not the only thing but without it you are nothing. 

Since we understand the source of love and the true definition of love, should we not be the most 
loving of people? What excuse can be given if we fail in this? 

The call is that you focus on the greatest example of love found in Jesus Christ. It is then through His 
power you are able to love as you have been loved.  

 

Prayer 

Hymn 285 

 

BENEDICTION – 2 COR. 13:11, 14 

Finally, brethren, farewell. Become complete. Be of good comfort, be of one mind, live in peace; and 
the God of love and peace will be with you. The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, 

and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with you all. Amen. 

 


