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Tonight we are looking at 1 Corinthians 13 and we read verses 1 through 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. 

Let's pray together.

Our Father in heaven, I ask now that you would empower us to be able to declare the 
truth concerning the priority of love in the life of your church and, Lord, we ask you to be  
at work in our hearts and minds tonight so that we will understand these things and 
embrace these truths from our hearts and strive together to live out what we're going to 
see tonight. Lord, I pray for any in our midst tonight who are outside your love in terms 
of experiencing the saving love of Jesus Christ. I pray, Lord, that even tonight you would 
deal with our hearts. Lord, make them miserable in their sinful and lost condition that 
they would hunger and thirst to know the love of God in Christ and would turn from their  
sinful, self-centered, destructive way of life and turn instead to the truth as it is found in 
Jesus. Lord, I pray that you would just bless us as we sit together before your word this 
evening and we ask you this in Jesus' name. Amen.

The study of spiritual gifts is important. What we've learned to this point in 1 Corinthians 
about spiritual gifts is important. We are wrong if we understand Paul in chapter 13 to be 
basically undoing what he has just taken so much care with in chapter 12. He hasn't taken 
the time that he has taken to explain spiritual gifts to us, he hasn't taken the time that he 
has taken to talk about how the church is constructed and what the nature of the church is 
and how it is to function, he hasn't taken the time that he has taken to give us this analogy 
of the human body and to compare it to the life and function of the church to just undo it 
in chapter 13. Chapter 13 does not represent a contrast to what we've learned in chapter 
12 but rather what it does is it sets for us the atmosphere, the attitude, the power in which 
what he has talked about in chapter 12 is to function. It is not spiritual gifts versus love. 
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It's not setting our attention on spiritual gifts versus setting our attention on love but 
rather he is telling us that after we have understood spiritual gifts and after we have 
understood the nature of the church and after we are fully committed to the things we 
have learned in chapter 12, if we do not live that out in the attitude and the atmosphere 
that is being described in chapter 13, then we've missed the mark.

What we're going to learn about tonight is the priority of love in the life of the church. 
Gifts are important but they do not represent the ultimate priority. There is something that 
has priority over gifts in the life of the church and that is God's love, experiencing the 
love of God and expressing the love of God. And I think we could all honestly say that 
we have recognized in our own Christian experience, obviously I'm talking to believers 
now, I think we could all admit that it's easier to do almost everything than it is to walk in 
the love of God. I mean, it's easier to be orthodox than it is to be loving. Isn't it possible 
to have your doctrinal statement straight but to hold to it in a wrong attitude? I mean, to 
have everything as it ought to be in terms of belief but then when the love of God 
operating in our lives is tested by someone's attitude or someone's behavior or some 
challenge we're coming up against, it's so easy to have our doctrinal statement straight but 
to not express the same love that we have received in Jesus Christ toward that person who 
is testing us. It's easier to be orthodox than it is to be loving. 

It is easier to be busy in Christian activities than it is to be loving. Anyone who has been 
married for any length of time, anyone who is married and has little children for any 
length of time can testify that it's easier to be busy in Christian activities than it is to walk 
in the love of God. How many of you here have been married more than 10 years? Raise 
your hand. Alright. How many of you in the time you've been married, you have 
experienced what it is to raise little ones? Raise your hand. Alright. Then I know 
something about you: there has been some time in your Christian experience when you 
have gotten out of a car full of chaos and walked in here to worship. What went on in the 
car was not so loving. 

Oh, it's easier to be involved in Christian activity than it is to love and it's easier to be 
engaged in ministry where you have been gifted to minister than it is to love. Notice I 
said to be engaged in ministry where you have been gifted to minister. I'm not saying that 
the gift that God has given you is operating in its fullness, operating as it is designed to 
operate if you're not walking in love. I'm saying it's easier to get up and preach than it is 
to love. It's easier to sit in your Sunday school class and teach than it is to love. It's easier 
to go serve someone in some practical way. I mean, it's possible to go through the 
motions of service and not be loving so it is not giftedness versus love, it is saying to us, 
"This is how the gifts were meant to operate. This is the right attitude. This is the right 
atmosphere in which spiritual gifts are to have their effect and it has to be the priority 
because without this, as we're going to see tonight, everything else means nothing."

Now, in verses 1 through 3 we see the priority of love. Then in the verses that follow, 
we're going to see this love defined in a very practical way. We're going to see the 
characteristics of godly love and then we're going to see the everlasting nature of godly 
love compared to other things. But tonight we're just going to focus on the priority of 
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love and I want us to go after what he has recorded here in this way: first of all, I want 
you to imagine enormous giftedness. What he's trying to show the Corinthian church is 
that all of your gifts and all of your striving after gifts, it's not going to matter if you're 
not walking in the love of God and so to do this, Paul uses exaggeration to teach a lesson. 
It's called hyperbole. He is exaggerating on purpose to impart a truth to us so that what he 
envisions in verses 1 through 3 is enormous giftedness.

Verse 1, "If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels." First of all, imagine maximum 
giftedness when it comes to language. You're able to speak in the tongues of men and of 
angels and when he speaks of angels here as the rest of the context makes clear, I don't 
think he's talking about a literal language of angels. There is no evidence whatsoever, you 
can search for this yourself, Old Testament, New Testament, there is no evidence of 
angels speaking in some special language. That's not to say they do not, I'm simply 
saying there is no biblical evidence of it. Everywhere you see angels speaking in the word 
of God, they are speaking to men in a language that the men who are listening 
understand. There is no evidence of some angelic heavenly language. You say, "Well, 
then why does he mention it?" Because I think what he has in mind, even though the gift 
of tongues which is a problem in this church, even though the gift of tongues is certainly 
included in what he says here, I think he's broadening it out to include something else. 
Not just the gift of languages but eloquence in general. Speaking ability in general 
because remember something, the Corinthian church was not only fascinated with the gift 
of tongues, they were also fascinated with human eloquence. High, lofty, philosophical 
kind of speech. If they'll just reflect on their own Christian experience, they were not won 
to Christ because he was this fantastic speaker. In fact, when he came to them with the 
Gospel, he purposed in his own heart and life not to rely on human eloquence but on the 
Gospel. 1 Corinthians 1:17 Paul writes, "For Christ did not send me to baptize but to 
preach the gospel, and not with words of eloquent wisdom, lest the cross of Christ be 
emptied of its power." Not with flowery speech, we might say. Not with great eloquence 
but just the simple straightforward proclamation of the Gospel. "That's how I came to 
you." "Why would you even mention that, Paul? Why do you even make a point of that?" 
Because this was a church in their culture that was falling prey to the culture's love for 
human eloquence, eloquence as it relates to human wisdom. 1 Corinthians 2:1, just a few 
verses later, he says, "And I, when I came to you, brothers, did not come proclaiming to 
you the testimony of God with lofty speech or wisdom." Three verses later, 1 Corinthians 
2:4, "and my speech and my message were not in plausible words of wisdom, but in 
demonstration of the Spirit and of power." "I did come preaching wisdom but not a 
wisdom of this world, I came preaching the wisdom of God as it is contained in the 
Gospel message and I did not rely on the power of eloquence. I relied on the power of the 
Gospel. I relied on the working of the Spirit."

So that included in verse 1 is the most gifted person you could imagine in the realm of 
language, able to speak with all the eloquence of men and all the eloquence even of 
angels. That would be some kind of giftedness, wouldn't it? But you notice what Paul 
does, he's so gracious here: whose problems is he addressing? Their problems, right? But 
you notice how he puts it in verse 1, he says, "If I speak." He is so gracious. He uses 
himself as the example so that even times when we consider what we are thinking about, 
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let's not think about others, let's think about us. "Take your own case: what if you 
possessed all that giftedness in the realm of eloquence?" 

Not only maximum ability with language, there is also maximum ability when it comes to 
insight. He says in verse 2, "And if I have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries 
and all knowledge," and these 3 things work together. Someone who is so gifted in the 
prophetic realm that the message they convey through prophecy, they have an absolute 
grasp on. All the mysteries being conveyed through prophetic declaration, they grasp it 
all. They understand it all and, in fact, they possess all knowledge. Could you imagine 
possessing all knowledge? Understanding all mysteries? I mean, if this was the full extent 
of your prophetic powers that everything you conveyed through prophecy you completely 
grasped. Even now when we have the recorded word of God, we have to admit that we 
don't comprehend these things, we apprehend these things. I mean, we take hold of them 
with the Spirit's help but we cannot fully grasp everything God has revealed in Scripture. 
We're learning. We're growing. We're certainly able to know the truth. We have the 
resident truth teacher living in our lives but anyone who says they absolutely completely 
grasp everything in Scripture is someone who is deceived. It's just not true. But now, 
imagine that you, that I am so gifted that I have no limits on my powers of expression and 
and I have no limits on the powers of insight. I know it all and I can eloquently express it 
all. 

Well, imagine something else, imagine you have maximum giftedness when it comes to 
the matter of faith. He says in verse 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." And 
he's picking up here on the language of Jesus, isn't he? He's picking up on the teaching of 
Jesus. Matthew 17:20, Jesus said to them, "Because of your little faith. For truly, I say to 
you, if you have faith like a grain of mustard seed, you will say to this mountain, 'Move 
from here to there,' and it will move, and nothing will be impossible for you." Matthew 
21:21, "And Jesus answered them, 'Truly, I say to you, if you have faith and do not doubt, 
you will not only do what has been done to the fig tree, but even if you say to this 
mountain, "Be taken up and thrown into the sea," it will happen.'" I mean, a maximum 
ability to believe God in terms of what he has revealed to be his will.

We talked about it, I think it was Wednesday night in our study of Daniel when we 
wrapped up the study of Daniel, we asked if you really believe that God is sovereign and 
you really believe that he controls every element of your life, why would we ever be 
afraid? Why would we ever be anxious? And we went to Matthew 6 and you will 
remember why Jesus said, "We struggle with anxiety." What does he say there? "O ye 
of," what? "Little faith." Little faith. Our problem is not really an anxiety problem, it's a 
faith problem. Well, imagine that you have all faith, so much so that all of the obstacles 
in your life are able to be moved out of the way. In the face of challenges, in the face of 
obstacles, you are like that Daniel or you are like that Elijah or you are like the Apostle 
Paul. Whatever challenge stands in your way, you believe God wholeheartedly. In fact, 
beyond those men because you possess all faith so you believe God perfectly. That would 
be quite a giftedness when it comes to faith, wouldn't it?
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Well, also imagine now that you have maximum self-sacrifice. He says in verse 3, "If I 
give away all I have, and if I deliver up my body to be burned." I mean, you can't go 
beyond that when it comes to self-sacrifice, can you? You relinquish all of your 
possessions. You commit yourself to a life of poverty in your quest to be committed to 
what you say you believe in. In fact, you're so committed you're willing to be martyred, 
willing to deliver up your body to be burned. I mean, think about the 3 Hebrew young 
men in Daniel, right, willing to go into the fiery furnace. I mean, there you are, holding 
on to nothing. Counting nothing to be your own. Totally divesting yourself of anything 
that would get in the way of your commitment to the Lord.  Maximum eloquence, 
maximum insight, maximum faith, maximum self-sacrifice. What a servant I would be. 
What a servant you would be. 

But now imagine something else, imagine that you had all that but love was absent. 
Consider the effect of lovelessness on the possession of and the exercise of spiritual gifts. 
I mean, you really have a gift when it comes to languages. You really have a gift when it 
comes to prophetic powers and insight. You really have a gift when it comes to faith. You 
really have a commitment to the Lord that is sacrificial. But now there is no love in it. 
What's the result of it? Verse 1, "If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have 
not," agape, I'm not walking in God's love, "I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal." I'm 
talking but it's worthless. There is much historical evidence to suggest that the gong and 
the cymbal was a part of the worship experience of the pagans, that in fact, in some of 
these temples, Sybil, Bacchus, other false gods that the pagans engaged in worshiping, 
that in these places there was ecstatic utterances, there were pagan tongues and along 
with it the sounding of gongs, the sounding of cymbals. What Paul may be saying is, "If 
you're not operating in God's love, then what you are attempting to offer to God is 
nothing more acceptable than pagan worship," which if we're right, they would have 
easily grasped that and understood that. But your offering is no more acceptable to God 
than pagan worship. But even if you don't take that angle on it, we can certainly say there 
is nothing pleasing about noisy gongs or clanging cymbals so you possess all this 
eloquence but if you're not walking in the love of God, you're just making noise. 

And if you have tremendous insight but you're not walking in love, what's the result of 
that? Verse 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." I am nothing. It's not uncommon that if we have insight, if we have knowledge, 
if we're able to grasp to some noticeable degree what God has revealed in Scripture, it's 
not uncommon for people to think about that as a reflection on their own greatness which 
right away we know just biblically, that's insanity, isn't it? What do you know that God 
hasn't revealed to you? What do you know that God hasn't taught you? If we know 
anything, isn't it an expression of the grace of God? Amen? But it's not uncommon for 
someone who has some kind of insight and understanding of truth to think of it as a 
reflection on their own greatness. "Look at what I know. Let me tell you what I know. 
Let me tell you what I have learned." Well listen: if you're not walking in the love of 
God, do you know what you are? When he says there, "I am nothing," it literally has to 
do with, "I am a no one." I am a no one. I am a nobody. You can have all kinds of 
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knowledge and information but if you're not walking in the love of God though you 
imagine yourself to be great, you are a no one.

Now, what about all this commitment? I mean, if you give away all you have and, you 
know, that has a real practical application in a lot of false religion, doesn't it? People 
taking vows of poverty and somehow trying to earn heaven to atone for their sins by what 
they are willing to part with. But even in the realm of true religion, I mean genuine 
Christianity, sometimes we can find ourselves proud of what we don't hold onto. Proud of 
what we are willing to sacrifice in the name of Jesus. Well listen: if you give away 
everything you have, even to the point of giving away your own life but you don't have 
love, literally he says at the end of verse 3, "It is of no benefit to you." It profits you 
nothing. It is unprofitable or as the ESV has, "I gain nothing." Imagine maximum 
giftedness, imagine lovelessness and though you have maximum giftedness, if you're 
walking in lovelessness, you are nothing. You gain nothing, you accomplish nothing. 
You just make noise. You're a no one and it doesn't profit you at all.

Now, let's consider the lesson that's being imparted by this use of exaggeration. Again, 
he's exaggerating to make a point. What's the point he's making? This is not theoretical 
instruction, is it? And he doesn't want us to think about others, he wants us to think about 
us. So I want to ask you tonight even as I ask myself: is it possible to be engaging in the 
communication of truth, to be engaging in Christian service and even to be suffering for 
Christ and yet to have abandoned the principle of love? Is that possible? Well, we know it 
is and I'm going to direct your attention to something you know very well but it's proof 
that this is possible. Go to the book of Revelation 2:1, "To the angel of the church in 
Ephesus write: 'The words of him who holds the seven stars in his right hand, who walks 
among the seven golden lampstands. I know your works, your toil," I mean, they're not 
just working, they're working to the point of exhaustion, they are toiling. "I know your 
works, your toil and your patient endurance," this is a persevering church, persevering 
through difficulty, "and how you cannot bear with those who are evil, but have tested 
those who call themselves apostles and are not, and found them to be false." This is a 
doctrinally mature congregation. They know the truth to the extent they are able to test 
false teachers and demonstrate that they are false. 

Verse 3, "I know you are enduring patiently and bearing up for my name's sake, and you 
have not grown weary." Those words definitely indicate that there is something testing 
this congregation that could have made them weary. They have had to bear up under 
something. They have had to endure patiently in the face of something so this is not just a 
working church and a knowledgeable church, this is probably a suffering church. 

Verse 4, "But I have this against you," the Son of God says, "that you have abandoned the 
love you had at first." Is it possible to be hard-working but not loving? Is it possible to be 
doctrinally sound, knowledgeable, testing teachers but not be walking in love? Is it 
possible to bear up even in the face of suffering but to have abandoned the principle of 
love, love for God, love for others? That initial sense of abandonment to God, that initial 
love for the Lord that is sincere and real and powerful that then gets expressed to others? 
You see, you can't express to others what you're not walking in in terms of fellowship. 
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Our love for others, beloved, is simply the overflow and the expression of walking in a 
loving relationship with God himself. Don't ever imagine that you can abandon love in 
the vertical direction and express love in the horizontal realm. Loving each other is 
dependent on walking in love for God.

So what does he say to this church? Verse 5, "Remember therefore from where you have 
fallen; repent, and do the works you did at first." You see, it's not work versus love, it is 
work in the atmosphere, in the attitude, in the power of love. It's not gifts versus love, it is 
gifts being expressed in the attitude, in the atmosphere, in the power of God's love. 

Is this a serious thing? Next statement, "If not, I will come to you and remove your 
lampstand from its place." And however you take that statement, it's serious, whether he's 
saying that the church itself because the lampstands were the churches, that the church 
could go out of existence or if he's saying your light will not shine, either way it's a 
serious statement. Folks, listen, we only shine. We only have a powerful effect in the 
world around us by virtue of the power of God at work in and through us. I mean, Christ 
is talking about a removal. He's talking about something that God does. It is the activity 
of God that allows our life to have an impact on anybody but we will not impact the 
world if we're not walking in love.

How gracious our Savior is though, he goes on to commend them, verse 6, "Yet this you 
have: you hate the works of the Nicolaitans, which I also hate. He who has an ear, let him 
hear what the Spirit says to the churches." I mean, this just doesn't have an application to 
Ephesus, this has an application wherever the problem is being experienced. "To the one 
who conquers I will grant to eat of the tree of life, which is in the paradise of God." 

Is it possible, is it possible to have been gifted by the Lord and to still be working in the 
realm where we have been gifted but have abandoned the principle of love and in that 
way lost our effectiveness so that it could be said of us that we are accomplishing 
nothing, we are nothing and we're benefited in no way? The church at Ephesus says yes. 
God's word to them says yes, that's possible.

So now, let's apply it to us. Are there times in your life when your speech for Christ 
exceeds your experience and expression of the love of God? Are there times when you're 
still talking about the things of God, you're talking about the Lord Jesus Christ, you may 
be eloquently expressing truth that is found in Scripture but in your own experience, 
you're not  walking in God's love? And it can even be this because we're told to speak the 
truth in love, it may even be that your expression of that truth is lacking in the love of 
God. You say the right thing, you say it in the entirely wrong way. 

Are there times that your knowledge, your insight, exceeds your experience and 
expression of the love of God? You are studying the Bible, you are going to Sunday 
school, you are coming to church, you are gathering information, you are keeping a 
notebook, you've got all this knowledge but are you loving the Lord? I mean, is this 
knowledge lifting you up in worship of the living God? Is this knowledge drawing you 
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nearer to the one who gave himself to save you from your sins? Are you walking in God's 
love and is that love being spread abroad through your life to others? 

When people are around you, do they have the sense of experiencing the love of the 
Almighty because the character of Christ is so permeating your life: the way you think, 
the way you speak, the way you treat others? When they come in contact with you, they 
experience God's love? 

Are there times that your commitment and even your sacrifice continues but the love of 
God is not there? I mean, you do what is right because you know it to be right. You do 
what you should do because you know you should do it. You continue with the activity 
but the love that should be present is absent? 

Apparently, you can give away possessions and still lack love. I mean, you can give to 
the church and it still not be an expression of the love of God. You can commit yourself 
in such a way that it could even extend to the point of martyrdom but is the love of God 
present? 

When you came here tonight, did you come  because you love the Lord? When we 
experience a worship service like this, are you in the place to be able to express loving 
worship? Well, right now if you were to be brutally honest with yourself, has it 
descended to a place of routine? And how often is it that when we recognize it is settled 
to the place of routine, we think what needs to change is the routine when in reality what 
needs to change is us? It's not spiritual discipline that makes the disciplines cold. It is 
your heart attitude toward the spiritual disciplines that make those disciplines cold. 

How many people are resting tonight in what they know, what they say and what they do 
when the love of God as this is going to be described in the verses that follow is not very 
evident in their life? I'm going to deal with this in detail next week but let's just look at it 
very briefly. Verse 4, what does this love look like, this love of God present in a 
believer's life? Well, it's patient. It's kind. It's not jealous. It doesn't boast. It's not arrogant 
or rude. It doesn't have to have its own way. It is not irritable. Can anybody say, "Ouch"? 
It's not irritable or resentful. It does not rejoice at wrongdoing, that is, it doesn't take any 
pleasure in sin. The love of God rejoices with the, what? Truth. Don't ever think of the 
love of God as something that will lead you to excuse the disobedience of people you say 
you love. True love doesn't concede to sin. In a humble, caring attitude, it confronts it. 
Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. We're going 
to deal with all of that next week but the point tonight is: is it possible to be speaking, to 
be understanding and to be committed but these qualities not be present in what you're 
doing? Do you know what this is, beloved? It's the fruit of the Spirit. The fruit of the 
Spirit is love. So the point is: to be engaged in all this Christian stuff but not be filled 
with the Spirit, led by the Spirit and be bearing the fruit of the Spirit, is something that is 
absolutely empty. 

We'll close with this. Go to John 13. We are reminded by our Savior of the priority of 
love. John 13:34, "A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another." Folks, 
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I know you've probably thought about this before, if you have I want to remind you, if 
not I want to show you something: in what sense is this a new commandment that we 
love each other? Didn't the Old Testament law teach God's people that not only were they 
to love the Lord their God with all their heart, mind, soul and strength and they were to 
love their neighbor as themselves. So in what sense is this a new commandment? Here's 
how it is new, verse 34, "just as I have loved you, you also are to love one another." Now 
we have a divine yet human example of the standard of our love for each other, that is, 
think about how Jesus has loved you. That's the standard and, by the way, this is not the 
only place where that standard is insisted upon and applied because we can go to the 
book of Ephesians, for example, chapter 5 and husbands are told to love their wives, 
how? As Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her. You also are to love one 
another. 

How is essential is this? Verse 35, "By this all people will know that you are my 
disciples, if you have love for one another." And I am not in any way trying to suggest 
that the world will not be impacted by believers loving the world in a salvific sense, in an 
evangelistic sense. Certainly our love for lost sinners will have an impact on lost sinners 
but do you understand he is talking here about the power of believers loving each other, 
the power of that testimony in the sight of an unbelieving humanity. "How do people love 
each other like those people love each other?" That is what Jesus is talking about in verse 
35. "They will know that you are my followers if you love one another." An atmosphere 
and power in which all of that is to function is the love of God that was shed abroad in 
our hearts when we were saved and the moment we abandon that love in terms of the 
principle in which we operate, everything else loses its power.

May God help us to walk in the love of Jesus. And all God's people would say, amen.

Page 9 of 9


