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SERMON:  The More Excellent Way, Part 1
TEXT:  1 Corinthians 13:1-13

Introduction

  A.  1 Corinthians 13 is one of the best known and best loved chapters in the Bible for its sheer beauty and 
power.  In some settings, such as weddings, it might be appropriate to read this chapter out of its context, 

  and simply focus on the nature of that love to which a husband and wife are committing themselves.     
But when it comes to the typical reading of this chapter, Pauline scholar Gordon Fee cautions us ...

Unfortunately, the love affair with this love chapter has also allowed it to be read regularly apart from its context,

which does not make it less true, but causes one to miss too much. 

  B.  Christ’s apostle Paul, speaking by the Holy Spirit on Christ’s behalf, reveals that ...

2 Timothy 3:16 All Scripture is inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, for

training in righteousness;

  C.  E.g., it is ironic that in 1 Corinthians 13:4-7 where Paul is praising the nature of love, he is at the same time 
  blaming the Corinthians for failing to love.  Everything that Paul mentions that love is not is exactly    

what he has already in this letter charged the Corinthians with being - jealous, boastful, arrogant, self-   
centered, quarrelsome, etc.

  D.  Studying 1 Corinthians 13 out of context will be profitable for teaching us the nature of love, but will     
cause us to miss its profit for reproof and correction, two major reasons why Paul wrote this chapter.  So  

 it is good for us today to study this chapter in context, so that when it is read in the future, even out of    
context, we will profit from already knowing its background, understanding not only the nature of the    
Spirit-generated love, but also this love’s necessity and priority.

  E.  In previous weeks we have observed that a number of the Corinthians had a defective understanding of   
what indicates how spiritual a believer is, how favored by God, close to God, filled with God’s Spirit     
one is.  Some were assigning greater spirituality to persons with one kind of ministry over another.  And  

  even among those with the same kind of ministry, some were measuring spirituality by comparing the    
appearance and effects of one’s ministry with the effects of another, creating disunity in the body.

  F.  In chapters 12-14 it becomes apparent that the particular spiritual gift of ministry that the Corinthians used  
to overestimate their spirituality was the grace-gift of speaking in tongues, speaking by the Spirit in other 

  languages not learned by the speaker.

  G.  Paul has been countering that it is not the gifts of the Spirit but the fruit of the Spirit that manifest who is    
most conformed to the image of the Lord Jesus, who is walking by the Spirit most closely to Him.  And
the one fruit of the Spirit which Paul now highlights above all others is love, without which we are not    
spiritual at all.

  H.  Chapter 13 falls into the following three part outline, the first part being our focus for today:

      1.  13:1-3 The necessity of love.
      2.  13:4-7 The nature and character of love.
      3.  13:8-13 The permanence and priority of love.



I.  13:1-3 The necessity of love.

  A.  Paul begins chapter 13 by using examples of religious activities, many from the list of the Spirit’s grace-    
gifts or ministries listed in 12:8-10, where he writes ... 

1 Corinthians 12:8 For to one is given the word of wisdom through the Spirit, and to another the word of 

knowledge according to the same Spirit; to another faith by the same Spirit ... ... and to another prophecy, ... 9 10 

to another various kinds of tongues ....

  B.  We can see that these are various gifts of ministry distributed by God’s Spirit, so they are good things in     
and of themselves, but neither serve as a measure of spirituality nor give any benefit to the persons    
attempting to  fulfill these ministries without love for the Lord and others.  Paul illustrates, using ...

      1.  Speaking in tongues: Paul probably begins with tongues because this is where the problem lay.  This    
spiritual gift of ministry was more apparently miraculous than certain other grace-gifts.  If the    
Corinthians believed (rightly or wrongly) that they were not merely speaking in unlearned human    
dialects, but in angelic dialects, then perhaps they concluded that they must be particularly close to    
heaven.  Paul counters ...

1 Corinthians 13:1 If I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, but do not have love, I have become a noisy

gong or a clanging cymbal.

a.  “noisy gong” might refer to brass vessels placed around the edges of an auditorium to reverberate and  
  amplify the voices of the actors -Corinth evidently at one time had such a system.

b.  So the idea would be that speaking (to God) in tongues without love would be the empty, hypocritical 
  praise of a God we have no desire to imitate.  It would simply be “a reverberation, an empty   

sound coming out of a hollow, lifeless vessel” (Thiselton, p. 1037 quoting Klein).  If I speak in     
tongues without love, I am not spiritual.

      2.  Gifts of prophecy, knowledge, faith to do the impossible:  

1 Corinthians 13:2 If I have the gift of prophecy, and know all mysteries and all knowledge; and if I have all faith,

so as to remove mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing.

  a.  Paul spoke prophetically to the church.  He understood some mysteries ...

1 Corinthians 15:51 Behold, I tell you a mystery; we will not all sleep, but we will all be changed, in a 52 

moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet; for the trumpet will sound, and the dead will be

raised imperishable, and we will be changed.

  b.  But Paul did not understand all mysteries.  He did not have all knowledge.

1 Corinthians 13:9 For we know in part and we prophesy in part;

Romans 11:33 Oh, the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable

are His judgments and unfathomable His ways!

c.  So Paul, to emphasize his point, uses hyperbole (an overstatement for emphasis) when he says, “Even 
  if I did know all mysteries and have all knowledge, if I don’t have love, I’m not spiritual - I am in 
 fact nothing.”  If I am nothing, then I am not a child of Abraham, not a child of God, not a    

disciple of Jesus Christ, I am not born of God, I am not a Christian.

  d.  Really?  Yes, really.  Knowing the content of our Bibles is a very good thing, and as far as knowing     
the essentials of the gospel, a very necessary thing.  But even if I know all mysteries and the          



  correct interpretation of every verse in the Bible, if I do not have love, I don’t know the most       
important thing - I don’t know God.  I don’t know Jesus Christ Whom He has sent.

1 John 4:7 Beloved, let us love one another, for love is from God; and everyone who loves is born of

God and knows God. The one who does not love does not know God, for God is love. 8 

1 John 3:10 By this the children of God and the children of the devil are obvious: anyone who does

not practice righteousness is not of God, nor the one who does not love his brother. For this is11 

the message which you have heard from the beginning, that we should love one another ... W e know 14 

that we have passed out of death into life, because we love the brethren. He who does not love abides

in death. ... Little children, let us not love with word or with tongue, but in deed and truth. 18 

1 John 4:20 If someone says, "I love God," and hates his brother, he is a liar; for the one who does not

love his brother whom he has seen, cannot love God whom he has not seen. And this 21 

commandment we have from Him, that the one who loves God should love his brother also.

1 John 2:15 Do not love the world nor the things in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the

Father is not in him . For all that is in the world, the lust of the flesh and the lust of the eyes and the 16 

boastful pride of life, is not from the Father, but is from the world.

e.  One can know many mysteries of God and understand much of what the Bible says, and yet not 
have an experiential knowledge of God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

    (1) We know that God the Father loves His Son, Jesus Christ - yes?

   John 3:35 "The Father loves the Son and has given all things into His hand.

    (2) We know that Jesus loves His heavenly Father - yes?

  John 14:31 but so that the world may know that I love the Father, I do exactly as the Father commanded

Me.

      (3) We know that the Father and Son deeply love those who belong to them, those for whom Christ      
died -yes?

John 13:1 ... Jesus knowing that His hour had come that He would depart out of this world to the Father,

having loved His own who were in the world, He loved them to the end.

Romans 5:8 But God demonstrates His own love toward us, in that while we were yet sinners, Christ

died for us.

    (4)  This then begs the question: Am I by God’s indwelling Spirit both possessing and growing in        
the experiential knowledge of this love of God?  The experiential knowledge of God’s love   

includes both receiving His love, mercy, forgiveness, helpfulness – the provision of His grace in      
Christ, as well as imitating His gracious virtues, being conformed to the image of His Son, so        that
we experience what it is like to be like Him (in measure), to know experientially what it is     like to be
patient as He is patient, to forgive as He forgeves, to love as He loves.  

(a) Am I personally experiencing the love of God toward me in Christ as my Lord and Savior?

Ephesians 3:19 and to know the love of Christ which surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled

up to all the fullness of God.

(b) Am I personally experiencing what it is like to love the Father as Jesus does?

(c) Am I personally experiencing what it is like to love Jesus, the Son of God, the way the Father  
   does?



(d) Am I personally experiencing what it is like to love the children of God the way Jesus does?
Do God’s children include your parents, children, brothers & sisters, husband, wife, along 

   with all fellow believers?

John 13:34  "A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another, even as I have

loved you, that you also love one another.

1 John 3:16 W e know love by this, that He laid down His life for us; and we ought to lay down

our lives for the brethren.

(e) An honest and accurate answer to these questions will indicate whether or not one is     
“spiritual,” regardless of the spiritual gifts one displays.  It is not because the Spirit’s    
grace-gifts of ministry are opposed to love, but because love is the way in which these     
gifts of the Spirit are to function.  Love gives integrity to all spiritual ministries, and    
makes all other virtues “operable” (E.g., without love preaching     deteriorates into     
venting or self-promotion, disciplining our children deteriorates into retaliation, honoring  

  others deteriorates into jealously, spiritual ministry deteriorates into competition, etc.

  C.  Not wonder Paul ...

      1. ... teaches us that what matters for justification is a faith that works through love.

Galatians 5:6 For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision means anything, but faith working

through love.

      2. ... makes the goal of his instruction love.

1 Timothy 1:5 But the goal of our instruction is love from a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere

faith.

      3. ... , as he draws his letter to a close, urges and warns ...

1 Corinthians 16:14 Let all that you do be done in love.

1 Corinthians 16:22 If anyone does not love the Lord, he is to be accursed. Maranatha.

      4. ... says that even heroic acts of self-sacrifice without love profit us nothing.

1 Corinthians 13:3 And if I give all my possessions to feed the poor, and if I surrender my body to be burned, but

do not have love, it profits me nothing.

      5. ... prays for the Philippian believers for whom he longs with the affection of Christ ...

Philippians 1:9 And this I pray, that your love may abound still more and more in real knowledge (epignosis)

and all discernment,  so that you may approve the things that are excellent, in order to be sincere and 10

blameless until the day of Christ;  having been filled with the fruit of righteousness which comes through Jesus 11

Christ, to the glory and praise of God.

  D.  Seeing the necessity of love, let’s on this day make this our prayer for ourselves and one another.
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