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1 Cor. 13:1-3

Background
Paul wrote 1 & 2 Corinthians to the church at Corinth, a
Roman colony located on a land bridge between two
oceans - two elements that gave the city great economic
standing in the Roman world. Ships from all over the world
docked in Corinth, and it became extremely prosperous
from sea trade, especially from the trade of its worldfamous Corinthian brass.
Because it was a seaport, Corinth was a cultural melting
pot of nationalities. And the church at Corinth was a true
reflection of its city, comprised of both Jews & Gentiles, rich and poor.
But the city’s reputation also included a dark side. Its residents were known for their
ostentatious display of riches and loose morals. High above Corinth, a temple of Aphrodite was
carved into the rock. It boasted over 1,000 temple prostitutes which made it a popular
destination in the Roman world.1
Purpose
Sadly, the sin of its community found its way into the church at Corinth. Paul received
disturbing reports about terrible disorder in the church (doctrinal and moral) and wrote 1
Corinthians to address the issues.
In his letter, Paul addresses the following problems:

1
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Incest, adultery, and other sexual sins (1 Cor. 5)



Christians taking each other to court (1 Cor. 6)



Abuse of Christian liberty (1 Cor. 8 and 10 )



Disorderly observance of the Lord's Supper (1 Cor. 11:17-34)



Disorderly conduct in the worship service ( 1 Cor. 14)



False views of the resurrection (1 Cor. 15).2

As a modern church, we need 1 Corinthians now more than ever. Scholar Harold Mare calls the
letter a true “source book of answers to church problems in the past and today.”3
Talking Points on 1 Cor. 13:1-3


1 Corinthians isn’t about romantic love.



Paul wrote 1 Corinthians to a church entrenched in sin. He was calling them back to
agape love.



Look up 1 John 4:9 and John 15:10. What do these verses say about God, us, and how
we are to relate Him and to each other?



Chapter 13 falls in a section of the letter dealing with orderly worship in the church (1
Cor. 11:2-14:40) – particularly how the church had misused their spiritual gifts (1 Cor.
12:31b-13:13).



THE PROBLEM: Some in the church were using their gifts for personal gain instead of
building up the entire body (1 Cor. 12:12-31). They had left out a crucial element in their
service – love – and were causing dissension.



THE ANSWER: It doesn’t matter what spiritual gift you possess, but the way you use it.
Is our service characterized, motivated, and performed in love? The heart of service is
just as important as the actual act of service. Why? Because if love does not inform our
actions, then we become nothing but a “sounding gong.” (vs. 1)



Paul notes different types of people we often make a big deal of in the church:
o people who are gifted communicators (vs. 1),
o people who appear to have a lot of knowledge or spiritual authority (vs. 2),

2
3
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o people who appear super-spiritual (vs. 2),
o people who do good deeds or deny their own needs (vs. 3).


Good deeds aren’t enough. Many good deeds accomplished without agape love.



God’s LOVE is key. Good deeds and spiritual activity only account for something in
God’s eyes when they are performed in light of and through His love.



His love is the motivator. His love is the equipper. His love is the generator. His love is
the reward.
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1 Cor. 13:1-3 - Discussion Questions:
1. When do you need the biggest reminder of God’s love? When you’re at home with your
family? When you’re serving at church? When you’re laboring in your community?

2. In your life, when are you the most likely to leave love out and depend on yourself?
What is the result? (Share a story if applicable).

3. What does God’s love look like in your life right now?

4. Assess the different areas of your service to God. Think about where you spend your
time and energies. How are you depending on God’s love to fulfill your responsibilities?
Are you leaving God’s love out in any area?

5. How do you remind yourself to replace God’s love as your heart’s primary motivator?
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1 Cor. 13:4-7
Notes
Paul begins his “love chapter” by reminding the
Corinthian church that good deeds, ministry, and special
talents are meaningless if they aren’t performed in love.
Without love, we garner no special points, worthy
accolades, or enduring legacies.
So, if we don’t gain anything by good deeds without love
then what does profit us? Paul tells us in verses 4-7.
Love.
Love profits us. Love brings us worth, value, significance. But, not just any love.
The love of 1 Cor. 13 is a higher love
The love to which Paul refers in 1 Cor. 13 is a higher love.
Agape love is a deliberate choice made by a Lover to act despite any unworthiness in the object
of affection.[1] This love is the heart of the gospel.
It’s active, and it’s oriented outward. In fact, in verses 4-7 Paul defines true love by what it does
and doesn’t do.
Is love just another to-do list?
Verse 4-7 are extremely convicting for me both as a mother and a ministry-minded woman.
Each time I pick through these verses, I’m confronted with the shady areas of my heart and
life.


When I lose my temper with the boys.



When I respond to childish behavior with sarcasm.
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When I automatically believe the worst in those around me.

Then the familiar guilt and shame seep in, and I tell myself I’ll do better next time. I resolve to
get my act together, get my anger under control, to use kind words instead of stinging ones.
And then, all of the sudden, Paul’s “love chapter” has become a to-do list that is hopelessly
heavy for these mommy-shoulders to bear.
And before I know it, I’ve fallen into the same trap as the first-century Corinthians – believing I
can do something (anything) without the help of the cross, and feeling very smug when I do,
but exhausted and depleted when I don’t.
I’ve become guilty of committing a hate crime instead of walking in true love.
You might think good intentions don’t count as a hate crime, but I’m not sure they can be
classified as anything else.
Without love there is no neutral territory on which to stand. Just as the absence of light is
darkness, the absence of love is hate.
When we aren’t walking in love, we’re walking in self-love – a love that ultimately seeks to
please self over others.
Talking Points for 1 Cor. 13:4-7


How can we walk in agape love? The only way we can walk in agape love is to
dwell in Him who is Love. When we abide in Him through His Word, we give His
Spirit room to work in our lives.



By internalizing God’s Word, we give the Spirit room to recalibrate our heart’s
natural default mode from self-centered love to selfless love.



The love of Christ is our power. His love changes our hearts and enables us to act
in self-less ways. This is why the Corinthian church was in shambles. They were
following to-do lists instead of living in the power of the cross.
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To-do lists without love are merely prisons of hate.

[1] Dorothy Patterson, ed., The Woman’s Study Bible (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1995), 1918.
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1 Cor. 13:4-7 – Discussion Questions
1. Look through the descriptions of love in verses 4-7. List the things love “does.” Then list
the things love “does not do.”

2. Has love - like the depth of love listed in verses 4-7 – ever seemed like a to-do list for
you? Explain.

3. How does viewing love as a “to-do” list become a prison? (Hint: think apage love vs. selflove).

4. Think about your recent actions and reactions to others and life in general. When others
see how you act/react, do they see a woman behind bars of anger or impatience? Or do
they see a woman walking free of fear and full of joy and love?

5. In your station of life (motherhood or ministry), how does the love of Christ equip you to
love others?
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1 Cor. 13:8-10
For many of us, love is a raw deal.
We’ve only seen glimpses of it through battered
relationships – husbands with wandering eyes and feet,
parents with hard and driven hearts, and lovers with
selfish hands that pull us in and then push us away.
So, our desperate search for love is often peppered
with the suspicion that love is a myth. A ruse. A trick.
But Christ’s love isn’t given as a wayward husband,
driven parents, or a selfish lover.
God’s love never fails
“Love never fails. But whether there are prophecies, they will fail; whether there are tongues,
they will cease; whether there is knowledge, it will vanish away.” 1 Cor. 13:8
Paul begins his “love chapter” in 1 Cor. 13 by telling us that our works mean nothing without
love (vs. 1-3).
Conversely, Christ’s work of love means everything (vs. 4-7).
And then in vs. 8-10, he tells us about the extent of Christ’s love for us.
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1 Cor. 13:8-10 - Talking Points


God loves us like he loves His Son. Paul says that Christ’s love is the only thing is
our lives that is real, is permanent, is trustworthy. How do we know that?
Because God loves us the way the He loves his own Son. God’s love never fails
because His love for His Son never fails.
“Even though there are times when I wonder how God can love me, I know that
he loves his Son, and because he has made a formal, legal declaration that
I’m in him, then I must continue to tell myself and believe that he loves me
because of him. My only other option is to say that he doesn’t love his Son at all.
But the truth is that the pronouncement he made over him, ‘This is my beloved

Son, with whom I am well pleased’ (Matt. 3:17), he has now made over us…” Because He Loves
Me: How Christ Transforms Our Daily Life, author Elyse Fitzpatrick


God’s love makes us whole. God’s love never fails – and that’s really great news.
But that’s not all we need to know. Paul says that God’s love toward us
demonstrated through His Son also makes us whole.



Right now, we only have a partial view of Christ’s love. We’re looking at it
through eyes that are still shaded by sin. God in his graciousness gave us tongues
and prophecies and knowledge so that we might get a glorious glimpse of what
he has waiting for us. But one day, we won’t need those things anymore. Why?
Because Christ will come again to perfectly and permanently restore us to
himself.



The hope of the gospel is this: Christ’s love, which was spilled out for us on the
cross, will one day perfect us entirely. Christ’s love never fails and it never
forgets. The Corinthian church had forgotten about this gospel love. Instead,
they chose to trust in a different love – self love. They trusted in the work of
their own hands to bring them gain, worth, value (1 Cor. 13:1-3). And they had
no hope for the future. Only Christ’s love can make us whole. He’s promised to
do so (2 Cor. 5:1-10). And His promises never fail.
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1 Cor. 13:8-10 Discussion Questions
1. Describe your most loving relationship (a relationship in which you feel the most loved,
most secure, etc).

2. How does the love of God stack up to our earthly relationships?

3. How can we know for sure that God’s love will never fail? (Hint: think about the Father’s
relationship with His Son).
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1 Cor. 13:11-13
First John 4:7-11 tells us that God is Love.
“7 Beloved, let us love one another, for love is of God;
and everyone who loves is born of God and knows
God. 8 He who does not love does not know God, for God
is love. 9 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. 10 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. 11 Beloved, if God
so loved us, we also ought to love one another.” 1 John
4:7-11
John isn’t telling us that God is love so we can draw little
hearts and flowers around his name. John isn’t telling us that God is love so we can feel better
about ourselves or the muck we’re standing in. John isn’t telling us that God is love so we
can champion tolerance to the exclusion of holiness or moral objectivity.
John tells us God is Love because this is how we come to know God.
1 Cor. 13:11-13 - Talking Points


God’s love redeems us.



We come to know God through his love for us. And the opposite is equally as
true: he knows us because of his love (1 John 4; Is. 43:1). Our knowledge of God
and his knowledge of us is all because of His great love. It’s why John can say
emphatically in vs. 8 that: “He who does not love does not know God, for God is
love.” (1 John 4:8). Throughout the Scriptures, God has consistently revealed his
loving character to his creation. But we come to know God as Love supremely
through the revelation of his Son, Jesus Christ, who took on flesh, died in our
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place as our substitute sacrifice, and was raised from the dead to walk as a new
type of human.


God’s love transforms us. The truth that God is love also means God has purposed
for us to be like him – full of love, full of grace. On earth, Christ lived as the type of
human that God originally intended for us to be.



More importantly, Christ is the type of human that we will one day perfectly
become. Through Christ, we become part of a new race that knows God and serves
God perfectly – all through and because of his love. Right now, we aren’t perfectly
like him. Despite being touched by his love, we still don’t love the way we should.
That’s because our transformation into Christ-likeness isn’t complete. Our
knowledge of God as love is incomplete.

Paul says as much in 1 Cor. 13:11-13:
“11 When I was a child, I spoke as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child; but when I
became a man, I put away childish things. 12 For now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then face to
face. Now I know in part, but then I shall know just as I also am known. 13 And now abide faith,
hope, love, these three; but the greatest of these is love.”
The fact that God is love should give us great hope. It means that the parts of himself that God
has already revealed to us (his character as loving for us through His Son) will continue as we
are brought into the perfect image of his Son.
The crux of the gospel is this: the more we grasp of God’s nature as love, the more we grow to
be like him.
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1 Cor. 13: 11-13 - Discussion Questions
1. The Corinthian church thought they possessed a special or super knowledge about
life, about God, about themselves. According to 1 Cor. 13 and 1 John 4:8, why is
knowledge alone not profitable?

2. How does the knowledge of God and true love go hand in hand? (Hint: refer back to
1 John 4:8).

3. What are two things God’s love does for us?

4. On a scale of 1-10, how secure are you in the knowledge of God’s love? If you feel
comfortable, please share your answer with your group.

5. Share one specific way God has spoken to you (or convicted/encouraged you) as you
memorized 1 Cor. 13? What have you learned about his love toward you?
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