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1. Welcome 
2. Worship w/Prayer Board 
3. Announcements  
4. Handout (later)  

 
This we know: 
There was a letter sent previous to 1 Corinthians reply (Could it be 2 Corinthians 6:14-7:1?). 
At the end of 2nd Corinthians, Paul mentions wanting to pay the Corinthians a THIRD visit…when did the 2nd visit happen?  (1st = Acts 18). 
Another very stern letter that Paul wishes he never sent (could it be 2 Corinthians 10-13?). 
If it is, we can operate by this time frame: 
 

i. The ‘Previous Letter’, which may be contained in 2 Corinthians 6:14 – 7::1 (N.B. 6:13 runs very smoothly into 7:2). 
ii. ‘Chloe’s people’ (1 Cor. 1:11_ bring Paul at Ephesus news of divisions at Corinth. 
iii. 1 Corinthians chapters 1-4 were written in reply and Timothy is about to take it to Corinth (1 Cor. 4:17). 
iv. Three men (Stephanas, Fortunatus and Achaicus:  1 Cor. 16:17) arrive with more news and a letter from Corinth:  Paul immediately writes chapters 5 

and 6 and pens chapters 7-16 in reply to this letter.  Timothy then takes the whole of 1 Corinthians to Corinth. 
v. The situation gets worse and Paul makes a disastrous visit to Corinth after which things get even more painful for Paul (cf. 2 Cor. 2:1). 
vi. He then sends the ‘Severe Letter’ (2 Cor. 10-13) by the hands of Titus (2 Cor. 2:13; 7:13). 
vii. Paul is so worried that he cannot wait for Titus to return; he sets out to meet him in Macedonia (2 Cor. 7:5-13), and then writes 2 Corinthians 1-9, the 

‘Letter of Reconciliation’. 
(“Message of 1 Corinthians”, David Prior, pg. 18. The Bible Speaks Today, IVP 1985) 

 
 
Begins to answer the letter that was written to him (Chloe): 
Chpt 7 – Marriage 
Chpt 8 – Idols (your freedom causing another to stumble) 
Chpt 9 –  Give Up your rights, run the race  

Chpt 10 – 23 You say, “I am allowed to do anything”[d]—but not everything is good for you. You say, “I am allowed to  

                  do anything”—but not everything is beneficial. 24 Don’t be concerned for your own good but for the good  

                  of others. 

__________________________________ 
Chpt 11 – Public Worship/Lord’s Supper 
Chpt 12 – Spiritual Gifts 
Chpt 13 – Love  
Chpt 14 – Tongues, Prophecy, Worship 
Chpt 15 – Resurrection of Christ, The Dead, The Body [Teach on Last Things?] 
Chpt 16 – Final Greetings  
 
 

How does our society define love?  Large Group Question 
 
How does God define love?  

 Read the chapter.  
 
 

Love Is the Greatest 
1 If I could speak all the languages of earth and of angels, but didn’t love others, I would only be a noisy gong or a 
clanging cymbal. 2 If I had the gift of prophecy, and if I understood all of God’s secret plans and possessed all knowledge, 
and if I had such faith that I could move mountains, but didn’t love others, I would be nothing.  
SPIRITUAL GIFTS USED WITHOUT LOVE ARE NOTHING 
3 If I gave everything I have to the poor and even sacrificed my body, I could boast about it; but if I didn’t love others, I 
would have gained nothing. 
EXTRAVAGANT GIVING 
EXTRAVAGANT SACRIFICE 
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WITHOUT LOVE ARE NOTHING 
 
4 Love is patient and kind. Love is not jealous or boastful or proud 5 or rude. It does not demand its own way. It is not 
irritable, and it keeps no record of being wronged. 6 It does not rejoice about injustice but rejoices whenever the truth 
wins out. 7 Love never gives up, never loses faith, is always hopeful, and endures through every circumstance. 
8 Prophecy and speaking in unknown languages and special knowledge will become useless. But love will last forever! 9 
Now our knowledge is partial and incomplete, and even the gift of prophecy reveals only part of the whole picture! 10 
But when the time of perfection comes, these partial things will become useless. 
SOME GIFTS ARE TEMPORARY 
11 When I was a child, I spoke and thought and reasoned as a child. But when I grew up, I put away childish things. 12 
Now we see things imperfectly, like puzzling reflections in a mirror,  
TEMPORARY 
but then we will see everything with perfect clarity. All that I know now is partial and incomplete, but then I will know 
everything completely, just as God now knows me completely.   
ETERNAL 
13 Three things will last forever—faith, hope, and love—and the greatest of these is love. 

 
 
Love in the Old Testament: 
You shall not take vengeance, nor bear any grudge against the children of your people, but you shall love your neighbor as yourself:  
I am the LORD.   Leviticus 19:18   
 
You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your strength.    Deuteronomy 6:5 
 
Love in the New Testament:  
And above all things have fervent love for one another, for “love will cover a multitude of sins.” 1 Peter 4:8 
For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not perish but have everlasting 
life.  John 3:16 
A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another; as I have loved you, that you also love one another. John 13:34 
He who has My commandments and keeps them, it is he who loves Me.  And he who loves Me will be loved by My Father, and I will 
love him and manifest Myself to him.  John 14:21 
 
Beloved, let us love one another, for love is of God; and everyone who loves is born of God and knows God.  He who does not love 
does not know God, for God is love.  In this the love of God was manifested toward us, that God has sent His only begotten Son into 
the world, that we might live through Him.  In this is love, not that we loved God, but that He loved us and sent His Son to be the 
propitiation for our sins.  Beloved, if God so loved us, we also out to love one another. No  one has seen God at any time.   
If we love one another, God abides in us, and His love has been perfected in us.  By this we know that we abide in Him, and He in us, 
because He has given us of His Spirit.  And we have seen and testify that the Father has sent the Son as Savior of the world.  
Whoever confesses that Jesus is the Son of God, God abides in him, and he in God.  And we have known and believed the love that 
God has for us.  God is love, and he who abides in love abides in God, and God in him.  1 John 4:7-16 
 
22 But the Holy Spirit produces this kind of fruit in our lives: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, 
faithfulness, 23 gentleness, and self-control. There is no law against these things!  Galatians 5:22-23 
 
5 And this hope will not lead to disappointment. For we know how dearly God loves us, because he has given us the Holy Spirit to fill 
our hearts with his love. 6 When we were utterly helpless, Christ came at just the right time and died for us sinners. 7 Now, most 
people would not be willing to die for an upright person, though someone might perhaps be willing to die for a person who is 
especially good. 8 But God showed his great love for us by sending Christ to die for us while we were still sinners.  Romans 5:5-8 
 
 

 How do we practice GOD love according to these scriptures?   

http://www.realchurch.org/wednesdaynight/


Living Scripture w/Wednesday Night Crew 
Week 17  – 1 Corinthians  13 – The Greatest of These is Love 

http://www.realchurch.org/wednesdaynight/ 
 

 

o Small Group discussion with Handout of scriptures 
 NOTICE THE ABSENSE OF FEELINGS.  God love is action.  

 
 
NOTES:  
 
13. If I have not love … 

13:1–13 

This magnificent song of Christian love reveals its fullest and most challenging meaning only when carefully applied into the community 
life of a local church, such as the one at Corinth. The chapter is frequently read at weddings or memorial services. It is often used on 
occasions which require lofty sentiments, literature of a high quality, but no overt Christian statement. 

Thomas Merton provides a pungent example of such misapplication of the true message of the chapter. He describes the chaplain 
at his boarding-school in the following way: 

He was a tall, powerful, handsome man, with hair greying at the temples, and a big English chin, and a broad, uncreased 
brow, with sentences like ‘I stand for fair-play and good sportsmanship’ written all over it. 

His greatest sermon was on the thirteenth chapter of First Corinthians—and a wonderful chapter indeed. But his exegesis 
was a bit strange … ‘Buggy’s’ interpretation of the word ‘charity’ in this passage (and in the whole Bible) was that it simply 
stood for ‘all that we mean when we call a chap a “gentleman”.’ In other words, charity meant good-sportsmanship, cricket, 
the decent thing, wearing the right kind of clothes, using the proper spoon, not being a cad or a bounder. 

There he stood, in the plain pulpit, and raised his chin above the heads of all the rows of boys in black coats, and said: 
‘One might go through this chapter of St. Paul and simply substitute the word “gentleman” for “charity” wherever it occurs. 
“If I talk with the tongues of men and of angels, and be not a gentleman, I am become as sounding brass, or a tinkling cymbal.… 
A gentleman is patient, is kind; a gentleman envieth not, dealeth not perversely; is not puffed up.… A gentleman never falleth 
away.” …’ 

… The Apostles would have been rather surprised at the concept that Christ had been scourged and beaten by soldiers, 
cursed and crowned with thorns and subjected to unutterable contempt and finally nailed to the Cross and left to bleed to 
death in order that we might all become gentlemen.’ 

It is clear, then, that chapter 13 must be studied in the context of the rest of Paul’s letter to the church of Corinth. Otherwise it 
remains mere words—noble, even ennobling, but only words. When applied to a local church, it becomes dynamite. It uncovers all 
the weaknesses, gaps, failures and sins in any Christian community. It is a particular challenge to any church which has seen outward 
success in its ministry. These words cut us down to size; they humble us, because we begin to see what really matters to God. They 
re-direct us as the body of Christ to our true calling. It is probably good for any congregation to assess its life together from time to 
time in the mirror of this chapter. 

Because of the grandeur of its language, because it is acknowledged to be ‘great literature’, this chapter needs to be linked 
immediately with Paul’s discussion of spiritual gifts in chapter 12. In a word, Paul is saying that all the most dramatic and  wonderful 
gifts we can imagine are useless without love. As Bruce says, ‘the most lavish exercise of spiritual gifts cannot compensate for lack of 
love.’3 Before we look at what Paul has to say about love, a few preliminary comments are necessary. 

It is well known that the Greek word for love in the New Testament, agapē, was not previously in common use. It was taken into 
the Greek of the New Testament specifically because the love of God, seen in Jesus of Nazareth, required a new word. God’s love 
completely transcends all human ideas or expressions of love. ‘It is a love for the utterly unworthy, a love which proceeds from a God 
who is love. It is a love lavished on others without a thought of whether they are worthy to receive it or not. It proceeds rather from 
the nature of the lover, than from any merit in the beloved’. This is the love which, according to Jesus, has to characterize and control 
the Christian community, if it is in any sense to be recognized as Christian5 and if he is to be recognized as God’s Son and the world’s 
Saviour. 

For these basic reasons Paul spells out why Christian community life without love is nothing, worse than nothing (1–3). He then 
describes what love is, what love is not and what love does (4–7). Finally, he paints vividly the lasting and eternal quality of love (8–
13), outliving both knowledge and spiritual gifts—the two great priorities for the Christians at Corinth. 
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1. The absence of love (13:1–3) 

Paul makes three strong statements about the loveless Christian. 

i. Without love I offend others (1) 

In 8:1 he has already established the key principle that ‘love builds up’. When spiritual gifts are exercised in love, not in a competitive 
spirit, the body of believers is edified. That is Paul’s constant plea throughout his discussion of prophecy and tongues in chapter 14. 
The inevitable result of not using spiritual gifts in love is that others are offended. 

The way Paul puts this is by an oblique reference to the devotees of Greek mystery-cults at Corinth, who worshipped Dionysus 
(god of nature) and Cybele (goddess of wild animals). Dionysus, the Thracian and Phrygian god of the reproductive energies of nature, 
was worshipped with orgiastic rites, including the tearing in pieces and devouring of animal, possibly also human, sacrifices. 
Worshippers, especially women, losing their own personality, were identified with him. He tended to specialize as the god of wine. 
Cybele, the mistress of wild nature, was often shown with lions and other beasts. Phrygia appears to have been the centre of her cult, 
which was introduced into Rome and had great popularity during the early Roman Empire (i.e. the first century AD), especially among 
women. 

No doubt the streets of Corinth resounded with the noisy gongs and clashing cymbals which were a feature of such worshippers. 
A chalkos (gong) was a piece of copper; a kymbalon (cymbal) was a single-toned instrument incapable of producing a melody. Both 
were used in the mystery religions, either to invoke the god or to drive away demons or to rouse the worshippers. They were neither 
melodious nor capable of producing harmony. Both beat out a heavy monotone and caused as much offence as constantly-barking 
dogs. 

Equally offensive, maintains Paul, are those who use the gift of speaking in tongues without the controlling motive of love. It does 
not matter whether the tongues are human languages (as they sometimes seem to be) or even ‘the language of heaven’ (which some 
people rather tendentiously assume): if there is no love they come across as unattractive and boorish. Some Christians with this 
particular gift insensitively impose it on others in the congregation; with considerable self-indulgence rather than a deep desire to 
build up the church, such people override the feelings of those who are either unaccustomed or unsympathetic to this gift.  

ii. Without love I am nothing (2) 

If lovelessness actively repels people from the church and the gospel, thus being the biggest single obstacle to effective witness in a 
community or a nation, it also evacuates the Christian of his significance before God. He becomes a nonentity, a cipher. God cannot 
use the loveless Christian for his glory, even if he is gifted with prophetic speaking; even if he is able to understand and explain the 
deep things of God, man and Satan; even if he is knowledgeable about a vast field of truth and experience; and even if he has the most 
incisive and bold measure of faith envisaged by Jesus himself—the faith which moves mountains.8 

It would be tempting to assume that Paul is using rhetorical hyperbole in this passage, i.e. that the full impact and value of these 
important gifts (prophecy, revelation, knowledge) is diminished when love does not flow. That is not what Paul writes. If there is no 
love, he maintains, there is nothing of any real value in my ministry. I may be successful; I may get results; I may be admired, 
appreciated and applauded—but, as far as God and eternity are concerned, I am nothing. ‘The Corinthians clearly thought that the 
possessors of certain gifts were extremely important persons.… Not only are they unimportant, they are actually nothing.’ 

iii. Without love I gain nothing (3) 

Paul now mentions two acts of self-sacrifice which most closely approximate to practical love of the purest and most unselfish kind. 
What if he were ‘in one grand sweeping gesture’ (Morris) to give away everything? What if he were to hand over his body to be 
burned?10 Are not such actions inherently valuable in the sight of God? Do they not achieve something for the kingdom of God? Are 
they not meritorious? No, he replies, not at all, because such actions can be motivated by self-interest, not by the interests of others. 
So nothing is gained: the effort, the sacrifice, is wasted. 

2. The nature of love (13:4–7) 

If love is so fundamental, irreplaceable and determinative for our life together as Christians, we need to know more clearly what it is. 
The next four verses give a crisp cameo. 
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It is important that Paul uses verbs in describing such love: a loving person will behave in a certain way; he will do, and not do, 
certain things because of the kind of person he is becoming, through the love of God shed abroad in his heart by the Holy Spirit. These 
qualities, these actions are top priorities for every Christian in a local church. If these are absent, the church will languish and fail, if 
not disintegrate, however active, successful and large it may be. 

The verbs Paul uses are all in the present continuous tense, denoting actions and attitudes which have become habitual, ingrained 
gradually by constant repetition. They sound ordinary, obvious, almost banal; but they are probably the most difficult habits to 
cultivate. It is not coincidental that these four verses perfectly describe the character of Jesus himself, and of nobody else. This 
becomes clear when we substitute ‘Jesus’ for ‘love’ in this passage, and then by contrast insert our own name instead. 

Several writers have used Karl Barth’s headings for this passage; and, because it is very difficult to improve on them, we will also 
use them.13 The first two phrases, however, seem to introduce the theme: ‘Love has a big heart and practises sheer goodness’ renders 
the Greek accurately. Such love, which is therefore patient and kind, can face up to the darkness within and around us, in three 
directions. 

i. Love and the darkness in ourselves (4b–5a) 

By using five negatives, one in front of each verb, Paul emphasizes that an essential part of true, Christlike love is to recognize such 
alien realities for what they are, and to renounce them positively and decisively. Love simply does not do these things: it does not give 
in to jealousy, showing-off or arrogance; it resists the temptation to react rudely or selfishly. All these attitudes are common to man, 
but Jesus never indulged himself under pressure or provocation. That is the way of love and it is the way for all followers of Jesus. 

In the context of chapters 12–14, Paul is (at least indirectly) referring to jealousy, pride and selfishness in the church community 
at Corinth. Time and time again the same sins rear their heads: people resent others’ success, blessings or gifts; dissatisfied with their 
own place and opportunities, they compete for more room, honour or recognition. Jesus, by contrast, quietly pursued the work to 
which he had been called; he rejoiced in the growth and success of others, encouraging them onward with sensitive wisdom, but never 
putting anyone down or ignoring anyone. He never needed to overplay his ministry or to blow his own trumpet. Exaggerated, let alone 
sensationalized, descriptions of the way God is using us betray a lack of confidence in our acceptance by God. Love does not boast. 
Indeed, Jesus never seemed at all interested in gaining recognition, let alone in demanding his rights. He left his reputation and his 
results completely in the hands of God. He was free not to insist on his own way, entrusting himself to ‘him who judges justly’, 
particularly when facing rejection and humiliation. 

In a few deft strokes Paul paints a picture of the person who is moved and filled with the love of God. In so doing he also throws 
into relief the self-centredness of much Corinthian—and modern—church life. Only the love of God, keeping us in a deep experience 
of his complete acceptance of us as we are, can enable us to face up to our self-centredness, to renounce it and to look for light to 
shine in our inner darkness. In the love of God there is no place for asserting our rights, despising our gifts, envying our brothers and 
sisters, or treating them insensitively and boorishly. Such love, in any case, turns us outwards to look to the needs and the interests 
of others: when we notice that our behaviour or attitudes are damaging or offending another person, love propels us to deal with 
such inner darkness through the grace of the Lord. There is no local church anywhere which does not need more love for this very 
basic purpose. 

ii. Love and the darkness of others (5b–6) 

Paul mentions three ways in which we can easily allow the weaknesses, sins and failures of others to force us into lovelessness. First, 
there are some people who simply provoke us, not perhaps deliberately or knowingly, but consistently and uncontrollably. It is 
tempting to blame such people for their impact upon us, instead of facing honestly the reality of our own touchiness. Jesus once more 
shows us the way by his patient forbearance towards those twelve disciples, whom he ‘loved to the end’. If we truly love someone 
with the love of the Lord, we shall see their strengths and their potential rather than their quirks and their foibles. When they do or 
say something which angers us, we shall be able to treat that in the context of what they are in Christ, instead of magnifying what has 
happened so that it consumes our vision. 

Secondly, Paul refers to actual ‘evil’ in others. Like ourselves, other Christians sin and transgress God’s word. We may well  be 
amongst those who suffer as a result, either directly or indirectly. It is crucial to recognize the menace of holding on to any such 
behaviour, of gloating over the failures of another, and particularly of keeping a list of wrongs committed. The word in verse 5, logizetai 
(RSV resentful), refers to keeping an account: love forgets as well as forgives and does not keep a record of things said or done against 
us. 
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Thirdly, Paul focuses our attention on our attitude to sin and wickedness in general. There is a perverse streak in human nature, 
played on and pandered to by most communicators, which actually enjoys evil, particularly in others. We can fall into the trap of 
rejoicing, not in what is good and true, but in the murky and sordid. We find false solace in seeing others fail and fall, presumably 
because we imagine it gives us more leeway to trifle with sin ourselves. That is the reverse of love, which longs to see others stand 
and grow, which is saddened and hurt when another is defeated, which rejoices with those who rejoice and weeps with those who 
weep. A particular danger, selected on several occasions by Paul in the Pastoral Epistles for condemnation, is gossiping. Love does not 
gossip, particularly under the cloak of sharing a need for prayer. Love ‘covers a multitude of sins’. 

iii. Love and apparent darkness in God (7) 

The fourfold all things of this verse makes it plain that love is no human quality, but the gift of God himself. In the varied circumstances 
and relationships of our daily lives it is only his love in Jesus which can enable us to bear, to believe, to hope and to endure. 

Frequently the Christian is asked by God to shoulder burdens (often the burdens of others and on every occasion burdens which 
God himself already bears), which wear us down and evoke the question: ‘Why, Lord?’ ‘Love sacrifices the right to rebel against God,’ 
however much we pour out our hearts before him. Especially when there is little to encourage faith, love strengthens us to trust in 
the dark, to penetrate through to the other side despite the mountains of doubt, knowing that our Father God is in control and will 
ultimately demonstrate his victory. More than that, love enables us to exercise a strong assurance that, however black it seems, God 
has not lost his way and has for us ‘a future and a hope’.18 

Whatever happens, we hang on because it all has a purpose. God is chiselling out in us the image of his Son, Jesus. Oswald 
Chambers has written: ‘God’s batterings always come in commonplace ways and through commonplace people.’ Only love for God, 
released by his love for us, can keep such faith and hope alive and in control of our daily lives. When we realize afresh that Jesus loves 
us in this way—he bears everything we throw at him, he still believes in us and is quietly confident for us, he has endured even the 
cross for us—then we take heart again and know that only his love can sustain us and make us the people, the local churches, he wants 
us to become. 

3. The endlessness of love (13:8–13) 

If any vestige remains in our minds to suggest that such love can be reproduced by human beings on their own, the first words of verse 
8 finally dispel it: love never ends. The Greek word piptei literally means ‘falls’ or ‘collapses’. This love never folds under pressure of 
the most intense and sustained kind. This love continues through death into eternity. This is the love of God. In order to underline the 
priority of love for all Christians in Corinth—and elsewhere—Paul then mentions the three gifts at the top of their list of priorities: 
tongues, prophecy and knowledge. Each of these will either become irrelevant or else be swallowed up in the perfection of eternity: 
for when the perfect comes, the imperfect will pass away (10). 

Paul illustrates this general truth in two ways: first, he refers to growth from childhood into mature adulthood; secondly, he 
contrasts looking at someone reflected in a mirror with seeing the person face to face. The very best mirror, which in those days was 
made of metal and inevitably gave only a blurred and imperfect picture, is as nothing compared with this full encounter. We are told 
by John that, when we see Jesus face to face, ‘we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is’. So, full knowledge of ourselves will 
come only when we see Jesus and know him as fully and as perfectly as he now knows us (12). 

So long as we have not yet seen Jesus as he is, we are still short of maturity, of adulthood as Christians. By his grace we have been 
given many gifts through which we may see more of his glory and will, even in the limitations of this mortal life. These gifts, all of 
them, are media of revelation into the nature and purposes of God. Every gift is valuable for our growth into maturity, but the 
heartbeat of our relationship with God now is that he knows us, not vice versa (12). One day we shall also know him. 

If the Corinthians majored on tongues, prophecy and knowledge, Paul focuses attention on faith, hope and love. These three 
qualities are the ones which ‘abide’.1 
 
 

B. Gifts Must Be Exercised With Love 13:1–13 

 
1 Prior, D. (1985). The message of 1 Corinthians: life in the local church (pp. 225–234). Leicester, England; 
Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press. 
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1. THE NECESSITY OF LOVE 13:1–3 

The contrast in this chapter is between spiritual gifts without love and spiritual gifts with love. Paul has already shown that love 
is seen in action, especially in God’s gift of Jesus and His death on the cross. But Paul does not degrade the gifts, nor does he say love 
is better than the gifts. “The whole point is simply that without love the highest gifts lose their proper effectiveness, value, and 
reward.” Paul brings this out with seven examples of spiritual ministry valued by the Corinthians. 

1 If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I am only a resounding gong or a 
clanging cymbal. 2 If I have the gift of prophecy and can fathom all mysteries and all knowledge, and if 
I have a faith that can move mountains, but have not love, I am nothing. 3 If I give all I possess to the 
poor and surrender my body to the flames, but have not love, I gain nothing. 

Tongues were highly valued, so much so that some may have thought they were speaking in “tongues of … angels” (or this may 
be a figure of speech Paul uses to indicate the Corinthians’ high regard for tongues). But whether human or angelic, without love 
such languages had no more effect than “a resounding gong or a clanging cymbal.” They get attention but that is all. So tongues 
without love may get attention, but do not contribute to genuine worship. 

In Corinth, tongues were not bringing edification even to the individuals who spoke them, because the Corinthians’ lack of love 
let them “tolerate, or endorse, illicit sexuality, greed, and idolatry (5:9–10; illustrated in 5:1–5; 6:1–11; 6:12–20; 8:1–10:22).” 

Prophecy is a genuine gift. Understanding with supernatural insight all the mysteries that were not revealed in Old Testament 
times but are revealed in what is now the New Testament, receiving all kinds of supernatural knowledge, and having a gift of faith 
that can move mountain after mountain—all are genuine gifts of the Spirit. Yet, without love, without acting in love, the person who 
ministers such gifts is nothing, of no value to the Lord or the local assembly of believers, even if people acclaim the gifts. In Corinth 
their knowledge only made them proud (8:1–2), and it sometimes brought destruction to a weak brother “for whom Christ died” 
(8:11). 

Others may think they are deserving reward because of giving everything to the poor or surrendering their bodies to the flames 
(probably as martyrs), for the Bible says, “Jesus Christ laid down his life for us. And we ought to lay down our lives for our brothers. If 
anyone has material possessions and sees his brother in need but has no pity on him, how can the love of God be in him?” (1 John 
3:16–17). But if we do these things without love, we will gain nothing even though many may be blessed, helped, and challenged; 
that is, we will have no reward, for our works will be treated as wood, hay, or straw to be burned (1 Cor. 3:12). 

2. THE NATURE OF LOVE 13:4–7 

4 Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. 5 It is not rude, it is 
not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. 6 Love does not delight in evil 
but rejoices with the truth. 7 It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres. 

Since the word “love” is used in so many different contexts, Paul identifies twelve characteristics that describe the kind of love 
needed in the seeking and manifesting of spiritual gifts. 

Love is patient with people who provoke or injure us. It does not allow resentment to arise, even when wrongs go unrighted. It 
goes the second mile, turns the other cheek, endures insult, bears with those who disagree or mock or gibe (Matt. 5:39, 41). It 
reflects the patience of God with sinners: It cannot be short-tempered with those for whom Christ died. 

Love does not stop with a mere patience that puts up with those who heap abuse. It is actively kind, returns good for evil (cf. 
Luke 6:27; Rom. 12:21), seeks out what it can do for others, puts itself in the service of others, encourages others to speak and 
minister (cf. 14:30–31). 

Love is not envious, never jealous, never expresses ill will, malice, or peevishness. Its heart is too big to engage in littleness or 
jealous rivalry or competition. It sees the good in others and desires to promote the good of the body of believers. It honors the Holy 
Spirit for the gifts He gives to others as He determines (12:11). 

Love is not boastful, never a braggart, but is truly humble. It never shows off, never parades its own virtues, never shows pride 
in being used in gifts, never calls attention to itself. After love does its work of kindness it steals back into the shadows so that Christ 
may receive all the glory. 

Love is not proud, puffed up, or self-important, nor is it anxious for honor. Nor is it like some people who make a show of being 
humble but inwardly feel how important they are. It does not “lord it over” those less fortunate, nor does it treat others as  inferiors. 
It is never self-satisfied, arrogant, or overbearing. It never demands its rights nor feels recognition for faithful service is its due (see 
Matt. 20:26–28; Luke 17:7–10). It is also willing to receive correction (cf. 14:29–30). 
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Love is never rude or unbecoming, never behaves disgracefully or shamefully. Jesus was a perfect gentleman. His love is always 
considerate, polite, and gentle; never coarse or vulgar. Love never needlessly embarrasses, injures, or humiliates another but is 
always courteous. Positively, it seeks the well-being of the whole body of Christ. 

Love is not self-seeking, never selfish, grasping, or greedy. God so loved that He gave (John 3:16). The same divine love will 
make us more concerned about giving than getting. It seeks the good of others. It does not demand its own way but accepts God-
given leadership (cf. 14:37). 

Love is not “easily angered.” The word “easily” is not in the Greek (“is not provoked”—NASB). Love is not angered or irritated no 
matter what the circumstances. Any irritability that arises comes from a different source. But love keeps the victory even when 
everything seems to go wrong. 

Love keeps no record of wrongs. It is not mindful of evil done to it, but instead takes no notice of it. It is forgiving and never 
holds a grudge. It never reminds others of hurtful words or injuries said or done in the past. There is no limit to its forgiveness. Love 
takes the one who has wronged it into its heart, forgetting the past. 

Love does not delight in evil, nor in the downfall or misfortunes of others. Love never says “I told you so” or “It serves your 
right.” Nor does it dig up the sins of the past or desire to expose or gossip about the faults of others. Love wants to see s ins forgiven 
and rejoices when the truth of the gospel is advanced. 

Love always protects, trusts, hopes, and perseveres. It never gives up, it bears up. It is obedient, faithful, trustful, and buoyant. It 
keeps pressing on with faith and confident hope. It sees where help is needed and gets under the load without being asked or 
begged. It provides sincere encouragement for others. 

If these things seem difficult to attain, let us remember that we can look to God to pour His love into our hearts by the Holy 
Spirit (Rom. 5:5). We may need to repent for our lack of love. Then His love will bring us to the goal. 

3. THE PRIORITY OF LOVE 13:8–13 

8 Love never fails. But where there are prophecies, they will cease; where there are tongues, they 
will be stilled; where there is knowledge, it will pass away. 9 For we know in part and we prophesy in 
part, 10 but when perfection comes, the imperfect disappears. 

Love like this will never fail (Gk. piptai, “fall”), come to an end, or become invalid. Prophecies “will cease” (Gk. katargēthēsontai, 
“be done away with,” a different word from love “failing”). Tongues “will be stilled,” or stop (Gk. pausontai, a still different word). 
The spiritual gift of the word of knowledge will also cease. 

When? Not today when all the gifts are so needed to edify the believers, but when “perfection,” or completeness, comes. 
“When perfection comes” refers to the perfection that Jesus will bring when He comes again and we receive our new bodies that are 
immortal and incorruptible (15:53–54) and enter into millennial blessings. Until then we are subject to our present limitations (Rom. 
8:18–25). Now “we eagerly await a Savior from there [from heaven], the Lord Jesus Christ, who by the power that enables him to 
bring everything under his control, will transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like his glorious body” (Phil. 3:20–21). We do 
strive to please God, “For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men. It teaches us to say ‘No’ to ungodliness and 
worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this present age, while we wait for the blessed hope—the 
glorious appearing of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ, who gave himself for us to redeem us from all wickedness and to purify 
for himself a people that are his very own, eager to do what is good” (Titus 2:11–14). Thus, we are all still looking ahead to the time 
when perfection, or completion, will come. 

No other position is exegetically possible. “Only in the eschaton will there be a perfect mutual indwelling with ultimate reality, 
God, who will be ‘all in all’ (1 Cor. 15:26) and we ‘shall know fully, even as (we are) fully known’ so that the charisms will no longer 
be necessary (1 Cor. 13:8–12).” Until then they are useful.62 

During the entire Church Age our understanding and knowledge have been and still are partial. This did not change when the 
New Testament was completed, nor at the end of the first century. Many older commentaries agree, including those by Alford, 
Barnes, Ellicott, and Lange. F. F. Bruce, a recent British scholar, concurs: “It is true that, according to 1 Cor. 13:8–10, prophecies, 
tongues, and knowledge are to be done away, but only ‘when that which is perfect is come.’ That which is perfect is not come yet … 
the literature of the period following the apostolic age makes it plain that the gifts did not come to a full stop with the closing of the 
New Testament canon.” 

11 When I was a child, I talked like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child. When I 
became a man, I put childish ways behind me. 12 Now we see but a poor reflection as in a mirror; then 
we shall see face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known. 
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Paul illustrates his meaning further by contrasting a child’s ways with a man’s ways, that is, full maturity. In the present Church 
Age we need spiritual gifts of speech and knowledge for edification and spiritual growth. After the Rapture, in our changed bodies, 
we shall have greater powers and knowledge and will not need these gifts any longer. 

As a further illustration, Paul compares our present understanding and knowledge to the indirect image in a mirror (mirrors in 
those days were of polished bronze). But when Jesus comes, the perfect state will be unveiled: We shall see no longer indirectly, but 
face to face. Now there are many things that perplex us. We are able to claim only part of what God has for us. But the day is coming 
when “we shall see him as he is” (1 John 3:2). Then we shall no longer need what is now “in part.” We do know God now, but 
spiritual gifts reveal only bits and pieces. When Jesus comes, and as Jon Ruthven points out, in heaven we shall “know God (kathōs) 
exactly as, and to the same degree” that, God knows us now. 

13 And now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is love. 

In contrast to temporary blessings of charismatic gifts given for this age, three things we have now are permanent: faith, hope, 
and love. Even when faith becomes sight, faith in the sense of trustful obedience will always be the right attitude toward God. Even 
when the promised hope is realized, hope in the sense of expectation of future good will remain, for God is the God of hope (Rom. 
15:13). But love, though mentioned last, is the greatest. We shall never forget John 3:16 and the glory of the Cross. Love was and is 
God’s primary motive and must become ours, for God is love (1 John 4:8).2 
 
 

4.4 

The Hymn to Love 

1 CORINTHIANS 12:31–14:1 

IN MANY CHURCHES THE “love chapter” is read only at weddings. Naturally, it is fully appropriate for wedding ceremonies and is a matchless 
guide for Christian marriage, but Paul clearly intended this hymn to love [see fig. 4.4(1)] to be a model for all of life. In this fourth essay 
(chapters 11–14) he places a discussion of love at the center of six homilies that focus on Christian worship. He thereby commends 
love as a source of healing for the various problems set out in the essay. Before savoring the delights of the text, a brief introduction 
may be helpful. 

The verb Paul uses for love is agapao. The Greek language of his day had two primary words for love. The first was eros, which 
had to do with passionate love, either religious or sexual. The second was phileo, which was used to describe love between friends 
and the kind of love that is shared in a healthy family. But neither of these words was adequate for what Paul and the other writers of 
the New Testament wanted to describe. Moving to a higher level of love they wanted and selected a new word, the term agapao. 

In the Greek Old Testament agape, as a noun, appears only in the Song of Songs. It is rare in classical Greek, and when used it has 
to do with “inclining toward” something. Paul and his friends selected this word that had no clear footprint in the Greek language, and 
filled it with new meaning. Five things can be said about agape as it appears in the New Testament generally and in this text in 
particular. 
1. 
 

12:31 And continue in zeal for the highest spiritual gifts [Charismata]. 
 

 
 

And in addition, I will give directions for a journey over a mountain pass 
[huperbolen hodon]. 
 

 
2 Horton, S. M. (1999). I & II Corinthians: A Logion Press Commentary (pp. 124–130). Springfield, MO: Logion 
Press. 
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2. 

 

13:1 If I speak in the 
tongues of men 

 

LOVE AND 

 

 
 

 
 

and of angels, 
 

Tongues 
 

 
 

 
 

but have not love, 
 

Prophecy 
 

 
 

 
 

I am banging brass or 
a clanging cymbal. 
 

Knowledge 
 

 
 

3. 

 

2 And if I have prophetic powers 
 

 
 

and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, 
 

4. 

 

and if I have all 
faith 

 

LOVE AND THE 

 

 
 

 
 

so as to remove 
mountains, 
 

Spiritual Gifts 
 

 
 

but have not love, 
 

 
 

 
 

I am nothing. 
 

 
 

5. 

 

3 And if I dole out all 
my possessions, 
 

LOVE AND 
 

 
 

 
 

and if I surrender my 
body so that I may 
boast, 
 

Faith 
 

 
 

 
 

but have not love, 
 

Hope 
 

 
 

 
 

I gain nothing. 
 

 
 

 
 

6. 

 

4 Love is patient. 

 

LOVE DEFINED 

 

LOVE AND 

 
 
 

Kind is love: 
 

Positively 
 

Knowledge 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

?? 
 

7. 
 

not jealous, 
 

 
 

?? 
 

 
 

not boastful, 
 

 
 

 
 

 5 not arrogant,   
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not rude, 
 

 
 

 
 

8. 
 

not seeking 
what is for 
itself 
 

LOVE DEFINED 
 

 
 

9. 
 

not quick to 
anger, 
 

Negatively 
 

 
 

 
 

not recording 
wrongs, 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

6 not 
rejoicing in 
unrighteous
ness 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

but rejoicing in 
community when 
truth prevails, 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

LOVE AND 
 

10. 
 

7 covers all, believes all, 
 

LOVE DEFINED 
 

Faith 
 

 
 

hopes all, patiently 
endures all. 
 

Positively 
 

Hope 
 

11. 

 

8 Love never falls. 

 

LOVE AND 

 

 
 

 
 

As for prophecy, it will be 
discarded; 
 

Prophecy 
 

 
 

 
 

as for tongues, they will 
cease; 
 

Tongues 
 

 
 

 
 

as for knowledge, it will be 
discarded. 
 

Knowledge 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

(− Three 
Discarded) 
 

 
 

12. 

 

9 For our knowledge is 
imperfect 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

and our prophecy is 
imperfect. 
 

 
 

− Imperfect 
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10 But when the 
perfect comes, 
 

 
 

+ Perfect 
 

 
 

the imperfect will be 
discarded. 
 

 
 

 
 

13. 

 

11 When I was a 
child, 

 

 
 PARABLE 

 

 
 

I spoke like a 
child, 
 

LOVE AND THE 
 

Child and 
 

 
 

I thought like 
a child, 
 

Spiritual Gifts 
 

Man 
 

 
 

I reasoned 
like a child. 
 

 
 

(Maturation and 
Discard) 
 

 
 

When I became a 
man 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

I discarded 
my childish 
ways. 
 

 
 

 
 

14. 

 

12 For now we see in a 
mirror dimly, 

 

 
 − Imperfect 

 

 
 

then face to face. 
 

 
 

+ Perfect 
 

 
 

Now my knowledge is 
imperfect, 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

then I shall know fully 
as I am fully known. 
 

 
 

 
 

15. 

 

13 And thus there abides 

 

LOVE AND: 

 

 
 

 
 

faith, hope and love, 
 

Faith 
 

 
 

 
 

these three; 
 

Hope 
 

 
 

 
 

but the highest of these is 
love. 
 

(+ Three 
Abide) 
 

 
 

16. 

 

14:1 Run after love 

 

ZEAL FOR THE SPIRITUAL 
GIFTS (Strive for Love) 
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and continue in zeal for the spiritual gifts (pneumatika) 
 

Figure 4.4(1). The hymn to love (1 Cor 12:31–14:1) 

First, it is universal. This is a love that reaches out to everyone. Jesus’ parable of the good Samaritan in Luke 10:25–37 is a primary 
example. Within this form of love there is “neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male and female; for 
you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal 3:28). Even the enemy is to be loved (Mt 5:44). The German Christian martyr Dietrich Bonhoeffer 
discusses this latter text and writes, “By our enemies Jesus means those who are quite intractable and utterly unresponsive to our 
love, who forgive us nothing when we forgive them all, who requite our love with hatred and our service with derision.” 

Bonhoeffer’s point is that the enemy is not the person who is softened by love and becomes a friend. Instead he or she is the  
person who refuses the offered love and remains stubbornly opposed to the one extending the love. 

Second, agape (love) is the new “royal law,” which directs all believers to love God and one’s neighbor. As early as 7:19 Paul wrote 
that circumcision was nothing, and what mattered was “keeping the commandments of God.” Certainly at the top of that mysterious 
list was the commandment to love. In 9:21 Paul referred to “the law of Christ.” At the end of this essay, in 14:37, he urges his readers 
to accept the “commandment of the Lord.” That commandment is to love God and one other. All of these references look to the “royal 
law” of love. 

Third, the model for this love is the life of Christ. They are to love one another, “as I have loved you” (Jn 15:12). 
Fourth, as shown in this hymn, love is the indispensable ingredient for each of the gifts. Without love none of them is of any value. 

At the same time, by the end of the hymn, love stands on its own and becomes the highest of all the gifts. The Corinthians had many 
gifts (1:7), but they were critically lacking in love. That omission left every other gift deeply flawed. 

Fifth, the source of this love is the indwelling Spirit of God that makes possible the flow of the love of Christ into the life of the 
believer. Without that Spirit, this agape love is impossible. “We love because he first loved us” (1 Jn 4:19). We love God and then our 
neighbor. 

With these general characteristics in mind the interpreter must first decide where the hymn opens and where it closes. This cannot 
be determined without observing the “wheels within wheels,” which come to a climax in this homily. 

THE RHETORIC 

The outer wheel is the entire essay. The homily on love appears in the center of an essay (chaps. 11–14) composed of seven sections. 
By way of review, these are: 

1. Men and Women Leading in Worship: Prophets and How They Dress (11:2–16) 
2. Order in Worship: Sacrament—The Lord’s Supper (11:17–34) 
3. Gifts and the Nature of the Body (12:1–30) 
4. The Hymn to Love (12:31–14:1) 
5. Spiritual Gifts and the Upbuilding of the Body (14:1–25) 
6. Order in Worship: Word—Prophets and Speakers in Tongues (14:26–33a) 
7. Women and Men Worshiping: No Chatting in Church (14:33b–36) 

Within this larger seven-part prophetic rhetorical template the hymn to love participates in a second ring composition, which is 
as follows: 

1. The spiritual gifts (12:1–31) 
2. Love and the spiritual gifts (13:1–3) 
3. Love defined (13:4–7) 
4. Love and the spiritual gifts (13:8–13) 
5. The spiritual gifts (14:1–25) 

This ring composition highlights the fact that the hymn to love (chap. 13) is integrally woven together with what precedes and 
with what follows. The spiritual gifts are the threads that do this weaving. Within this second ring is yet a third ring composed of seven 
distinct parts. Summarized, this is: 
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1. Continue in zeal for the higher gifts and I will show the way (12:31) 
2. Love and the spiritual gifts (13:1–3) 
3. Love defined positively (13:4a) 
4. Love defined negatively (13:4b–6) 
5. Love defined positively (13:7) 
6. Love and the spiritual gifts (13:8–13) 
7. Continue in zeal for the gifts and run after love (14:1) 

These seven sections create yet another example of the prophetic rhetorical template. Paul’s definitions of love in 13:4–7 are the 
center of the center of the center of the essay. 

COMMENTARY 

Reflection on this homily must begin by examining its outer frame. The problem is that for a very long time 12:31 and 14:1 have been 
partially or entirely separated from chapter 13, and some reflection on the connections that tie those two verses to the hymn to love 
is essential. We begin with 12:31, a verse that raises some important questions. These include: 

1. Do the two sentences in verse 12:31 form a single connected idea, or should they be divided? Some versions and commentators 
have divided them, placing the first sentence at the end of chapter 12 and the second at the beginning of chapter 13. These versions 
stretch from the Latin Vulgate to the RSV. Others see the two sentences as a unit. The fifth-century Syriac Peshitta reads, “But if you 
are searching for the greater gifts, I will show you a more excellent way.” Bishr ibn al-Sari endorsed this reading and translated 12:31 
as, “If you are earnestly seeking the greatest gifts, then I will also guide you to the superior way.” Bishr then comments, 

He [Paul] demonstrated here that they were wrangling, seeking the praise of men. He says, “If you desire the superior gifts, 
then why do you not prize that which is better and more beneficial and good for yourselves. It is this matter which I point out 
to you.” He means love. 

Both the original Arabic text and the comment by Bishr ibn al-Sari join the two phrases in 12:31 into a single unified sentence. 
Other early Arabic versions reinforce the connection between the two sentences in 12:31 by repeating the term more excellent in the 
translation. This results in some form of “If you desire the more excellent gifts, then I will show you a more excellent way” (italics 
added). Granted, this is an interpretive translation in that Paul uses two different words. At the same time, the two words are both 
related to height. The first of them urges the readers to be zealous for the higher gifts. The second points to the high road over a 
mountain pass. By uniting the two sentences Bishr Ibn al-Sari is emphasizing an aspect of the text that is indeed present in it. In modern 
times both the Jerusalem Bible and the French Segond Version (1962) do the same. I am convinced that they should be read together. 

2. A second decision that needs to be made has to do with grammar. Do we read the verb zeloute as an imperative and translate 
it as, “Continue in zeal for the higher gifts”? Or should the verb be seen as an indicative and read, “you are zealous for the higher gifts, 
and in addition [eti] I will show you …” This latter option is reflected in the Syriac Peshitta, which translates “you are searching for” 
and in the tenth-century Sinai Arabic Gospels 310 that reads, “In that you have been zealous and envious for the greater gifts, I will 
show you the more excellent way.” The traditional reading of the text as an imperative appears to be the better option because two 
imperatives conclude the homily in the matching verse at the end (14:1). 

3. The third question has to do with placement. Should we see these two sentences exclusively as a conclusion to chapter 12? 
Or, as is common in this epistle, did Paul compose a hinge verse? Specifically, did he intend the reader to see 12:31 as the conclusion 
to chapter 12 and at the same time as an introduction to chapter 13? A similar hinge appears in 15:58 and joins chapter 15 to chapter 
16. Seeing 12:31 as a hinge verse between the two chapters appears to be the best option because verse 31 does indeed conclude 
chapter 12 and at the same time it provides an important introduction to chapter 13. Accordingly 12:31 needs to be examined and 
compared to 14:1. 

These two verses are tied together with a number of threads. First are the texts themselves. When placed together these two 
verses say, 

1. 12:31 And [de] continue in zeal for the higher spiritual gifts [kharismata]. 
And in addition, I will give directions for a journey over a mountain pass. 

16. 14:1 Run after love, 
and continue in zeal for the spiritual gifts [pneumatika] 
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The traditional understanding of these two cameos is reflected in the RSV which reads, 

1. 12:31 But earnestly desire the higher gifts. 
And I will show you a still more excellent way. 

16. 14:1 Make love your aim, 
and earnestly desire the spiritual gifts. 

The understanding of the text that lies behind this translation is of great antiquity. The popular assumptions that have grown out 
of this reading are: 

The Corinthians had been arguing and fighting over the spiritual gifts. Paul mentions “higher gifts” and then says, “I will show 
something still better—the way of love. Set aside the entire list of these troublesome spiritual gifts; all that really matters is 
the still more excellent way—the way of love.” 

Supporting this view, in the Kittel article on huperbole, Gerhard Delling writes, “In an adjectival use [of υπερβολη] 1 C. 12:31b 
calls the mode of Christian life described in 13:1–7 one which ‘far surpasses’ (‘a much superior way’) the life controlled by charismata, 
12:28–30.” 

But this view is flawed. The difficulty is that at the end of the hymn to love, Paul appears to reverse himself and tell his readers 
“continue in zeal for the spiritual gifts—especially that you may prophesy” (14:1). That is, on the one hand, in 12:31 Paul seems to tell 
his readers to set aside all these divisive gifts. On the other hand, in 14:1 he reintroduces spiritual gifts with a flair! This apparent 
disjointedness leads some to see “rough connectives” and even to suggest that the hymn to love is probably out of place. Should it 
not come at the end of chapter 14? In that way the two discussions on gifts (chaps. 12, 14) would be together. Paul would then be 
saying “Here are the spiritual gifts [chaps. 12, 14]. But I can point you to something far better than all of them: The way of love [chap. 
13].” Are chapters 12–14 confused, or out of order, and what is the relationship between 12:31 and 14:1? What can be said? 

1. Initially we observe that the word de opens cameo 1. This Greek particle translates the Hebrew wa which is a common 
connective. It can better be read as “and” rather than “but.” Paul is not offering a sharp contrast; instead he is presenting two lists of 
gifts. The first list, made up of “tongues, prophecy and knowledge” is a selection of important gifts that are needed by the church, and 
Christians should continue in zeal regarding them. The second list is composed of “the higher gifts” (faith, hope and love) which are 
more important than those noted in the first list. In the hymn to love Paul argues that both lists are significant, but the second list is 
permanent while the first is transitory. The verb zeloute as a present imperative (continue in zeal for) appears in each of the two verses 
under consideration (12:31 and 14:1). The word zealot comes from this verb. Paul’s readers are to be zealous in their engagement 
with each list even though the first will “pass away” while the second will “abide.” Noting the double use of the verb zeloute (continue 
in zeal for) encourages the reader to see 12:31 and 14:1 as the “bookends” that hold the hymn together. 

2. A second thread that ties these two verses together is the fact that 12:31 refers to the kharismata (spiritual gifts) while 14:1 
speaks of the pneumatika (spiritual gifts). The first emphasizes that all is because of grace (kharis). These gifts are not rewards for 
faithful service; they are gifts. The second focuses on the fact that they are not natural abilities or material possessions, but spiritual 
gifts. The two words form a complementary pair that also frames the hymn. 

3. A more important consideration turns on the translation of the second sentence in 12:31b that has often been understood to 
mean “I will show you a more excellent way.” The word for “I will show you” means “I will describe a journey.” It does not explain the 
road but rather the journey on that road. What kind of a journey? Here the key phrase kath huperbolen hodon (along a huperbolen 
road) has usually been translated “a more excellent way.” But this translation has difficulties. 

The word huperbolen produced the English word hyperbole, which like the Greek word is ethically neutral. In Greek, this word has 
to do with some form of excess, good or bad. It is a compound word made up of huper (over) and ballo (to throw). The root meaning 
has to do with “overshooting” and “throwing beyond.” Paul is the only New Testament author to use this word, and he does so (as a 
verb and as a noun) a total of twelve times. As a verb, Paul writes positively about “the transcendent power” (2 Cor 4:7), the “eternal 
weight of glory” (2 Cor 4:17) and the “abundance of revelation” (2 Cor 12:7). Negatively he uses this verb to refer to being “utterly 
crushed” (2 Cor 1:8) and being “sinful beyond measure” (Rom 7:13). As a noun (used as a kind of adjective) he writes positively about 
“immeasurable greatness” (Eph 1:19), “immeasurable riches of his grace” (Eph 2:7), “surpassing splendor” (2 Cor 3:10), “surpassing 
grace” (2 Cor 9:14) and “surpassing knowledge” (Eph 3:19). Negatively he remembers, “I violently tried to destroy [the church]”  (Gal 
1:13). In each of these cases something, positive or negative, is being intensified. But in the case of a “way,” you can start with “a 
crooked way,” add huperbole and have “a very crooked way.” Or, you can begin with “a straight way,” attach huperbole to the sentence 
and describe “an extremely straight way.” But you cannot make sense out of “an extremely way.” As noted, huperbole is morally 
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neutral as is the word way. In summary, following Paul’s usage, grace is good and thus he can add huperbole to grace and speak of 
“abundant grace.” But how are we to understand an “extremely way” in 12:31? 

Needing some kind of a positive, translators have traditionally turned the “way” into an “excellent way” and read huperbole hodon 
as “a more excellent way.” But there is another option. Huperbole can also refer to “a mountain pass.” This language describes a way 
that goes up, over and beyond other ways; the high road (not the low road) is the huperbole hodon. This meaning for huperbole is 
found in Diodorus Siculus’s Historicus (19:73), Xenophon’s Anabasis (3.5.18; 4.1.21; 4.4.18), Strabo (7.1.5) and elsewhere. This raises 
a further question. 

If Paul, as suggested, is comparing the way of love to a stiff climb over a mountain pass, we would expect him to build on that 
image with other appropriate phrases and metaphors, and indeed he does so. There are six occasions in this homily where Paul’s 
language echoes or compements a mountain-pass journey. These are: 

a. The higher gifts (12:31). These will be defined as faith, hope and love. 
b. The journey over a pass (12:31). This is the way of love. 
c. Faith that removes mountains (13:2). If you remove them you don’t have to climb them. 
d. Love never falls [not fails] (13:8). Mountain climbing involves the risk of falling. Love does not fall. 
e. The highest of these is love (13:13). The image Paul began with in 12:31 now reappears. 
f. Run after love (14:1). The journey over the mountain pass is hard because it is uphill and you are to run in spite of the hills. 

James Moffat caught much of this understanding of the text, which he translated, “And yet I will go on to show you a still higher 
path.” Mountain climbing is strenuous, exacting and dangerous. The road is uphill. It requires planning, training, energy, discipline, 
commitment, a huge investment of time and the setting of long-term goals. It is also exciting, compelling, fulfilling, rewarding and 
exhilarating; the view from the top, on a clear day, is thrilling beyond measure. The higher we climb, the more painful the fall. All of 
this applies to the journey (way) of love. 

4. Athletics joins these two verses. In 12:31 Paul discusses mountain climbing. In 14:1 he urges his readers to “run after love,” 
and Corinth was a town committed to sports. Mountain climbing was not a recognized sport, but running was, and climbing mountains 
is good training for runners. Both activities require strong legs. Sadly, both of these concrete images have been turned into abstractions 
in the English translation tradition. 

5. One final observation can be made regarding the opening (12:31) and closing (14:1) of the hymn to love. In 12:7 Paul records 
that each believer “is given” (passive) “the manifestation of the Spirit.” Furthermore, God distributes the gifts “as he wills” (12:11). In 
addition, God “has appointed in the church …” (12:28). No one can demand a particular gift or despise God’s selections for his people. 
At the same time a gift must be received for it to accomplish its purpose. If I send a $100 check to a friend, and on arrival the friend 
burns it, the gift is not “received” and thereby does not achieve its purpose. God, through the Spirit, distributes spiritual gifts, but the 
believer must receive and use the gifts or they become inert and worthless. As observed, 12:31 is best understood to mean “continue 
in zeal.” Orr and Walther allow the present imperative its full significance. Readers are urged to continue, doing what they are already 
doing. God acts to give, and they respond by receiving and using the gifts. Paul is again dealing with his readers in a gentle manner. 

Before launching into the hymn itself, it is important to note one further “tune” that is being played as the homily unfolds. This 
has to do with the aforementioned set of comparisons between the two lists of gifts. The important (yet temporary) gifts are: 

• Tongues 
• Prophecy 
• Knowledge 

The highest (permanent) gifts in Paul’s thinking are: 

• Faith 
• Hope 
• Love 

Two out of the three sections of the hymn begin and end with these two lists [see fig. 4.4(2)]. (The center section includes only 
one half of the double list.) 

1. Love and the spiritual gifts (13:1–3) 
Opens with tongues, prophecy and knowledge 
Closes with faith, hope and love 
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2. Love defined (13:4–7) 
(Opens with an indirect reference to knowledge) 
Closes with faith, hope and love 

3. Love and the spiritual gifts (13:8–13) 
Opens with tongues, prophecy and knowledge (temporary) 
Ends with faith, hope and love (permanent) 

Figure 4.4(2). The two lists of gifts in 1 Cor 13 

Rhetorical and ethical melodies are played together harmoniously in this literary masterpiece. This brings us to the first discussion 
of love and the gifts. 

LOVE AND THE SPIRITUAL GIFTS (1 COR 13:1–3) 

Each of the four cameos in this section of the hymn deserves reflection. Paul opens with, 
2. 
 

13:1 If I speak in the tongues of 
men 
 

LOVE AND 
 

 
 

and of angels, 
 

Tongues 
 

 
 

but have not love, 
 

Prophecy 
 

 
 

I am banging brass or a 
clanging cymbal. 
 

Knowledge 
 

Before it was destroyed by the Romans in 146 B.C., the old city of Corinth was famous across the Roman Empire for its brass and 
bronze work and for its fine craftsmanship in precious metals. Beginning in 44 B.C., while the city was being rebuilt, the brass-making 
trade almost certainly resumed. In any case, the fame of the earlier Corinthian brass was legendary. Many wealthy Romans collected 
“Corinthian bronzes.” After examining all the evidence available, Jerome Murphy-O’Connor writes, “Since so much bronze working 
was carried on in the center of the city, it seems likely that there must have been many other installations in outlying areas. Trade in 
bronze must be considered to have made a significant contribution to the commerce of Roman Corinth.” 

Murphy-O’Connor also presents evidence that casting was involved, particularly in the making of large items such as statues. But 
more common household pieces would naturally have been fashioned by hammering the soft brass. In Aleppo, Syria, a large brass-
makers’ market is still functioning in the center of the city. There, along both sides of a narrow street, one can visit rows of small shops, 
each about two meters by three meters in size. Seated in the street, each craftsman makes and sells his own products. While lecturing 
in Aleppo in the 1980s, I was interested in visiting this famous market and initially was obliged to ask for directions as I trudged eagerly 
down a narrow pedestrian street in the old city. But as soon as I approached from a distance of about half a kilometer, I only needed 
to follow the racket! On arrival I found myself in the middle of more than two hundred craftsmen hammering slabs of copper or brass 
into cooking pots, drinking vessels, cheese-making ladles and the like. Even though all of this craftsmanship was taking place in the 
open air, the noise was deafening. To talk to any of the skilled workmen I was obliged to bend down, place my lips within two inches 
of the artisan’s ear and shout at the top of my voice. The noise levels were ear-splitting. 

As tentmakers, Paul, Aquila and Priscilla would have needed to be present in the marketplace in order to pursue their trade and 
contact customers. Enduring the high-pitched racket of banging brass would have been a common experience for all Corinthians every 
time they entered the market. In the opening of his discussion of love and the spiritual gifts, Paul invokes this powerful image. Their 
gift of tongues had to do with the language of humans, not angels. The angels spoke a different tongue, as Paul affirms. But if he 
managed to “speak in the tongues of men” and if beyond that could even talk to the angels, but without love, his words would be as 
meaningless as the roar of banging brass in the market. Some in Corinth were proud of their spiritual gifts and disdainful of their fellow 
Christians. They were “enriched with all speech” (1:5) yet at the same time they were quarreling (1:11)! This lack of love reduced their 
much-prized speaking in tongues to the level of the deafening, high-pitched roar in the brass market. 

Cameo 3 introduces three gifts, which are: 

3. 2 And if I have prophetic powers 
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and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, 

In cameos 2, 4 and 5 Paul establishes a four-line pattern: 
If this is true 
and this is true 
and there is no love, then this will result. 

With this pattern established, the reader expects cameo 3 to say something like: 
And if I have prophetic powers 
and understand all mysteries and have no love, 
my prophesying is worthless. 

It is pointless to speculate as to why in cameo 3 Paul broke the pattern he used in each of the other three cameos in this series. 
Perhaps the answer is as simple as lack of space on the page. What matters is that cameo 3 includes prophetic powers, knowledge and 
mysteries. By mentioning prophecy and knowledge immediately after a cameo on tongues, cameos 2 and 3 together include the same 
list of prophecy, tongues and knowledge that appears in cameo 11. As it stands, cameo 3 affirms that without love, all prophecy, an 
understanding of all mysteries and the acquisition of all knowledge together are worthless. “I am nothing” is a deeper self-abrogation 
than “I am banging brass.” 

Prophecy is at least preaching, but it is better understood as Spirit-inspired preaching, and if love does not shine through that 
preaching—it is worthless. Earlier in the epistle Paul defined himself and his friend Apollos as “stewards of the mysteries of God” (4:1). 
Here he affirms that if he penetrates all mysteries (Christian and pagan) without love, he is nothing. In regard to knowledge, it is far 
too common that arrogance accompanies the acquisition of knowledge. Paul’s longstanding equation of “knowledge without love 
equals nothing” is a countercultural voice in any age. A pervasive perception in significant areas in the academy is that knowledge has 
no necessary connection to love. 

Furthermore, knowledge (gnosis) was a key word in the Gnostic worldview. According to that system of thought, humankind was 
saved through the acquisition of secret knowledge that set the devotees apart from ordinary human beings. They needed no savior, 
only knowledge, and God did not act in history to save. Paul signals that if a person acquires all knowledge and has no love he or she 
is nothing. 

Having discussed tongues, prophecy and knowledge (without love), Paul now turns to faith and hope (without love). Cameo 4 
reads: 
4. 
 

2b and if I have all faith 
 

LOVE AND THE 
 

 
 

so as to remove mountains, 
 

Spiritual Gifts 
 

 
 

but have not love, 
 

 
 

 
 

I am nothing. 
 

 
 

In 12:9 faith is listed as one of the spiritual gifts. Clearly, great faith is there presupposed. The image of faith that can move 
mountains is from Jesus (Mt 17:20; 21:21). Paul is again writing personally. If he reaches the level of faith described by Jesus and in 
the process despises those of lesser faith, he is nothing. An author may publish books and articles, record lectures and publish plays, 
but if she/he does not exhibit love for others in the process, he/she is nothing. After faith comes hope. 
5. 
 

3 And if I dole out all my 
possessions, 
 

LOVE AND 
 

 
 

and if I surrender my body so 
that I may boast, 
 

Faith 
 

 
 

but have not love, 
 

Hope 
 

 
 

I gain nothing. 
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This cameo begins with a powerful image. The key word in the first line of cameo 5 is psomiso (if I dole out). The picture is of 
someone who is very generous and, a little bit at a time, gives away everything he or she possesses in the hope that there will be a 
reward. Is Paul echoing the story of the rich ruler who approached Jesus hoping to earn his salvation through good works, and asked, 
“Good teacher, what shall I do to inherit eternal life?” (Lk 18:18). Jesus told him, “Sell all that you have and distribute to the poor” (Lk 
18:22). The ruler failed to obey. By contrast, here Paul reflects on a person who obeys this command of Jesus. What will happen to 
him/her? We cannot proceed to the answer without sorting out a textual problem that occurs in cameo 5. 

We are accustomed to reading cameo 5b as “if I surrender my body so that it may burn.” But the finest Greek texts read “that I 
may boast.” Which text is the best and what is Paul saying? 

The oldest and most reliable early Greek texts read kaukhesomai (that I may boast), while early translations of 1 Corinthians into 
Latin, Syriac and Armenian along with many patristic writers opt for kauthesomai (that I may burn). The difference is one letter. The 
first has a χ in its center and the second uses a θ. Bruce Metzger calls the evidence for the first “both early and weighty.”21 In short, 
when looking at the early Greek copies, “that I may boast” is the preferred choice. Where then did the familiar “that I may burn” come 
from and what is at issue? 

At the time Paul was writing, no Christian had been burned alive for his or her faith. Yet the story of the three young men who 
were thrown into the fire in Daniel 3:1–25 was well known (among Jews). Then in A.D. 64 (ten years after Paul wrote 1 Corinthians), 
Rome burned. Seeking a scapegoat, Nero blamed the Christians and began the first Roman persecution of the church. On one brutal 
occasion, Nero smeared a group of Christians with pitch, crucified them and set them on fire as torches “to light the Emperor’s races 
in the Vatican Circus.” After that scene of spectacular horror the Christian community would inevitably have been seared with the 
memory of the martyrs who had been burned to death for their faith. After A.D. 64 it is fully understandable that some scribe copied 
καυθησωμαι (that I may be burned) rather than καυχησωμσαι (that I may boast). Such an error would easily have become popular, 
and Christian readers would naturally have preferred the new reading. It called to mind the recent martyrs, and generally speaking it 
was and is more attractive to think of Paul offering his body to be “burned” than to contemplate his interest in “boasting.” But which 
word did he actually write? 

The first problem is that the very phrase “that I might burn” is never translated the way it is written, even by those who prefer 
this reading of the text. “That I might burn” is always changed (without textual evidence) into some form of “that it might burn” to 
have the translation make sense (KJV, RSV, NIV). When faced with the word burn in the text the translator naturally feels the pressure 
to let Paul offer “it” (his body that he has just mentioned) to the fires. 

But if we choose the reading “that I might boast” no shift of person is needed. Paul is talking about his own boasting. Furthermore, 
the concluding line in this cameo is not “I am nothing,” such as occurs in cameo 4. Rather Paul writes, “I gain nothing.” Gain what and 
when? Paul was describing his hope to be able to boast on the Day of Judgment. Whatever does this mean? 

As noted earlier, for Paul “boasting” carried two meanings. The first was negative and had to do with boasting about one’s spiritual 
achievements or credentials. As early as 1:29–30 Paul discusses how God used weak things to shame the strong, “so that no human 
might boast in the presence of God.” The second meaning is positive and relates to serving the Lord in a way that reaches beyond the 
call of duty. Paul had also discussed this positive aspect of boasting with the Corinthians. In 9:15–16 he wrote, “For I would rather die 
than have any one deprive me of my ground for boasting. For if I preach the gospel, that gives me no ground for boasting. For necessity 
is laid upon me.” His point is that he is obliged to preach the gospel in order to fulfill his commission. But he is not obliged to refuse 
financial support for doing so. If therefore he preaches and is not paid, on the Day of Judgment he will be able to say to the Lord, 
“Lord, I did more than you commissioned me to do! Everywhere I went I supported myself financially.” This same positive aspect of 
boasting appears in 1 Thessalonians 2:19, where Paul writes, “For what is our hope or joy or crown of boasting before our Lord Jesus 
at his coming? Is it not you?” In Philippians 2:16 as well he urges his readers to hold fast to the word of life, “so that in the day of Christ 
I may boast that I did not run in vain or labor in vain.” For Paul this positive type of boasting has to do with the Day of Judgment at the 
end of all things. 

Add to this the directive that Paul gives in Romans when he writes, “Present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable 
to God” (Rom 12:1). In like manner here in 13:3 Paul appears to be saying, 

If I dole out my possessions until all are gone, and if I surrender my body [as a living sacrifice] in decades of self-emptying 
witness and service in the fond hope that on the day of the Lord, I will be able to boast of having done more than was asked 
of me, and have no love—it is all in vain. On that last great day there will be no reward for me! I will gain nothing! 

Offering gifts to those in need has special problems connected to it. Without self-awareness and sensitivity to the dynamics 
involved, such offerings can stimulate pride in the giver and humiliation in the receiver. It is possible to give gifts out of our needs 
which are at times unrelated to the felt needs of the very people the gifts are intended to help. It is easy to send money to build church 
buildings for Christians in central Africa. But what if it is too hot inside those buildings, and people would rather worship outside under 
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a large tree? Such a gift would reflect failure in authentic love. If there is no authentic love for the receiver, writes Paul, all giving of 
both resources and of self is, for the givers, in vain. Discerning love is a necessary ingredient for everything. 

Seen in this light the earliest Greek texts can be allowed to trump some of the early fathers and early translations, and the text 
read appropriately, “that I may boast” (NRSV).23 Paul is talking about hope, his hope to receive a reward on the Day of Judgment. 
Indeed, in cameos 1–2 he discussed tongues, prophecy and knowledge, and in cameos 4–5 he writes about faith, hope and love. If faith 
and hope are not soaked in love they are worthless. Paul is now ready to define this crucial component called “love.” 

LOVE DEFINED (1 COR 13:4–7) 

Paul’s readers know what eros (passion) is all about, and they understand phileo (to be a friend). But what is this agape (love) that 
Christians constantly discuss? Paul offers positive definitions, then negatives, and finally a second list of positives [see fig. 4.4(3)]. 
6. 
 

4 Love is patient. 
 

LOVE DEFINED 
 

LOVE AND 
 

 
 

Kind is love: 
 

Positively 
 

Knowledge 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

?? 
 

7. 
 

not jealous, 
 

 
 

?? 
 

 
 

not boastful, 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

5 not arrogant, 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

not rude, 
 

 
 

 
 

8. 
 

not seeking 
what is for 
itself 
 

LOVE DEFINED 
 

 
 

9. 
 

not quick to anger, 
 

Negatively 
 

 
 

 
 

not keeping records 
wrongs, 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

6 not rejoicing in 
unrighteousness 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

but rejoicing in 
community when 
truth prevails, 
 

 
 

 
 

10. 
 

7 covers all, believes 
all, 
 

LOVE DEFINED 
 

LOVE AND 
 

 
 

hopes all, patiently 
endures all. 
 

Positively 
 

Faith, Hope 
 

Figure 4.4(3). Love defined (1 Cor 13:4–7) 

THE RHETORIC 
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The rhetoric of this section of the homily is simple and straightforward. The positives open and close the section. The negatives appear 
in the center, and that center is split with the single line: “not seeking what is for itself.” This line reflects the opening and the closing 
of the entire homily. 

COMMENTARY 

The five cameos include fifteen definitions of love each of which is worthy of note, but first a few general comments may be helpful. 
In cameo 1 the readers are told to “continue in zeal [zeloute] for the highest spiritual gifts.” By the end of the homily (cameo 16) 

those same readers are told to “continue in zeal [zeloute] for the spiritual gifts.” As seen in an early chapter, in Isaiah 28:14–18 the 
prophet relates the center of his ring composition to the opening and closing phrases of the homily. This same feature appears here 
as we compare cameos 1, 8 and 16. In the very center (cameo 8) the text affirms that love does “not zetei [seek] what is for its self.” 
With strong overlap in meaning, there may be an intended play on words between zeloute (continue in zeal for) and zetei (seek). They 
are to continue in zeal for the gifts (12:31; 14:1) remembering that they are “for the common good” (12:7), and knowing that love 
does not seek [zetei] what is for itself (13:5). 

Paul deliberately placed the negative definitions of love in the center (cameos 7–9). He could have recorded the positives in the 
middle and left the negatives at the beginning and the end of this second section. Why then did he center the negatives? His reason 
for doing so is fairly evident. The list of eight negatives describes his readers.25 Many of these negatives appear throughout the first 
twelve chapters. In this homily the list is brought together and completed. 

The opening section (cameos 2–5) is personal. Paul reflects on his own pilgrimage in regard to the greater and the lesser gifts and 
the critical component of love. In the center (cameos 6–10), however, love itself becomes a person and walks on stage. Love embodies 
some primary virtues and rejects a list of vices. Paul’s ethical model is Jesus his Messiah and Lord. 

A second striking feature of this personification of love is the fact that the list of attributes begins and ends with the two great 
New Testament words for patience. Cameo 6a tells the reader that “Love acts patiently [makro-thumei].” Makro (far away) is combined 
with thumos (anger). The person who has makrothumos is the person who is able to “put anger far away.” As Horst points out, with 
this word the Greek Bible translates the Hebrew “to delay wrath.” This is the patience of the powerful who have the clout to retaliate 
but choose to refrain. 

This kind of patience is illustrated by David at Engedi when Saul pursued him with three thousand men intending to kill him. David 
was hiding in a cave with his men. Unaware of David’s presence in the cave, Saul entered the same cave to relieve himself. David 
managed to sneak up behind Saul and cut off a piece of the king’s robe rather than kill him. Saul then left the cave, and David followed 
him out into the open, waving the severed piece of robe in his hand and calling out to the king that he, David, could have killed him. 
Saul wept and confessed “you have repaid me good, whereas I have repaid you evil” (1 Sam 24:17). David demonstrated makrothumia 
(patience) as he set aside his anger. Two chapters later Saul was again pursuing David, this time into the wilderness of Ziph. With 
Abishai, one of his men, David penetrated Saul’s camp in the middle of the night and stood over the sleeping king. Abishai requested 
permission to kill the king. David refused and instead took Saul’s spear and water jug, and left. In the morning, from across the valley, 
David called to Saul and his men waving the spear and jug. Again, David acted with makrothumia. American history has an example of 
makrothumia in President Abraham Lincoln (at the end of the Civil War) when a Northern victory was assured and many wanted to 
punish the South for the “rebellion.” The occasion was March 4, 1865, when Lincoln delivered his second inaugural speech and said, 
“With malice towards none; with charity for all; with firmness in the right, as God gives us to see the right, let us … do all which may 
achieve and cherish a just, and a lasting peace, among ourselves, and with all nations.” Lincoln exhibited makrothumia. The English 
language does not have a precise word for this vital character trait. Arabic does; it is the word halim. This form of patience characterizes 
the person who has the power to demolish the enemy, but out of love (patience) chooses not to do so. 

Moving ahead to the end of Paul’s list of definitions of love (cameo 10d) we are told that love panta hupomenei (patiently endures) 
all things. Again Paul uses a compound word. In this case the term he chooses is hupo-meno. Hupo has to do with “under” and meno 
means “to remain.” As a compound, this word describes “The affliction under which one remains steadfast.” If makrothumia is the 
patience of the powerful, hupomene is the patience of the weak who unflinchingly endure suffering. The example of Mary standing 
silently at the foot of the cross is a matchless demonstration for every Christian of this crucial form of patient love. Mary can do nothing 
to change the horrible events taking place around her. Her only choice is to exercise hupomene and at great cost remain rather than 
depart that scene of suffering. Jesus himself is the supreme example of the same virtue. 

Makrothumia (cameo 6a) and hupomene (cameo 10d) create the perfect set of bookends within which Paul presents the other 
characteristics of love. 

The second introductory positive word for love (cameo 6b) is khresteuomai (to be kind). In the fourth century, Chrysostom 
explained that such people work to extinguish the flame of anger and “by soothing and comforting, do they cure the sore and heal the 
wound of passion.” 
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Paul then turns to describe love using eight negatives. He opens with (cameo 7a) “not jealous” (zeloi). The positive aspects of this 
word which appear at the beginning and at the end of the homily have already been observed. Here its negative side surfaces. Paul 
had already criticized the Corinthians (3:3) for their “jealousy and strife.” In 12:26 he reminded his readers that in the body of Christ, 
“if one member is honored, all rejoice together.” Yes, they can rejoice together if the green eye of jealousy is overcome. When it is 
not, the honor given to one member of the body triggers the cancer of jealousy that can destroy the body. 

I recall a witty story I heard in Beirut, Lebanon, describing the difference between a Lebanese capitalist and a Syrian socialist. A 
Lebanese notices a man driving by in a brand new Mercedes and says, “Ah—some day I will own a car like that!” In the next block a 
Syrian observes the same man driving by and says, “One day we are going to drag that dog out of his car, thrash him and force him to 
walk with the rest of us!” Both men are fueled by jealousy. In the first case jealousy creates envy while in the second envy produces 
resentment of another’s achievement. Love does not fall prey to either of these instincts. 

Regarding “love is … not boastful” (cameo 7b), Barcley writes, “True love will always be far more impressed with its own 
unworthiness than its own merit.” Boasting is a two-sided coin. On one hand the person does not like him/herself and feels compelled 
to regale others with stories of personal success, hoping to be liked, admired and accepted. Or one can boast about “our group” or 
“my brilliant son” in an attempt to assert superiority. On the other hand, boasting about others is often a form of flattery that attempts 
to manipulate. Perhaps you will enjoy the wonderful things I am telling you about yourself, and this will help me influence you. Love 
does not need to boast about itself and makes no attempt to control the other through flattery. 

Paul continues with, “love is … not arrogant” (cameo 7c). Someone has said that an “expert” is the person who has all the answers 
and has stopped listening. He/she is also the person who cannot absorb someone else’s data. The root of the Greek verb has to  do 
with inflating something. The KJV translates this as “is not puffed up.” This form of failure to love is closely related to the boasting just 
mentioned. Secure in their own identity, be it acclaimed or ignored, those who love have no need to be exalted. Both the translations 
of “arrogant” (RSV) and “proud” (NRSV) are helpful. In 1 Corinthians 4:6, 18 and 19 Paul uses this word to describe the enthusiasts for 
one party against another, and as a criticism of the libertines who are proud of the man who is sleeping with his father’s wife. 
Arrogance appears in both accounts. 

Neither is love rude (cameo7d). The Greek word used here is askhemonei (without good order). Hays insists that “shameful 
behavior” is involved, not just “rudeness,” in that as a noun this word is used by Paul to describe the shameful acts of male  
homosexuals mentioned in Romans 1:27. This same word appears in 7:36, where it has to do with acting in a proper fashion toward a 
virgin. “Without good order” also relates to personal appearance. The guest who attends a wedding banquet without a wedding 
garment (Mt 22:11–12) could be described as askhemonos. The flippant comment, “I don’t care how I look” is not a mark of humility 
but a lack of love. Others are obliged to look at the person who doesn’t care, and thereby he or she is inflicting psychic pa in on them. 
For love’s sake I will dress in a manner that signals my love and respect for those around me. My freedom to dress as I choose must 
always be conditioned by my love for others. Love is concerned for the other (not the self) in all matters related to personal appearance 
and lifestyle. 

The climax in the center says love does not seek “what is for itself” (cameo 8). This virtue is yet another case of where one item 
on Paul’s list (here, self-seeking) is closely related to an earlier text in the epistle. Paul has just told his readers not to seek their own 
good (10:24) but to seek the advantage of many (10:33). The ego is not the center of the life of the lover who knows that the world 
does not revolve around him or her. 

Furthermore, authentic justice means that I care about your rights, not merely my own. In his book The Open Secret, Lesslie 
Newbigin writes, 

If we acknowledge the God of the Bible, we are committed to struggle for justice in society. Justice means giving to each his 
due. Our problem (as seen in the light of the gospel) is that each of us overestimates what is due to him as compared with 
what is due to his neighbor. Consequently, justice cannot be done, for everyone will judge in his own favor. Justice is done 
only when each one acknowledges a judge with authority over him, in relation to whose judgment he must relativize his 
own.… A just society can flourish only when its members acknowledge the justice of God, which is the justice manifested and 
enacted in the cross. If I do not acknowledge a justice which judges the justice for which I fight, I am an agent, not of justice, 
but of lawless tyranny. 

“Love seeketh not its own” (KJV). 
Love is not irritable, writes Paul (cameo 9a). Barrett translates this phrase “love is not touchy.” A modern colloquial expression 

describes this aspect of love by saying, “Love has a long fuse.” Love knows that “a soft answer turns away wrath” (Prov 15:1). The 
experienced diplomat knows that to lose one’s self-control is to lose the ability to influence a discussion. But the lover has a different 
motive. He or she is willing to absorb hostility out of love for the other, knowing that by absorbing it, that hostility can fade away. 
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Love “keeps no record of wrongs” (cameo 9b, NIV). The term used here is from the world of accounting. Love allows the hurts of 
the past to fade away. Of all Paul’s admonitions in this list, this directive is perhaps the most difficult. When we are deep ly hurt, the 
pain of those wounds remains for a very long time—is it forever? When the wrongs suffered are serious but relatively limited, as time 
passes, the hurt can fade. In such a case Paul’s admonition applies with relative ease. An Egyptian Arabic proverb says, 

Your friend will swallow gravel for you (Habibak bi-yibla’lak al-zalat). 
Your enemy maximizes your mistakes (‘Aduuak bi-yukattirlak al-ghalat). 

Love can absorb evil, as seen in the previous paragraph. Here we see that love manages to erase the ledger of wrongs suffered 
which the mind, unprompted, all too readily recalls. But when deep wounds are inflicted, the problem is greatly complicated. 

Paul’s advice is extremely puzzling in the light of his own suffering. Earlier in the epistle (4:9–13) he recorded a list of wrongs he 
had suffered, along with a report on how he responded to that suffering. “When reviled we bless, when persecuted, we endure,” he 
reports. In 2 Corinthians 6:4–10 and again in 11:23–29 the catalogs of his sufferings are long and sobering. Paul had not forgotten any 
of those painful events, and the list was readily available in his mind for instant recall. The second list concludes with, “Who is weak, 
and I am not weak? Who is made to fall, and I am not indignant?” (2 Cor 11:29). He does not recite the list to demonstrate his strength 
but his weakness, and to declare his sympathy for and empathy with all who are “made to fall.” Yet the wrongs were remembered. 
How are we to reconcile these lists with Paul’s affirmation that love “keeps no record of wrongs”? As a survivor of seven Middle 
Eastern wars, stretching from 1942 to 1995, suffering and injustice surrounded our family for decades, and some of that suffering 
reached into the depths of our own lives. Thus, for me this concern opens deep questions. 

Yes, Paul had lists and remembered them. But he did not quote them to brag about how much he had suffered or to “even the 
score.” At the end of the third essay he did not write, “I can never forget how those Jews stoned me and left me for dead.” Nor does 
he say, “I was ridiculed mercilessly in public on Mars Hill by those arrogant Greeks.” Instead he gently advises, “Give no offense to 
Jews or to Greeks” (10:32–33). His suffering did not dictate how he would respond to his persecutors. But recognizing this, the question 
remains—why are the lists still fresh in his mind? How can we reconcile his description of love that forgets and his recorded 
remembrances of suffering? What and how should we remember? 

The twentieth century opened with the Armenian Genocide, which began in the 1890s and continued through the First World 
War. The Armenians suffered both genocide and ethnic cleansing. Today the pressure to remember what happened is intensified by 
the stubborn denial of the Turkish government that anything out of the ordinary (in time of war) took place. The ethnic cleansing of 
Palestine from 1947 to 1949 involved the ruthless driving out of approximately 50 percent of the settled Palestinian population of the 
Holy Land. The Israeli historian Ilan Pappi documents the fact that somewhere between eight hundred thousand to one million people 
were driven from their homes from November 1947 to January 1949. In the process 537 towns and villages were first “purified” by 
violence, which meant that the people who had lived there for centuries were either killed or expelled, and the buildings (mostly) 
destroyed. As with the Turkish government, from the very beginning this ethnic cleansing was and is denied by the Israeli government. 
The same type of tragedy has played itself out in the South Sudan where, from 1955 to the present, millions have died due to violence 
and war-instigated starvation. As in Turkey and Israel, Sudanese acts of ethnic cleansing (bordering on genocide) are flatly denied by 
the Sudanese government. 

Going further back in history, the nineteenth century witnessed brutal atrocities against native peoples in North America and 
Australia. Christian, Jewish and Muslim hands are not clean. None of us can claim the moral high ground. Yet the sins of all must be 
exposed and named for what they are. The question becomes: Does Paul’s directive to “keep no account of wrongs” apply to such 
appalling suffering? Should these things be forgotten? 

Elie Wiesel, the Nobel Peace Prize winner, wrote a book titled Night. In that famous volume he describes his suffering and survival 
in the Auschwitz and Buchenwald concentration camps in 1944–1945. On one occasion he was badly beaten by his supervisor in a 
slave labor factory. When the beating was finally over, a young French girl came over to him, wiped his face and told him, “Keep your 
anger, your hate, for another day, for later. The day will come but not now.… Wait. Clench your teeth and wait.” 

The French girl’s call to remember evil reflects great courage, discipline and a noble cry for justice. Along with that cry is the recent 
stunning work of Miroslav Volf titled The End of Memory: Remembering Rightly in a Violent World. The book is his answer to the 
question, “So what is the relationship between remembering well and redeeming the past?”40 To remember is not good enough; we 
must “remember well.” Every page of this volume offers profound reflections on the subject of suffering and human memories of it. 
No quick summary is possible. 

Volf, a Yugoslavian, was imprisoned and brutally interrogated for months by the communist security forces. This book is his 
Christian response to those experiences. One paragraph is particularly poignant and applicable to our subject. Volf writes: 

By opening ourselves to God’s love through faith, our bodies and souls become sanctified spaces, God’s “temples,” as the 
Apostle Paul puts it (1 Corinthians 6:19). The flame of God’s presence, which gives us new identity, then burns in us 
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inextinguishably. Though like buildings devastated by wind and flood, our bodies and souls may become ravaged, yet we 
continue to be God’s temple—at times a temple in ruins, but sacred space nonetheless. Absolutely nothing defines a Christian 
more than the abiding flame of God’s presence, and that flame bathes in a warm glow everything we do or suffer.  

In his final chapter Volf writes, “Being in God frees our lives from the tyranny the unalterable past exercises with the iron fist of 
time’s irreversibility. God does not take away our past; God gives it back to us—fragments gathered, stories reconfigured, selves truly 
redeemed, people forever reconciled.” 

He concludes the final chapter by saying, 

We will not “forget” so as to be able to rejoice; we will rejoice and therefore let those memories slip out of our minds! The  
reason for our non-remembrance of wrongs will be the same as its cause: Our minds will be rapt in the goodness of God and 
in the goodness of God’s new world, and the memories of wrongs will wither away like plants without water. 

Perhaps this is part of what Paul means when he says, “[love] keeps no account of wrongs.” Memories of his suffering did not 
constantly return uninvited to the screen of his mind in the form of nightmares or mind-numbing daytime recollections. They were 
there, but they did not control his present or his future. 

At the same time, however, they were not buried, festering and unconsciously influencing all that he did and said. The pus had 
gone from the wounds. Yes, he could recall those memories when he needed to record them for others to read, but they never 
returned uninvited in the waking hours of the night. He kept no account of wrong. Volf did not simply remember, he “remembered 
well.” The need is to be “set free from the tyranny the unalterable past exercises with the iron fist of time’s irreversibility.” Having 
worked for decades among Middle Eastern peoples (Jewish, Christian and Muslim) who have endured such wounds, unanswered 
questions remain, and I cannot say more. I dare not say less. 

Paul concludes his list of negatives by writing, love does “not rejoice in unrighteousness but rejoices in community when truth 
prevails” (cameos 9c, d). Usually rumor is much more exciting than fact—except for the lover. Authentic love rejoices to find that 
reported evil is not true. 

In the foreground Paul is certainly referring to the arrogance of the Corinthians who were rejoicing rather than mourning over the 
person sleeping with his father’s wife (5:1–5). But the broader scene that Paul invokes deals with deeper issues. A modern way to 
express this admonition is to say, “Love does not find violence entertaining.” 

The ancient Romans staged their gladiatorial battles in the Coliseum, and the modern world has its violent movies. Both are 
violations of the love of God that is revealed in its fullness in the cross and resurrection of Jesus. 

There is a pornography of sex. There is also a pornography of violence whose rush is like heroin. The more of it you take, the 
greater the dose needed to achieve the same high. Nothing compares in pure stimulation to the horrible excitement of war. Even 
when violence breaks in upon us against our will, love is never attracted to or entertained by that violence. Woe to those who are 
hooked on their own adrenaline! 

The early church directive was that Christians should not attend the various violent spectacles in the Roman amphitheaters. 
Violence for those Christians was not entertaining, but they understood its magnetic soul-destroying power. In his Confessions, 
Augustine describes his friend Alypius who was against the gladiatorial games but allowed himself to be dragged there by his 
companions. For a while Alypius managed to look away from the violence. Then 

Upon the fall of one in the fight, a mighty cry from the whole audience stirring him strongly, he, (was) overcome by curiosity, 
… and that mighty clamor was raised, which entered through his ears, and unlocked his eyes, to make way for the striking 
and beating down of his soul.… For (as soon as) he saw that blood he therewith imbibed a sort of savageness; nor did he turn 
away, but fixed his eye, drinking in madness unconsciously, and was delighted with the guilty context, and drunken with the 
bloody pastime. Nor was he now the same as he came in, but was one of the throng … and a true companion of those who 
had brought him thither.… He looked, shouted, was excited, carried away with the madness which would stimulate him to 
return. 

Philippians 4:8 offers a profound “TV guide.” The text reads, 

Finally, brothers and sisters, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, 
whatever is gracious, if there is any excellence, if there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things. 

Films that fit these categories make wonderful viewing. 
The dark visceral thrill that sweeps through a nation when that nation goes to war is horrifying to observe at close range. Because 

of television, the country becomes a vast audience viewing “gladiatorial combat.” Love does not rejoice at wrong. Instead, it  rejoices 
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to find that the enemy is not composed of monsters but rather, like ourselves, is a collection of misguided human beings. This discovery 
sobers us and reminds us that we too know not what we do. 

After this telling list of negatives, Paul returns to the positive aspects of love as he pens his four concluding definitions. 
The list begins with “love … covers all things” (cameo 10a). The NIV reads love “always protects.” The verb stego has a number of 

nuances. Its root has to do with covering something. As noted, Thiselton rightly complains “Most English translations, especially NRSV 
and often NIV, simply abstract the conceptual content of the metaphor from its forceful emotive imagery.” It is good not to make that 
mistake here. The verb stego was used in connection with keeping a fluid in or out. That is, stego meant “it doesn’t leak” and was 
related to waterproofing. The noun form of this word (stegos) meant “roof.” A good roof protects the people in the house by keeping 
water out. The same was said about a good ship. In both cases water was kept out. Those who prefer this meaning of the verb translate 
the text before us as “love covers all” or “love protects all.” 

The same verb was used for keeping fluid in a container; that is, it described a pot that could hold water. As brass manufacturers, 
the Corinthian metal workers would have been careful to make pitchers, bowls and drinking cups that did not leak. In making a bowl, 
if the craftsman hammered in one place a little too long, or cut the metal too deeply in the process of decorating the exterior of the 
bowl, or attached the spout onto a pitcher carelessly, the vessel would leak and be worthless. Orr and Walther chose this meaning 
and translated, “It [love] keeps all confidences.” 

Because you love me you will cover me, and thereby protect me from exterior harm (the first meaning). You are also trustworthy. 
I can share the secrets of my heart with you knowing that you will not “leak” those secrets to anyone because of your love for me (the 
second meaning). 

But there is also a third meaning. The KJV, RSV and NRSV use the traditional reading of “bears all things.” Although this is not a 
dominant meaning in Greek literature, it fits well in 1 Thessalonians 3:1, 5 and is a candidate for Paul’s intention here in 3:7. The 
difficulty with this understanding of stego for verse 7 is that it overlaps significantly with the fourth item in Paul’s list of “all things.” 
Namely, what is the difference between “bears all” and “endures all”? A distinction is possible. I bear the weight of my heavy suitcase 
as I pick it up, and I endure the struggle to carry it to the car. Yet the two words are very close. In his Kittel article, Wilhelm Kasch 
argues that in such a short list Paul would not have chosen two words that meant much the same thing. He prefers “covers all,” which 
he feels shares meaning with “keep silent about all things.” He also argues that these meanings are appropriate for 9:12 rather than 
“bears all.” That is, while serving in Corinth, Paul (out of love) “kept silent” about his right to be paid by the Corinthians for his ministry 
among them. 

In conclusion, we remember that Jesus told his disciples, “You are the salt of the earth.” Salt both preserves and flavors. The 
reader is not obliged to choose between those two aspects of the nature of salt. They are both relevant to Jesus’ intent, and the reader 
can be enriched by both of them. The same may be true here. All three of the above are authentic to the meaning of love and to the 
text. Perhaps a combination of “keeps all confidences” and “covers all” is the best choice. 

Paul continues with “believes all” (cameo 10b). Yet again the apostle tantalizes the reader with a scarcity of information. Thiselton 
chooses to translate this phrase “never loses faith.” What does Paul intend? One aspect is certain. Love never confirms a liar’s lies 
with the naive response, “I believe you.” It is possible to see two of these four positive aspects of love as directed toward humans and 
two focusing on God in the following manner: 
10. 
 

a. 
 

Covers all 
 

(primarily with 
humans) 
 

 
 

b. 
 

Believes all 
 

(primarily with God) 
 

 
 

c. 
 

Hopes all 
 

(primarily with God) 
 

 
 

d. 
 

Patiently endures all 
 

(primarily with 
humans) 
 

Briefly stated, Paul is writing from the point of view of the believer. “Covers all” (cameo 10a) has to do with the lover reaching 
out to protect the beloved. In cameo 10b and c Paul is describing love active (primarily) in relationship to God. In like manner the 
fourth characteristic in this list (cameo 10d) returns to focus (primarily) on people and their need to endure the suffering inflicted by 
others (or by natural disasters, accidents or illness). 

More fully explored, love believes all of God’s revelation of himself through nature, the prophetic word and the person of Jesus. 
Failure to do so can be called “unbelief.” But on a deeper level it is a failure to respond to the love of God offered through Jesus Christ. 

http://www.realchurch.org/wednesdaynight/


Living Scripture w/Wednesday Night Crew 
Week 17  – 1 Corinthians  13 – The Greatest of These is Love 

http://www.realchurch.org/wednesdaynight/ 
 

 

The attitude that says “I believe that God exists, but I cannot accept that he is involved in history” would be judged by Paul as a failure 
to love the one who acted with costly love in history to save. 

The same is true with “hope” (cameo 10c). Granted, the human lover both believes in and hopes for all good things for the beloved. 
But hope is more than that. For Paul, hope is centered in Jesus Christ crucified and risen from the dead. In the next essay Paul will tell 
his readers that if Christ is not raised, they are without hope and are “of all people most to be pitied” (15:19). Christian hope is 
profoundly focused on victory over sin and death that is brought to its climax by/in/through the resurrection. It is far more than, “I 
hope my son will do well in business” or, “I hope my friend will recover his health.” It includes, “Christ in you the hope of glory” (Col 
1:27). 

The first section in the hymn to love concluded (cameos 4–5) with “faith, hope and love.” This second section (cameo 10) 
concludes the same way, as will the third (cameo 15). Does the middle section open with echoes of “tongues, prophecy and 
knowledge” like the first section? Not really. We can only note 8:1 where “knowledge puffs up, but love builds up.” This aspect of love 
is echoed here in cameo 7b with the affirmation “(love is) not boastful (puffed up).” 

As observed previously, the final item in this list is hupo-menei (cameo 10d). This is the patience of the powerless who can do little 
or nothing to alleviate their own suffering or that of others, but have the courage to “remain under” and endure with dignity the 
affliction that comes their way. This same word (without the attached preposition) appears at the end of the hymn as Paul talks about 
three things that will abide (menei). 

With these positive and negative definitions of love before the reader, Paul turns to a second discussion of “love and the spiritual 
gifts” [see fig. 4.4(4)]. 

THE RHETORIC 

This final section of the homily is composed of five cameos. The first (11) presents the temporary nature of prophecy, tongues and 
knowledge that will be discarded (or cease). The matching cameo (15) tells of faith, hope and love that will abide. The themes of 
“imperfect versus perfect” make up cameo 12 and those themes are matched in cameo 14 with its contrasts between “seeing dimly” 
versus “face to face,” and “imperfect knowledge” versus “fully known.” The climax in the center is a brief encased parable, the parable 
of the child and the man. 

Paul chooses ring composition again as a literary method. The text reads: 
11. 
 

8 Love never falls. 
 

LOVE AND 
 

 
 

As for prophecy, it will be discarded; 
 

Prophecy 
 

 
 

as for tongues, they will cease; 
 

Tongues 
 

 
 

as for knowledge, it will be 
discarded. 
 

Knowledge 
 

 
 

 
 

(− Three Discarded) 
 

12. 

 

9 For our knowledge is 
imperfect 

 

 
 

 
 

and our prophecy is imperfect. 
 

− Imperfect 
 

 
 

10 But when the perfect comes, 
 

+ Perfect 
 

 
 

the imperfect will be discarded. 
 

 
 

13. 

 

11 When I was a child, 

 

PARABLE 
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I spoke like a child, 
 

Child and 
 

 
 

I thought like a child, 
 

Man 
 

 
 

I reasoned like a child. 
 

(Maturation and 
Discard) 
 

 
 

When I became a man 
 

 
 

 
 

I discarded my childish 
ways. 
 

 
 

14. 

 

12 For now we see in a mirror 
dimly, 

 

− Imperfect 

 

 
 

then face to face. 
 

+ Perfect 
 

 
 

Now my knowledge is 
imperfect, 
 

 
 

 
 

then I shall know fully as I am 
fully known. 
 

 
 

15. 

 

13 And thus there abides 

 

 
 

 
 

faith, hope and love, 
 

LOVE AND 
 

 
 

these three; 
 

Faith 
 

 
 

but the highest of these is love. 
 

Hope 
 

 
 

(+ Three Abide) 
 

Figure 4.4(4). Love and the spiritual gifts (1 Cor 13:8–13) 

COMMENTARY 

In the first cameo (11a) of this set of five Paul tells his readers, “Love never falls.” Oriental versions have preserved this concrete image 
and consistently translated the text literally. In the days before dynamite, bulldozers and backhoes, most Mediterranean mountain 
“roads” were narrow paths. Falling was an ever real possibility. Strabo (9.4.1) describes the road from Athens to Corinth by saying, 
“The road approaches so close to the rocks that in many places it passes along the edge of precipices, because the mountain situated 
above them is both lofty and impracticable for roads.” 

Paul had walked that road. Regardless of danger along “the mountain pass,” love does not fall. Paul’s model was surely the life of 
Christ. He was the one whose love never “fell down,” even while nailed to a cross. 

However, prophecy and knowledge will be discarded and tongues will cease (11b, c, d). These gifts are important for the life of 
the church now. But in the light of eternity, they are impermanent. All those books, articles, plays and recorded lectures will not last. 
Why so? 

Cameo 12 provides the answer. The value of these things must be judged in the light of eternity. Paul holds up that light and asks 
his readers to take a second look at the tongues, prophecy and knowledge about which they are quarreling. Our knowledge and our 
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prophecy are imperfect; and when the perfect comes the imperfect will be discarded. The Arabic-speaking peoples of the Middle East 
have a proverb for nearly every occasion. A pious person is expected to wash his/her hands before praying. But if one is traveling in 
the desert with no water available, the worshiper is allowed to use sand and go through the motions of washing the hands. The proverb 
says, In hadar al-ma, batula al-tayammum (When water is available, the sand-washing stops). When you have access to the real thing, 
the substitute is discarded. All our knowledge is the sand. When the Lord comes, or we meet him at death (awaiting the final 
resurrection), our partial knowledge (the sand) will be discarded in the light of his perfect knowledge (the water). 

Yet another parable appears in the center (cameo 13). By way of review, frequently the center of ring composition relates to the 
beginning and the end of the inverted set of cameos. The opening, center and closing of this set of cameos are as follows. 

Opening: Tongues, prophecy and knowledge (discarded). 
Center: I was a child and I became a man. 

Closing: Faith, hope and love (abiding). 

Paul is not talking about when he was a boy. The word for “child” that appears here is nepios, and in 3:1 Paul used that word to 
describe the (adult) Corinthians. He could not feed them “solid food” because they were still nepioi (children). Here, Paul creates a 
parable about himself, perhaps in order to soften his criticism of them. When he was a nepios (child) he confesses, his speech (he 
spoke like a child), his disposition and aim (he thought like a child) and his mental activity (he reasoned like a child) were childlike. Paul 
is best understood here as meaning “back when I was a new Christian, I was guilty of some of your errors.” What did he do during that 
first decade of his life in Christ? He was fiercely engaged in debates over tongues, prophecy and knowledge, all of which are 
impermanent. Now that he is a “man”—that is, now that he has matured in faith—he knows that the gifts that matter are those that 
last. Faith, hope and love are the center of his attention. The parable in the middle of this section focuses and clarifies the intent of 
the set of five cameos. 

Paul’s skillful use of metaphors also appears in cameo14. The mirrors of the ancient world were made of brass. The famous 
Corinthian brass workers must have fashioned them, and a brass mirror could be easily etched. When someone ordered a mirror, the 
artist would naturally offer to etch the face (or back) of the mirror along the lines of the customer’s interests. Discovering that the 
buyer worshiped Poseidon (for instance), the brass worker would obligingly lightly etch the face of Poseidon (and perhaps other gods) 
on the mirror. Then, upon rising in the morning and looking into the mirror you would have the pleasure of “seeing yourself among 
the gods.” A nice touch for those so inclined. On one of the coins minted at Corinth, Aphrodite is depicted standing in the center of 
the Acrocorinth gazing at herself in a polished brass shield functioning as a mirror. Buy a mirror with Aphrodite sketched on it and a 
person could join her image on the polished surface. But alas, the mirror soon tarnished and the mind games quickly grew old. The 
person was not really among the gods, and they did not talk to him or her. Indeed “now we see through a mirror dimly” but then “face 
to face.” On that great day the mirror will fall from the believer’s hand and he/she will be face to face with the risen Savior. This means 
that “knowledge is imperfect.” But in that glorious future “I shall know fully as I am fully known.” Now God’s knowledge of me is 
complete. Then my knowledge of him will also be complete. 

Paul has now directly or indirectly invoked brass objects three times in chapter 13: 

1. The banging brass and the clanging cymbal (v. 1) 
2. The brass vessel that does not leak (v. 7) 
3. The brass mirror that quickly tarnishes (v. 12) 

Taken from brass making, these images can be added to the allusions to mountains and mountain climbing. Corinth had mountains 
visible to the north and to the south, and brass making was a major industry in the city. Paul knew well how to contextualize his 
message. 

The final cameo (15) in this third section affirms that faith, hope and love are permanent and will not be discarded like prophecy, 
tongues and knowledge (cameo 11). Earlier, Paul listed faith as one of the spiritual gifts (12:9). He also told his readers that “no one 
can say ‘Jesus is Lord’ except by the Holy Spirit” (12:3). That is, faith is also a gift of the Holy Spirit. Furthermore, love is not just the 
indispensable component that brings meaning and value to all the gifts, it is also the very nature of God. “We love because he first 
loved us” wrote John (1 Jn 4:19). Paul wrote to the Romans, “God shows his love for us in that while we were yet sinners, Chr ist died 
for us” (Rom 5:8). It is that God-like love that comes to the believer as a spiritual gift. Listed with the other two permanent gifts, Paul 
must surely mean that hope is likewise a gift of the Spirit. This leaves us with a further mystery. 

Love lasts forever. But when “belief” becomes “sight,” in what sense does belief remain? Perhaps the answer is in the awareness 
that for Paul faith was also obedience. I truly believe what I act upon. In Romans 1:5 Paul writes about “the obedience of faith.” He 
means “the obedience which is faith,” because faith includes something you do. Paul concludes the epistle with the same expression 
(Rom 16:26). Perhaps he means that faith as obedience remains forever. 
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The mystery deepens when we consider hope. When hope is fulfilled, for what does it hope? Findlay writes, “Faith and Hope are 
elements of the perfect and permanent state; new objects of trust and desire will come into sight in the widening visions of the life 
eternal.” Thiselton is again helpful when he concludes, “In one sense faith and hope abide also, but in forms in which faith becomes 
assimilated into sight, and hope absorbed into the perfect, forever in the form in which Christ and the cross has revealed it.”55 Try as 
we may—an element of mystery remains. 

The final cameo (16), which closes the hymn, reads: 

Run after love, 
and continue in zeal for the spiritual gifts (pneumatika). 

Having affirmed love to be the highest of all, Paul concludes the hymn by urging his readers to “run after love.” The verb is diokete 
(run after), which also means “hasten after, pursue, seek after, strive for.” 

Paul has now invoked the image of “running” five times. These are as follows: 
Run away from prostitutes 
 

6:18 
 

Run away from idol worship 
 

10:14 
 

Run after the prize 
 

9:24 
 

Run (like Paul) with a goal in mind 
 

9:26 
 

Run after love 
 

14:1 
 

Knowing that Corinth sponsored the biennial Isthmian Games, Paul was quick to use athletic imagery to communicate his message. 
This final reference to running (here in 14:1) brings the list of five to an appropriate climax. 

At the same time, the command to “run after love” may echo the mountain-climbing image with which the hymn opens (12:31). 
Mountain climbing is a strenuous activity that requires great energy. In like manner, the journey of love requires joyful and unending 
exertion—like running—even uphill in the mountains. 

There may also be a play on words at work here. The Isthmus of Corinth had a stone roadway across it built by Periander (625–
585 B.C.) and called the diolkos. Although the road was only 3.4 miles, a ridge of low mountains barred the way from one side of the 
isthmus to the other. Because of the narrowness of the road the diolkos only allowed for traffic one direction at a time. Small ships 
(up to ten tons) were placed on carts and moved by oxen across the isthmus. Goods had to be unloaded from incoming ships at one 
end and reloaded onto outgoing ships at the other end. A great deal of backbreaking labor was necessarily involved in the process. 
Various attempts, from Nero onward, to dig a canal failed (until A.D. 1893) due to the elevation of the ridge. To move goods and ships 
across the diolkos (the stone road), a great many people were obliged to diokousi (urge on, carry forward) to get the job done. Some 
of the Corinthian (Christian) slaves and free workmen may have been involved in this gigantic daily effort. “Daily, many work  on the 
diolkos (roadway), up over the ridge and back to the sea on the far side,” implies Paul, “so how about diokomen (we urge on) the great 
task of traveling along the mountain-pass journey of love.” 

Paul concludes with the directive to “continue in zeal for the pneumatika (spiritual gifts)” (16b). He opened the hymn by urging 
them to continue in zeal for the highest gifts (which remain). We know that these are faith, hope and love. As he closes the homily he 
presses them to demonstrate zeal for the spiritual gifts (that pass away), especially prophecy. This second list, although temporary, is 
still important for the life of the church, and it leads naturally to the next homily. 

This matchless hymn to love has moved the hearts and directed the wills of millions of Christians around the globe for nearly 
2,000 years. It seems appropriate to listen to at least one voice out of that great throng that no one can number. On February 2, 1984, 
during the height of the Lebanese civil war, a fourteen-year-old boy from the village of Bahamdun (Lebanon) wrote the following 
reflection from a relative’s home in Ashrafiyya, Beirut. 

I can still hear the sound of thundering guns telling me that somewhere nearby people are dying. 
Ever since we left the village I feel as though something has been shattered inside me. We have lost everything. Our 

house was burned. My books were torn to pieces. Our furniture was stolen. But what is more important is that the soft nights 
and the fresh mornings in the village are gone and with them I have lost my roots and have become “like grass blown by the 
wind,” as the Psalmist put it. 
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Time is no longer the unending chain of hours and minutes, marked by the hands on the huge clock at the entrance to 
my grandfather’s house in the village. The big clock, with its rhythmic sound, that kept track of every heartbeat throughout  
the house, is broken. And time on it is standing still. For me, time used to be the time of sleeping and of waking up and of 
working in the fields—the time of life. But now time has left me. It belongs to the one who stands behind the thundering gun. 
It is the time of death. 

One night early in September our village was shelled and we fled. We hid in a cave near our small brook waiting for the 
mad night to subside. But the guns did not stop so we fled again through the valley until we reached Beirut. 

We thought we had escaped, but the dark night caught up with us in all its madness. Am I living through a nightmare? 
Has time really stood still ever since the big clock was broken on the wall of my grandfathers’ house in the village? 

One day someone came and told us that our house in the village (my grandfather’s house), was looted and burned. The 
young men burned it after emptying it together. My anguish grew into hatred. Hatred is strange for it takes many forms. For 
me it is like a boil. It took root within me and sowed the seeds of death in my heart. It grew and spread like a boil with nothing 
but pus inside. 

I woke up at the sound of the big guns and asked myself, “How can a young man stand behind a gun and fire all those 
rockets around us?” I thought of that young man and to me he acquired the face of that other young man who looted and 
burned my grandfather’s house. 

Then in the midst of the sound of thundering guns, from the depths of my despair and pain, I finally understood. “If I 
speak with the tongues of men and of angels and have not love,” I am but sounding brass like the empty shell cases of the 
big guns. Love alone can bear the burden of the living for it bears all things. It bears this young man who is standing behind 
the gun, and that other young man who burned my grandfather’s house. 

We carry our dead with us like open wounds. All of us have such wounds. Life is different. Life is the realm of love which 
overcomes death. I pray that the living Lord may reign in our lives, and not our dead. 

—Hanna Haddad3 
 
 
 
KINGDOM DYNAMICS 
 
13:1 Love: The Qualifying Factor, SPIRITUAL GIFTS. Since the basis of all gifts is love, that spirit of love is 
the qualifying factor for biblical exercise of the gifts of the Holy Spirit.  Thus, those in authority must “try 
the spirits” to assure that those who exercise spiritual gifts actually “follow after love” as well as “desire 
spiritual gifts.”  An elaboration of this and related themes appears in the study article on page 2018, “Holy 
Spirit Gifts and Power.” 
 
 

13:1 Paul explains the absolute necessity of love (vv. 1-3); defines the essence of love in 14 of its characteristics (vv. 4-7); and 
contrasts the eternal perfections of love with the temporal imperfections of gifts (vv. 8-13). 

13:1 See section 1 of Truth-In-Action at the end of 1 Cor. 

13:1 Without love the most magnificent manifestation of gifts and the most heroic self-sacrifice mean nothing. Right things must be 
done in the right way. Although some view the reference to tongues of angels as a poetic hyperbole, it likely denotes the languages 
of these supernatural beings. 

13:4 Love suffers long, having patience with imperfect people. Love is kind, active in doing good. Love does not envy; since it is 
nonpossessive and noncompetitive, it actually wants other people to get ahead. Hence it does not parade itself. Love has a self-
effacing quality; it is not ostentatious. Love is not puffed up, treating others arrogantly; it does not behave rudely, but displays good 
manners and courtesy. Love does not seek its own, insisting on its own rights and demanding precedence; rather, it is unselfish. 
Love is not provoked; it is not irritable or touchy, rough or hostile, but is graceful under pressure. Love thinks no evil; it does not 
keep an account of wrongs done to it; instead, it erases resentments. Love does not rejoice in iniquity, finding satisfaction in the 

 
3 Bailey, K. E. (2011). Paul through Mediterranean Eyes: Cultural Studies in 1 Corinthians (pp. 349–385). 
Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic. 
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shortcomings of others and spreading an evil report; rather, it rejoices in the truth, aggressively advertising the good. Love bears all 
things, defending and holding other people up. Love believes the best about others, credits them with good intentions, and is not 
suspicious. Love hopes all things, never giving up on people, but affirming their future. Love endures all things, persevering and 
remaining loyal to the end. 

13:8 Gifts, in contrast to love, are partial, not complete (v. 9); they are temporal, not eternal (vv. 10, 11); they communicate 
imperfect rather than perfect knowledge (v. 12). Everything in this age compared to the perfection of the new creation is at a child-
stage, including all gifts. Rather than suggesting the demise of gifts during this age or at some early point in church history, this 
passage proves just the opposite. 

13:10 That which is perfect refers to the completion of God’s purposes after the coming of the Lord Jesus Christ (Rom. 8:18, 19). 
There is no reason other than human opinion to presume to attribute this reference to the conclusion of the canon of the Scriptures. 
While the inspired Word of God was completed at the end of the first century, its completion did not signal an end to the continuing 
operation of the very powers it describes. Rather, that Word instructs us to welcome the Holy Spirit’s gifts and ministries in our lives, 
to round out our sufficiency for ministry to a needy world—through the Word preached and the Word confirmed. 

13:12 Ancient mirrors, which were manufactured at Corinth, were made of metal and gave dim reflections, an illustration of our 
imperfect knowledge during this age. But knowledge will be full and instantaneous in the future state of glory. 
13:13 The virtues of faith, hope, and love are necessary in this age; but in the age to come, faith will give way to sight (2 Cor. 5:7), 
and hope will turn into experience (Rom. 8:24). Love alone is eternal, for God is love (1 John 4:8).4 
 
 

LOVE A feeling of deep affection. A central theme in Scripture and Christian theology and ethics. Defines our relationship with God 
and dictates how we should treat others. 

Love in the Old Testament 

General Terms 
Old Testament writers use several terms related to love or a beloved person: 

 ,which means “uncle” (e.g., Lev 10:4; 1 Sam 10:14) or “beloved” when used between a man and a woman (Song 1:13 ,(dod) ּדֹוד •
14) 

ק •  which means “to desire” and can occur in both theological and nontheological contexts; generally refers to one’s ,(chashaq) ָחשַׁ
desire for a woman (Deut 21:11), but can also refer to God (Ps 91:14) 

ְעָיה •  in the Song of Solomon (dod) ּדֹוד which means “beloved” or “lover” and is used interchangeably with ,(ra'yah) רַׁ
 .which means “beloved” when used as a noun (Jer 11:15) ,(yadid) ָיִדיד •

The most frequent verb for “love” (ָאֵהב, ahev) in the Old Testament occurs over 200 times in both its noun and verb forms. It refers 
to the relationship between two people, either a parent and a child (Gen 22:2; 25:28; 37:3) or a husband and a wife (Gen 24:67; 
29:18). The Pentateuch also uses the word to describe the relationship between God and the people of Israel. Deuteronomy 6:5 
commands the people to “love (ָאֵהב, ahev) the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might” 
(Deut 6:5, compare Deut 10:12; 30:6). The nation manifests their love for God by following the law (Deut 11:1, 13, 22; 19:9; 30:16, 
20). 

Loyal Love (ֶחֶסד, chesed) 
The most frequent noun for “love” in the Old Testament, ֶחֶסד (chesed), occurs over 250 times in the Hebrew Bible. The term does not 
have a clear equivalent translation. The KJV translates it as “lovingkindness,” while newer translations use “steadfast love” (ESV) or 
“loyal love” (LEB). Some translators use “mercy,” following the Septuagint translation (ἔλεος, eleos). In context, “loyal love” (ֶחֶסד, 
chesed) refers to two people or groups of people who have previously formed a relationship. It describes an attitude of loyalty 
between the two, but it also requires some sort of action (Sakenfeld, The Meaning of Hesed in the Hebrew Bible, 16–21). 

 
4 Hayford, J. W. (Ed.). (1997). Spirit filled life study Bible (electronic ed., 1 Co 12:31–13:13). Nashville, TN: 
Thomas Nelson. 
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When “loyal love” (ֶחֶסד, chesed) is used in reference to people, it represents a type of fidelity or loyalty that leads to action. 
Promises between two people display this relational dynamic most clearly. For example, David uses the term as he reminds Jonathan 
of a previous promise (1 Sam 20:8). “Loyal love” (ֶחֶסד, chesed) can also refer to acts of mercy or good deeds (2 Chr 32:32; Neh 13:14). 
Hosea indicts the people for their lack of “loyal love” (ֶחֶסד, chesed; Hos 4:1) and describes their practice of “swearing, lying, murder, 
stealing, and committing adultery” (Hos 4:2). Micah exhorts the people to show “loyal love” (ֶחֶסד, chesed) through acts of justice 
(Mic 6:8). Additionally, the term is used for a human response to God (Hos 6:4) and as an adjective describing a loyal person (2 Sam 
22:26) or group of people, such as the Israelites (Pss 148:14; 149:1). 

The term holds similar meanings when used in reference to God. God’s “loyal love” (ֶחֶסד, chesed) protects and sustains life (Pss 
94:17–18; 119:88, 149, 159), at times offering protection from enemies (Psa 143:12). God’s “loyal love” (ֶחֶסד, chesed) also stands in 
contrast with His wrath. For example, Micah uses the term in describing God relenting from His wrath and offering forgiveness (Mic 
7:18). The Old Testament frequently calls God “slow to anger and great in His love (ֶחֶסד, chesed)” (Exod 34:6; Num 14:18; Joel 2:13; 
Jonah 4:2; Pss 86:15; 103:8). Human loyalty to God is described as weak, but divine love is enduring and eternal (Isa 54:10; Pss 89:2; 
103:17; 117:2). The phrase “[God’s] love (ֶחֶסד, chesed) endures forever” occurs throughout the Hebrew Bible (1 Chr 16:34; 2 Chr 
5:13; 7:3, 6; 20:21; Ezra 3:11). 

God’s enduring love lays a foundation for His covenantal promises. God’s “loyal love” (ֶחֶסד, chesed) is frequently connected with 
the Abrahamic covenant (Deut 7:12; Mic 7:20), the Davidic covenant (2 Sam 7:15; 1 Chr 17:13–14), and the Mosaic covenant (Exod 
15:13). Glueck argues that these covenantal structures form a relationship similar to that between a father and son, which require 
some type of reciprocal response to God’s loyalty. In this view, the people will enjoy loyal love (ֶחֶסד, chesed) as long as they maintain 
a relationship with Him (e.g., Isa 55:3; Glueck, Hesed in the Bible, 88–102). This aligns with the covenantal obligations for the Davidic 
king outlined in 2 Sam 7:14–16 (Gentry, “Isaiah 55:3,” 279–88). However, Routledge argues that God’s “loyal love” (ֶחֶסד, chesed) 
alone forms the basis of the relationship, which is rooted in His character (Exod 34:6). In this sense, “loyal love” (ֶחֶסד, chesed) more 
closely resembles grace: God is faithful despite the unfaithfulness of those in the covenantal relationship (Jer 31:3). Those in 
relationship with God should respond with love toward Him and others, but when they fail, He will restore that relationship 
(Routledge, “Hesed as Obligation,” 186–96). 

Old Testament Concept of Love 
The Old Testament concept of love assumes that there is a relationship between two people or groups of people. The Pentateuch 
describes God’s love for the nation of Israel through election (Deut 4:37; 10:15) and declares that the nation should respond with 
love (Deut 7:9, 13). The context of Deut 7:13 suggests that God will bless the nation through this relationship, which is outlined later 
in the book (Deut 28:1–14). Hosea uses his own relationship with an adulterous wife to describe God’s relationship with the nation 
(Hos 2:5, 7, 10, 12). The story, in which God calls Hosea to love his wife despite her unfaithfulness (Hos 3:1–5), represents the 
covenantal faithfulness that God has for the nation of Israel despite its unfaithful response (Hos 11:1). 

The nation should respond to God’s faithfulness by following the law, which directs the community to love others. The law 
instructs the Israelites to love their neighbors (Lev 19:18) and also strangers (Lev 19:34). This command to love reflects God’s love, 
as He provides for the marginalized (Deut 10:12–18). The nation should love because they received love from God when they were 
strangers in Egypt (Lev 19:34). Love for those in the community is ultimately based on God’s loving treatment of the nation (compare 
1 John 4:19). 

Love in Intertestamental Writings 
Three Greek word groups refer to love: 

1. The φιλέω (phileō) word group, which generally refers to the relationship between two people (BDAG, 1056–57). 
2. The ἐράω (eraō) word group, which carries more of a sensual connotation (e.g., it is used to describe Ahasuerus’ love for Esther) 

(BDAG, 389). 
3. The ἀγαπάω (agapaō) word group, which refers to an attraction toward someone or something or a more intimate love (BDAG, 

5). 

Greek speakers used ἐράω (eraō) and φιλέω (phileō) with the greatest amount of frequency. Prior to the translation of the 
Septuagint, the ἀγαπάω (agapaō) word group was rarely used. Until recently, many thought that ἀγαπάω (agapaō) originated from 
the Septuagint. The translators seemed to have made use of the ambiguous nature of the word to translate ָאֵהב (ahev), which is the 
most flexible Hebrew word for love in the Old Testament. 

Jews during the intertestamental period associated love with the covenantal promises of God. A Jewish group called “the 
Hasidim” (Ἀσιδαιοι, Asidaioi) draws its name from a Greek transliteration of the Hebrew term “loyal love” (ֶחֶסד, chesed), which 
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suggests their commitment to the covenant of God. The Qumran community also referred to the covenant in terms of love (1QS 
2:1). 

Love in the New Testament 
New Testament writers use two of the three Greek word groups to refer to love: 

1. the ἀγαπάω (agapaō) word group 
2. the φιλέω (phileō) word group 

There are more occurrences of terms from the ἀγαπάω (agapaō) word group—likely because of the parallel usage in the Septuagint. 
Proportionally, the New Testament writers take advantage of the φιλέω (phileō) word group more than the Septuagint translators. 

Distinguishing ἀγαπάω (agapaō) and φιλέω (phileō) 
The New Testament writers use the terms ἀγαπάω (agapaō) and φιλέω (phileō) synonymously. For example, both word groups are 
used in theological and nontheological contexts, and both are used in reference to positive objects (e.g., “Love your neighbor”) and 
negative objects (e.g., love of money or love of worldly things). The exception to this is the noun ἀγάπη (agapē), which always refers 
to a positive love within a theological context. The term ἀγάπη (agapē) can refer to: 

• God’s love (Luke 11:42; John 5:42; Rom 5:8; Jude 1:21) 
• a person’s love for God (Rev 2:4) 
• love for one another (Rom 13:10; Gal 5:13; Barr, “Words for Love,” 12). 

Greek writers also use the adjectival form ἀγαπητός (agapētos) or φίλος (philos) in reference to a “friend” (Luke 15:6, 9, 29; 23:12; 1 
John 2:7; 3:21; 4:7). 

Kenneth L. McKay argues that the New Testament writers distinguish between the terms and refer to two different kinds of 
love. For instance, in John 21:15–20 Jesus asks Peter three times if he loves Him. The first two times, Jesus uses ἀγαπάω (agapaō), 
and the third time He uses φιλέω (phileō). Peter replies each time with φιλέω (phileō). McKay argues that John avoids using 
synonyms within a short context, which suggests that the word change signals a shift in meaning (McKay, “Style and Significance,” 
319–33). On the other hand, John uses both Greek words elsewhere when referring to Jesus’ love for Mary, Martha, and Lazarus 
without shifting the meaning (John 11:3, 5; Barr, “Words for Love,” 15). Furthermore, the Septuagint, which New Testament 
language reflects, translates the parallel statements of Prov 8:17 using both verbs synonymously. 

Synoptic Gospels 
The Gospels characterize Jesus’ unique relationship to the Father with love. In the Synoptic Gospels, the Father calls Jesus His 
“beloved Son” at His baptism (Matt 3:17; Mark 1:11; Luke 3:22) and transfiguration (Matt 17:5; Mark 9:7; Luke 9:35). In the parable 
of the evil tenants, the “beloved son” whom the tenants kill represents Jesus (Mark 12:6; Luke 20:13). 

Jesus interprets the law through His double commandment to love God and neighbor. When asked what commandment is the 
greatest, Jesus first quotes Deut 6:4–5: “Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one; and you should love the Lord your God 
with all of your heart, all of your life, all of your mind, and all of your strength” (Mark 12:29–30; compare Matt 22:37; Luke 10:27). 
Jesus’ demand to prioritize love of God over love of a parent, spouse, or child (Luke 14:26; Matt 10:37) highlights the importance of 
commitment to God alone. 

Jesus next quotes Lev 19:18 as the second and equal commandment: “You shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Matt 22:39; 
Mark 12:31; compare Luke 10:27). The parable of the Good Samaritan in Luke’s account clarifies whether “neighbor” refers to 
Gentiles in addition to Jews (Luke 10:29–37; compare m. Baba Qamma 4:3, which gives a different regulation when dealing with a 
Gentile). The parable challenges the divisions Judaism drew, by featuring a Samaritan protagonist (see Sirach 50:25–26). The story of 
the rich young ruler in Matthew makes a similar point (Matt 19:16–22). In Matthew, the young man includes Lev 19:18 in the list of 
commandments that he has followed since his youth (Matt 19:19). By telling the young man to sell his property and give to the poor 
(Matt 19:21), Jesus implies that that the poor are considered neighbors. Jesus’ ministry to those considered outsiders corresponds to 
this radical expansion of love (Matt 11:19; Luke 7:34; Meier, Law and Love, 481). 

Jesus’ shocking command to love enemies expands the concept of love farther (Matt 5:43–46; Luke 6:27–36). While the Old 
Testament commanded the Israelites not to harm their enemies (Exod 23:4–5) and to care for non-Jews (Lev 19:34), these 
commands did not include loving the enemy (Piper, Love Your Enemies, 27–35). Jesus’ command to love enemies stands in direct 
contrast to Jewish literature’s sharp claims against those outside of the community, such as those in Sirach 12:3–7: “… Give to the 
one who is good, but do not help the sinner.” Similarly, the Manual of Discipline, a Qumran text, states: “He [the teacher of 
righteousness] is to teach them both to love all the Children of Light … and to hate all the Children of Darkness” (1QS 1:9–10). 
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Jesus taught that love is an essential mark of a disciple. One must have a devotion to God and other people. After a sinful 
woman anoints His feet, Jesus states, “The reason she loves much is because she was forgiven much” (Luke 7:47). Those who have 
experienced grace will in turn extend it to those around them in love. This ethic of love would be foundational for later New 
Testament writers (Schnelle, “Das Liebesgebot,” 21–34). 

Gospel of John 
Of the New Testament writings, John is most closely associated with the theme of love. The ἀγαπαω (agapaō) and φιλεω (phileō) 
word groups appear in the highest frequency in John’s writing. Compared to Luke-Acts, which has 37,965 words and uses the verbs 
ἀγαπαω (agapaō) and φιλεω (phileō) 15 times, John has 28,132 words and uses the verbs ἀγαπαω (agapaō) and φιλεω (phileō) 87 
times. 

Love in Sacrificial Terms. John’s Gospel describes the Father’s love for the world in sacrificial terms (John 3:16). The Father loves the 
Son (John 3:35; 5:20), and because of this love, Jesus sacrifices His life out of obedience to the Father. This reinforces the Father’s 
love (John 10:17) and accomplishes the Father’s purpose to redeem the world (John 3:16–17). In contrast, the world hates those 
who come from the Father—namely Jesus and His disciples (John 15:18). Even though God reached out to the world, the world 
loved the things of the world (John 3:19). For John, a person’s relationship with the world has an eternal impact: “The one who loves 
his life, will lose it, and the one who hates his soul in this world, will keep it in eternal life” (John 12:25). 

A New Commandment. The concept of love in John’s Gospel is concentrated in Jesus’ farewell discourse (John 13–17). Here Jesus 
gives His disciples a “new commandment”: love one another just as Jesus has loved them. It is by this love that the disciples  will 
know one another (John 13:34–35; 15:12, 17; see also 2 John 1:5–6). Uniquely, in John’s Gospel love represents a key soteriological 
category: It defines the relationship between the Son and the Father and marks believers who have entered into this relationship. 
The command to love one another also has a key ethical component, as believers are to love those inside and outside the 
community in the same sacrificial manner as Christ. 

Application of the New Command. In the Gospel of John, the believer enters into a relationship with the Father through the Son. As 
the Father loves the Son, the Son loves those who abide by Jesus’ commands (John 15:9). By following Jesus’ command to love, 
believers enter into this relationship between the Son and the Father (John 15:10; Smalley, “The Christ-Christian Relationship,” 100). 
John describes those who remain outside of this relationship as loving the world while hating the Father and Son (John 15:18–23). 
First John reflects this concept, depicting belief and love for one another as the marks of a disciple (1 John 3:10–11, 14, 23–24). 

Because of the soteriological focus on love and the lack of clear ethical direction in John’s Gospel, Lohse suggests that the 
command to love does not have any concrete application (Lohse, Theological Ethics, 166–70; see also Meier, Law and Love, 564). Yet 
the lack of clear direction for Jesus’ disciples places a spotlight on Jesus’ command for His disciples to love one another (John 13:34–
35). Köstenberger states, “In his simple manner of presentation, John cuts to the heart of a given issue, practicing what one may call 
a ‘sanctified reductionism.’ Nonessentials are stripped away, leaving what is most essential” (Köstenberger, John’s Gospel and 
Letters, 521). 

Similarly, Meeks notes that the person of Jesus in John’s Gospel is impossible to imitate since “John does not depict a normal 
human life or a normal death” (Meeks, “Ethics of the Fourth Evangelist,” 318). Yet even though the disciples are not able to imitate 
Jesus’ unique actions, they can imitate the kind of love that He displays (John 15:12). The immediate context of the new 
commandment in John’s Gospel is Jesus’ washing the feet of the disciples (John 13:1–11). Jesus expects the disciples to follow His 
example of humility, which is amplified by His unique relationship to the Father (John 13:12–15). Judas’ inclusion among the people 
whose feet Jesus washes highlights the theme of God’s love for the world in spite of the world’s hate for God (John 3:16, 19–20). 
Jesus states that His death represents this type of love (John 15:13; see also 1 John 3:16; 4:9–10). Paul similarly gives an ethical 
requirement within the context of a high Christology (Phil 2:1–8). Both John and Paul expect believers to imitate the manner of 
Jesus’ love (self-sacrifice), not the degree. 

Degree of Inclusion. John’s Gospel omits Jesus’ command for disciples to love their enemies (compare Matt 5:44; Luke 6:27). Segovia 
argues that this omission is due to the sectarian nature of the Johannine community—the command focuses on the disciples within 
the community and excludes outsiders from the community (Segovia, “The Love and Hatred of Jesus,” 269–72; see also Meier, Law 
and Love, 561). Volf presents three problems with this position (Volf, “Johannine Dualism,” 203–9): 

1. John presents this commandment for love as an imitation of the Father’s love. The Father loves the world even though the 
world may not love the Father (John 3:16, 19–20). Just as the Father sent the Son into the world, the Son sends believers into 
the world (John 17:18; 20:21). 
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2. John’s Gospel does not have boundary markers to distinguish those within the community from those outside of it, which would 
be characteristic of a sectarian group. 

3. A developed community that distinguishes itself from others would have developed an ethical standard by which to judge those 
outside and to maintain cohesion within the group. 

Paul’s Writings 
Paul identifies love as the highest virtue (1 Cor 13:13). While Paul describes the believer’s love for God (Rom 8:28; 1 Cor 2:9), this 
idea does not play a large role in his theology. For Paul, love is closely related to justification by faith (Furnish, The Love Command, 
92). God articulated His love by sending His Son to the cross (Rom 5:8; Gal 2:20; Eph 2:4–7; 5:2). Love is the rationale for the 
salvation that God provided through Christ. In a similar fashion, the believer’s faith is “rooted in love” (Eph 3:17) and works “through 
love” (Gal 5:6). 

Because of God’s love, Paul encourages believers to love others (2 Cor 5:14–15). The Holy Spirit provides the source for the 
believer’s love (Gal 5:22–23; 2 Tim 1:7). Paul offers several motivations for love: 

• He calls his readers to imitate Christ in their love for one another (Rom 15:2–3; Eph 5:1–2, 25–28). 
• He refers to Lev 19:18 as the fulfillment of the entire law (Rom 13:8–10; Gal 5:13–14). 
• He argues that believers’ freedom in Christ is not a license for sin (Rom 6:15), but to love one another (Gal 5:13).  
• He urges communities to be unified in their love for one another (Eph 4:1–6; Phil 2:1–4; Col 3:13–14) and to pursue love (1 Cor 

14:1). 

While Paul does not repeat Jesus’ command to love the enemy (Matt 5:44; Luke 6:27), he directs believers to be hospitable to those 
outside of the community—even in the face of persecution (Rom 12:13–14; 1 Thess 5:15). In 1 Corinthians 13, Paul describes love as 
self-sacrificing, patient, and kind rather than rude, envious, or arrogant (1 Cor 13:4–7). He urges believers to seek the good of others 
and put others’ needs ahead of their own. Paul points to Christ’s death as an example of self-sacrificing love (Phil 2:6–9). The 
believers’ community should be characterized by this type of love for one another (Phil 2:1–5). Because of the love that believers 
have for one another, Paul encourages them to edify one another (οἰκοδομέω, oikodomeō; Rom 14:19; 1 Cor 8:1; Eph 4:15–16). 

General Letters 
There are few references to love in the General Letters outside of John’s writings. The General Letters speak of God’s love for 
believers (Heb 12:6; Jude 1:21) and a believer’s love for God (Jas 1:12; 1 Pet 1:8), but most references exhort believers to a mutual 
love for one another (Heb 6:10; 10:24; 13:1; 1 Pet 1:22; 2:17; 3:8; 4:8; 2 Pet 1:7). The author of 1 Peter encourages his audience to 
show “brotherly love” (φιλάδελφος, philadelphos) to one another (1 Pet 3:8). The context suggests that Peter envisioned love being 
extended to both those within the community and those who persecute the community (compare Matt 5:44; Luke 6:27). Like Paul, 
the authors of the General Letters characterize the relationship between believers in familial terms. 

Additional references to love include: 

• Jude refers to the Lord’s Supper as a “love feast” (Jude 1:12). 
• First Peter 5:14 directs believers to kiss one another with a “kiss of love” (compare Rom 16:16; 1 Cor 16:20; 2 Cor 13:12; 1 Thess 

5:26). 
• James cites Leviticus 19:18 as the fulfillment of the law—a tradition that comes from Christ Himself (Jas 2:8; Johnson, “The Use 

of Leviticus 19,” 400–1). 
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