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This is Paul’s most famous passage, known in our culture and read commonly at 
weddings. What he says about love applies to marriage, but the subject hasn’t 
changed. This is the excellent way to exercise our gifts in the body of Christ (10:31). 
This is how God loves us, and how we love in imitation of Him.  
 
Love or Nothing 
The variety of gifts given to the church equips us for the work of ministry, but they 
amount to nothing if not exercised in love. The most common word for love in the 
New Testament (agape) was not commonly used before it was written. Other words 
like affection (philia), romantic love (eros), and passion (epithumia) were used, as 
well as the verbal form agapao meaning “to prefer.” But Christians saw the unique 
love of Jesus Christ and thus employed an old word in a new way: “Herein is love, not 
that we loved God, but that He loved us and sent His Son to be the propitiation for 
our sins” (1 Jn. 4:10). Love finds its greatest expression in the death of Jesus on the 
cross in our place for our sin. The Bible describes God as love (1 Jn. 4:8). He has no 
parts or passions, so His attributes and actions are not divided against one another. 
He is not love instead of justice; He is loving and just, but His love stands out to us 
because we are so deserving of justice. To speak eloquently in languages of men and 
angels without love is to sound like a gong and cymbal making pointless and even 
ugly noise (v1). Having knowledge to understand deep mysteries, wisdom to 
prophesy, even faith to move mountains becomes nothing without love (v2). Deeds 
that we consider heroic—giving everything to the poor, dying as a martyr for the 
faith—without love, they profit us nothing (v3). Paul lists these acts of talent, beauty, 
industry, and sacrifice and says beautifully that without love they’re worthless. This is 
because the right end of every action is to please God, and He looks at the heart. You 
can do any “good” thing motivated by pride, self-importance, or some other sinful 
motivation and the net for you is nothing. To obey is better than sacrifice (1 Sam. 
15:22). We are called to love the Lord our God with all of our heart, soul, mind and 
strength. Paul is not judging the actions of others, but showing us how to judge our 
own. What God receives and blesses is love--obedience from the heart for His sake.  
 
The Character of Love 
Love is a transitive verb; it takes an object, and the object makes all the difference: 
“Love not the world, neither the things that are in the world” (1 Jn. 2:15). The love 
described in this chapter is the kind that comes from God and imitates Him. It’s gift-
love, a sacrificial bestowing of the self for another’s good. Paul’s description is all 
about action, of course stemming from the Lord’s teaching: “If you love Me, keep My 
commandments” (Jn. 14:15). Emotion is part of any action, but it’s no substitute for 
action. Love suffers long and is kind (v4). It’s easy to suffer long and get mean and 
resentful, but love draws us away from our problems and causes to care for others. 
Love doesn’t envy and want to take away the success of others. Love doesn’t show 
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off or have an inflated view of self (v4). Love isn’t rude, and doesn’t make excuses for 
being rude (v5): “I’m sorry, I was just not being loving. Forgive me.” Love doesn’t look 
for its own angle at other’s expense. Love is not easily provoked—thin-skinned, on a 
short fuse, or at the end of its rope. When you bump love, love comes out. Love 
thinks no evil, which means it isn’t judging the motives of others, and is glad to give 
the benefit of the doubt (v5). Unlike bitterness, it keeps no record of wrongs. Love 
doesn’t rejoice in iniquity, happy to see evil done by enemies, but rather rejoices in 
the truth (v6). This is because Jesus is the truth (Jn. 14:6). Love bears, believes, 
hopes, endures all things (v7). Love is not naïve, cheerfully unrealistic, or just biding 
time, but causes real change with these persistent and strategic actions. There’s a 
practice of inserting your name in the place of love in these verses (“Bob suffers long 
and is kind”), which is a great recipe for discouragement or pride. Instead, put Jesus in 
there, because He is already, loving you without fail.   
 
The Permanence of Love 
All the gifts given to us the church are wonderful, but they don’t all last. Prophecies 
will go away. When we stand before God, there won’t be a need for someone to 
explain the Bible. Tongues will cease because the earth will be as full of the 
knowledge of the Lord as the waters cover the sea. Our knowledge as we know it will 
be complete (vv8-10). Paul is not disparaging faith and hope, but in the resurrection 
faith will become sight and our hope fulfilled. What remains is love. The love of God 
will not be fulfilled like faith and hope, but will have broken into every corner of our 
life like the sun beaming down on a cloudless day. We often think love is a feminine 
strength. Paul talks to everyone, but his example is of a man putting childish things 
behind (v11). Immature thinking is fine for a time, but men should grow up and know 
the centrality and endurance of love. Mirrors were metal and generally of poor quality 
in Paul’s time, and that is what our knowledge of the future is like, dim and fuzzy. We 
don’t know a lot but we know that when we see the Lord Jesus Christ face to face we 
will know just like we’re known now (v12). Put your faith in God, increase in sure 
hope, but most of all abound in steadfast love for the Lord and through Him to your 
neighbor.  

 

 


