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Just hours before Jesus was arrested, He said to His disciples that what would mark followers 

of Jesus in the future would be their love.  That’s interesting to think about isn’t it?  Okay, now 

we’re two thousand years down the road.  If you were to ask people what one word you think 

best defines the Church for two thousand years, I’m going to guess love isn’t going to come to 

the top of very many lists.  Why is that?  

 

It even raises a deeper question:  Why did Jesus say that?  I mean doesn’t the world love?  And 

if the world loves, is the love of a Christian so different, so distinct, that it would actually set us 

apart and identify us as a follower of Jesus? 

 

Well those are the questions we want to wrestle with a little bit this morning.  If you have a 

Bible, turn to 1
 
Corinthians, chapter 13, often referred to as The Love Chapter.  Before we dig 

into the specifics of the chapter, I think we can actually answer both of those questions just by 

thinking of the picture a little more globally.  In other words, let’s think about what the problem 

was in Corinth that causes Paul to introduce this magnificent chapter about love. 

 

As we’ve been working our way through the Book of Corinthians we know that these people 

struggled with spiritual arrogance.  It comes up over and over and over again.  It caused them to 

be divided into different factions, thinking one faction was better than the other.  And it just has 

shown up in many different ways throughout our study. 

 

So we know that they kind of brought the philosophy of the world, a performance-based value 

system, into the church and that’s what is now causing problems as it relates to service roles.  

There are those in Corinth that want those roles that they think are the best, the most 

spectacular, the most miraculous, because it would affirm to the rest that they are somehow a 

cut above. It’s into the middle of that that Paul inserts this chapter about love.  So just thinking 

about it globally, we might say, ―Okay, a performance-based value system is what seems to be 

preventing the Corinthians from loving as Jesus loved.”  Well let’s think about that for a 

minute.  We’ve talked about this off and on through the study, but for those who have joined us 

in the last few weeks, let’s go back and redefine some terms a little bit. 

 

It goes all the way back to Genesis 1and 2 and understanding that as people made in the image 

of God, we were made to have a relationship with God and to find our significance, our value, 

our meaning, our purpose in life, by being rightly related to God.  But in Genesis chapter 3, 

when sin enters into the picture, sin separates us from God, which raises an interesting 

question.  If you’ve been separated from God, where do you find your significance?  Where do 

you find your purpose?  Where do you find your value?  And the answer is you have to find it 

then in your own performance.  If you’ve been cut off from the source of your significance, 

then you have to, in essence, assume the role of being your own god and, on the basis of your 

own performance, determine that you're significant.  Then you have value and you have 

meaning in life. 
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Of course, how do you do that?  How do you measure that performance?  Well it has to be 

measured against other people’s performance.  So life is really a competition.  Everything about 

life is about competition and comparison.  How do I compare with you, because I’m competing 

with you?  And if I compete well, my self-esteem goes up.  If I compete poorly, my self-esteem 

goes down.  And that defines the value system of the world.  At the end of the day you can 

never deliver the goods.  It always ends up in a crash-and-burn scenario.  John affirms in the 

New Testament, in 1 John, that is the value system of the world; that’s how it works. 

 

So let’s think about it from the standpoint then of love.  We would say, “Well, it seems to me 

that the world, outside of believers of Jesus, they still love.”  Well, let’s think about that.  How 

does the world define love?  It’s certainly much differently than how the Bible defines it.  The 

world defines it as a feeling.  They define it as something that’s very self-oriented, very selfish.  

The world defines love as something I feel.  If I love you, it’s because of how you make me 

feel.  We use the word love to describe anything that somehow affects me and makes me feel a 

certain way, which is very selfish in its orientation. It’s very hard for me to give myself away to 

someone else if I’m actually competing and comparing with them.  In essence, that is to give 

away part of my self-esteem and in that value system, no one can afford to do that.   

 

So what is the basis by which we love according to the world?  I think there are two options.  In 

the world’s system I love someone for what I will get in return.  I will love you as long as you 

make me feel a certain way back.  It’s still very selfish in its orientation.  If you don’t make me 

feel that way, then I’m probably not going to continue to love you under the world’s definition 

of love. 

 

The second option is it can be based on performance.  In other words, if I believe that my self-

esteem, my significance, is based on my performance (and of course religion is just trying to 

bring God into the system), it’s still based on my ability to perform better than someone else 

that merits me favor with God.  So I can love actually as a way to perform.  This is a way that I 

will demonstrate that I’m actually better than you, because I’m going to choose to love in a way 

that seems better than the way you love, so I’m outperforming you, which at the end of the day 

is still rooted in selfishness.  It still comes back to my need to demonstrate to you that I’m 

better than you; even in how I love I am better than you. 

 

So the world’s system really doesn’t make an allowance for Biblical love, which is in essence 

the ability to give one’s self away.  Well, you say, ―Okay, what‟s the alternative?‖  The 

alternative is this scandalous thing we call grace.  Grace is an undeserved, unmerited favor that 

God pours out upon us.  It’s in recognizing that, at the end of the day, I really can't perform for 

God; I’ve got no stuff to strut.  I have nothing that can make me acceptable to God. Therefore I 

must believe that God did for me what I could not do for myself.  I’m dying to this 

performance-based value system and willing to receive what God has done for me by sending 

His son Jesus to die on the cross for my sins.  Therefore, Jesus did for me what I could not do 

for myself, and I simply receive that.  But, in receiving God’s salvation, I am able to become 

rightly related to God.  So once again I find my significance, my meaning, my purpose, in 

being rightly related to God, as God intended.  And because that’s where I find my 

significance, my value and my worth, I have been absolutely set free.  I no longer need to 

perform.  I no longer need to compete and compare.  My sense of self-esteem is not based on 

how I compare with you.  I have died to that way of thinking.  But rather my esteem and my 

significance come from being rightly related to God through Jesus Christ, which sets me free 
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for the first time in my life to genuinely, authentically, give myself away because I’m not 

giving away my self-esteem.  I’m not giving away a part of myself I can't afford to give up, 

because I’m rightly related to God. 

 

As a matter of fact that’s exactly where Chapter 12 ends.  The Corinthians are fighting about 

these more spectacular gifts.  They all want to have the gift of healing and the gift of tongues 

and the gift of miracles because it would demonstrate they're a cut above.  And Paul ends 

Chapter 12 by saying, ―But earnestly desire the greater gifts.‖ 

 

Now again, let’s define our terms correctly.  The term gifts there is a form of the word grace.  

What he is saying there is to pursue the greater expression of grace.  In other words, the 

evidence of God’s grace, the evidence of the spirit of God in our lives, is not ultimately 

demonstrated through the gift of tongues, through the gift of miracles, through the gift of 

prophecies, through the gift of healing.  It’s ultimately demonstrated through the ability to love. 

That is the thing that makes us distinct from the rest of the world.  The greatest manifestation, 

the presence of the spirit in your life, is to love in a way the world simply cannot love.  That’s 

his introduction then to Chapter 13.  

 

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. 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. 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.  
(*NASB, 1Corinthians 13:1-3) 

 

Now those are three pretty impressive verses.  Let’s start by talking about the performance scale.  

Let’s imagine I introduce someone to you this morning and I said, ―By the way, this person speaks 

with the tongues of men and angels.”  Whoa, that’s pretty impressive.  ―This person has the gift of 

prophecy and the gift of miracles and the gift of knowledge, and he knows all these mysteries.  He 

has so much faith it could move a mountain” (just like Jesus said in the gospels).  Whoa!  ―This is a 

person that is so generous, willing to give away everything to the poor.  As a matter of fact, this is 

somebody who is willing to have his body burned for the sake of „the call‟.” 

 

On a performance scale we would say, what, nine? Ten?  Very impressive!  But Paul follows that 

up by saying, ―But if it‟s not motivated by love, it‟s a big zero; I am nothing.”  That’s a pretty 

strong statement, ―...it profits me nothing.‖  Well that sobers us up a bit, doesn’t it?  This is exactly 

what we said in 1 Corinthians 3 and 4 when we talked about the issue of rewards.  The issue of 

rewards is very confusing in a lot of Christians’ minds.  Paul was very clear that the very fact that 

we have a call is an act of God’s grace.  The very fact that we have a role in the body is God’s 

grace.  The very fact that anything good comes out of that role is God’s grace.  God does it, 

beginning to end.  It’s all God, which raises a question we asked in Chapter 3:  Then what is the 

basis by which we’re rewarded?  If God does it all from beginning to end, what are we actually 

being rewarded for?  Answer:  For believing that.   

 

In Chapter 4 he talks that the reward is based on motive, on the motive behind our service.  If the 

motive of our service is a performance-based motive (this is to demonstrate I’m a better Christian; 

this is to demonstrate I’m a cut above; this is to demonstrate I’m really somebody in the Christian 

world), there is no reward for that.  The reward comes from believing it’s all grace.  And so I’m not 

motivated by a motive of selfish performance; I’m motivated as an outflow of who God has called 
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me to be.  The ultimate reward then is the praise and glory of God.  For those who truly get it, for 

those who truly get grace and are rightly motivated, there could be no greater reward than the praise 

of the Father.  That’s exactly what he’s saying in these first three verses.  ―Hey, you can do 

anything, as impressive as it may seem, but if it‟s not rightly motivated from a motive of love, it‟s 

worth nothing.” 

 

Verses 4-7 go through a list of characteristics of love.  We’ll move through these quickly so we 

don’t bog down here. 

 

Love is patient...  

 

The Greek is long suffering.  Love just puts up with a lot. 

 

...love is kind...  
 

The Greek word is gracious.  Love is full of grace.  I think we all would agree that we like to 

receive a lot of grace from God but often extend very little grace to others.  Love isn’t like that.  

Love is very gracious. 

 

...is not jealous; 

 

The reason love is not jealous is because I’m not competing.  I’m not comparing.  If I bring the 

value system of the world into the church, then as a Christian I’m still competing.  I’m still 

comparing, and anytime you do better than me, I’m jealous of that.  Anytime you have that I 

wish I had, I’m jealous of that.  It seems to me you're getting more points on the board, and I’m 

losing my self-esteem.  That’s what drives jealousy.  But when your esteem and significance 

are rightly rooted in God, I’m actually free to celebrate you!  I’m actually free to celebrate 

those wonderful moments in your life because that doesn’t threaten me, because it doesn’t 

affect my self-esteem at all.  I’m not jealous. 

 

...love does not brag and is not arrogant, (vs.4) 

 

We’ve seen this alot in Corinth.  Paul said in Chapter 4, ―What do you have that you did not 

receive? And if you received it, why do you act as if you didn’t receive it?‖  He’s saying, in 

essence, that arrogance is a direct contradiction to the theology of grace.  It simply is not 

possible to understand grace and be arrogant.  Anyone who demonstrates arrogance doesn’t get 

grace.  It’s really pretty simple.  The whole idea of bragging, the whole idea of arrogance is 

based in the philosophy of this world.  It is my way of saying, “By the way, I don‟t think you 

quite realize this.  I‟m somebody!  I can see by that look in your eyes you don‟t realize how 

great I am, so I have to tell you.  I have to show you.  I have to somehow convince you I‟m 

better than apparently you think I am.”   

 

When you think about people that brag, when you think about arrogance, it’s coming from 

deep, deep insecurity, because what’s lying deep at the heart of an arrogant person, is they're 

convinced the world doesn’t realize how great they really are.  So I have to show you; I have to 

tell you; I have to prove to you, which is actually a horrible way to live. 
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(Love)…does not act unbecomingly; 

 

That’s an interesting one.  We would probably use the word rude, acts in a way that is contrary 

to the social norms. Now you can think for yourself, what does that mean for you?  Is it vulgar 

language?  Is it vulgar behavior?  Is it just bullish behavior?  What defines for you what it 

means to be rude?  The better question is, ―Why do people do that?”  Why do people speak 

with profanity?  Why do people talk in vulgar language and do vulgar things, and why are 

people kind of bullish and pushy, or rude?  And the answer is it’s an attempt to make sure the 

world knows, ―Hey, I’m here!  By the way, I’m here!  Listen to me!  Notice me!  Pay attention 

to me!‖  It again is rooted in a very selfish value system that is totally dependent on being 

noticed and scored.  So I have to speak profanities.  I have to act in a vulgar fashion.  I have to 

in some way be rude in order to say, ―By the way, I‟m here!  Notice me!” Another way of 

saying this would be:  Politeness blends; rudeness makes someone stand out.  That’s the whole 

point.  They need someone to notice them because that’s the orientation of the system.   Love 

just doesn’t think that way. 

 

 ...it does not seek its own, 

 

The value system of the world, by its very nature, is selfish to the core.  That’s the way the 

whole system works.  It’s based on competition and comparison.  Every moment of every day 

is about me, me, me, and that’s the way I process everything—every conversation, every 

activity.  Everything in life is oriented around me.  That’s just the essence of that value system.  

But love doesn’t think that way.  Because my significance and my value are rooted in the 

person of God, I don’t have to think about myself all day long. Therefore, I’m really set free to 

give myself away. 

 

One of the ways that the world’s value system is manifested in people is kind of this false 

humility thing that people do.  They have this sense of worthlessness, and they kind of kick a 

stone and they say, ―You know, I‟m really worthless and nobody likes me, and I‟m really no 

good.”   It’s very important to understand that is rooted in selfishness.  It’s just a very pathetic 

attempt to get people to notice me.  It’s very manipulative.  It’s saying, “By the way, notice me, 

notice me, notice me.”  And it’s still coming from the same problem, and the problem is that 

performance-based system that causes you to think you're less than, contrary to the system of 

grace that roots your value in the person of God. 

 

 (Love)...is not provoked, 

 

It basically means provoked to anger in the negative sense.  Obviously there are things that 

should make us angry.  But this word is a reflection of negative anger.  This is really an 

interesting one to think about.  If all day long all I think about is myself, I’m going to be easily 

provoked because there are a hundred things everyday that are going to set me off, and it makes 

me mad because it goes directly to my sense of value and worth. So I’m getting mad about it.  

“You don‟t realize how great I am.  You're treating me less than I really am, and so I fight 

back.”  

 

What he’s saying here is if you truly understand love, it’s really hard to make you angry 

because I’m not spending all day thinking about myself.  I’m not orienting everything that 

happens in my day through this sense of self.   I’m actually busy giving myself away.  Someone 

whose sense of value is rooted in the person of God, which no one can touch—you can do what 
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you want to me, but you can't get to me—is safe from that because no matter what you do, you 

can't provoke me to anger.  To say it as bluntly as possible, if you have an anger problem it’s 

because you are selfish to the core.  You might as well just accept that.  What needs to change 

is not trying to become less angry.  What needs to change is you need to become less selfish.  

You need to reorient from a performance-based system to a grace-based system.  You need to 

really understand where your value and worth comes from in order to address that deep-seated 

anger issue. 

 

 (Love)...does not take into account a wrong suffered, does not rejoice in 

unrighteousness, but rejoices with the truth; (vs.5-6) 

 

That’s an interesting one, isn’t it?  Let’s think about it just in terms of the political world.  In 

the political world it matters little these days what’s true.  It just matters what’s said about 

Politician A or Politician B.  If you’re for Politician A, then you’ll believe anything about 

Politician B, and vice versa.  We really don’t care that much about the truth anymore.  At the 

end of the day, we just care about winning. 

 

It’s easy for that type of thinking to settle into all of us.  If there’s someone I don’t really care 

for, someone who has made my life miserable, it’s easy for me to believe anything about that 

person, regardless of whether or not it’s true. It’s easy for me to rejoice when something bad 

happens to that person because deep down inside there’s a sense of satisfaction:  ―You had it 

coming.”  Love doesn’t do that but the value system of the world does, because every time you 

are lessened, I am more.  So the value system of the world actually celebrates in the demise of 

others because that puts points on my scorecard.  Love isn’t like that.  Love always celebrates 

the truth and always grieves unrighteousness.  Love is always about what’s fair.  Love is 

always about what’s right.  Love is always about integrity.  Love is always about the truth and 

never, never celebrates unrighteousness. 

 

 (Love)...bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. (vs.7) 

 

I think verse 7 is kind of a package, kind of a cluster.  It’s welded by the way it’s worded.  I 

think at the end of the day what verse 7 is saying is love actually believes in people.  Put that 

package together, and it’s saying that because we believe in this economy of grace, because 

God promised what I started I’ll be faithful to complete, love causes us to be optimistic about 

people.   

 

I’ve tried in my ministry life to be very optimistic towards people.  Some people would say 

that’s naïve.  I don’t think it is.  I’m doing it on purpose because I think our theology demands 

that—to believe the best in people, to think the best in people, to actually believe God tells the 

truth when He says, ―He who has started a good work is going to be faithful to complete it.‖  

 

I think what my girls needed from me more than anything else, from their dad, is they needed 

me to believe in them.  They needed that more than my lectures.  They needed that more than 

my rules.  They needed that more than my correction.  They needed me to believe in them, to 

look in their eyes and say, ―I believe in you because God believes in you, and He’s making you 

into something special.‖ 

 

When we look into the eyes of these wonderful teenagers that walk our halls, do you know 
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what they need from us?  They need a look in our eyes that says, ―We believe in you.  I think 

the rest of the world has decided to throw you away, but you need to know we believe in you.” 

 

That’s what everybody needs—everybody that walks through these doors this morning; that’s 

what we need.  We need people that, no matter how the week has gone, will look us in the eyes 

and say, “I believe in you because God believes in you and He‟s making you into something 

very special.”  That’s the outflow of love.  I think that’s what verse 7 means. 

 

You could say that verses 4 through 7 are who we are.  Verses 1 through 3 are what we do.  

That’s a bit sobering, isn’t it?  The challenge of 4 through 7 is a sobering challenge.  It’s only 

possible when we really understand grace.  It’s only possible when it’s the Spirit of God in our 

lives allowing us to love as Jesus has loved us.  But if we don’t get verses 4 through 7 right, it 

really doesn’t matter what we do in verses 1 through 3. 

 

Love never fails; but if there are gifts of prophecy, they will be done away; if there 

are tongues, they will cease; if there is knowledge, it will be done away. For we know 

in part and we prophesy in part; but when the perfect comes, the partial will be done 

away. When I was a child, I used to speak like a child, think like a child, reason like a 

child; when I became a man, I did away with childish things.  For now we see in a 

mirror dimly, but then face to face; now I know in part, but then I will know fully 

just as I also have been fully known. But now abide faith, hope, love, these three; but 

the greatest of these is love. (vs. 8-13) 
 

I think verse 8 and verse 13 are the bookends.  They're saying the same thing.  When it says love 

never fails, it’s meaning love is the one thing that will carry on into eternity.  Love is distinct from 

faith and hope that are essential for now, but will not define us forever. 

 

He talks about these gifts that the Corinthians are seeking and he says, “You know these things are 

going to fail; these things are going to eventually cease; they're going to stop.  But the one thing 

that will define us forever is this magnificent thing called love.”   

 

Now there are those who would use these verses to say that what he’s talking about is when the 

fullness comes, which is the finishing of the New Testament, that these gifts would cease, and that’s 

the basis by which we believe tongues aren’t active today.  I don’t think that’s what the text is 

saying at all.  As a matter of fact, it’s fairly easy to tell he’s not talking about the finishing of the 

New Testament; he’s talking about the coming of Christ.  And when Jesus comes, we will reap a 

point of completion finally.  So he uses all these images of partial moving to completion.  So he 

talks about prophecy in part, moving to completion.  He talks about a child moving to adulthood. 

He talks about looking in a mirror dimly.  Of all things, Corinth was known for the making of 

mirrors.  But unless you had a lot of money to buy a really expensive one, the mirrors were a little 

bit hard to see into, and so you’d see kind of a blurred picture.  But one day you’ll see the picture as 

it truly is, part to completion.  One day the story will be fully known and told. 

 

All of those images are saying the same thing.  Right now we see a part of the story, and so we live 

by faith.  We get a part of the story, so we have this hope, this belief that God tells the truth.  But 

one day, when Jesus returns, our faith will be fulfilled; our hope will be completed.  But the one 

thing that will endure and define the New Heaven and the New Earth forever is this magnificent 

thing called love. 
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So Paul is challenging them to pursue the greatest expression of grace, the greatest manifestation of 

the Spirit.  It’s not tongues; it’s not miracles; it’s not healing.  It’s the love as Jesus has loved us. 

Because the world does not understand grace, the world can never love that way.  The world can 

never really give themselves away.  Their system simply doesn’t allow for it.  The only people that 

could possibly do that are the people that truly understand grace. 

 

You know it’s really easy in a sermon like this to kind of make a list of all those people in your 

world that are not very loving, and you really wish they were here to hear this. (Laughter)   I’d 

recommend you not do that.  I’d recommend you start with you.  That’s what Paul did you know, in 

verse 1.  Paul went to a first person singular, ―I‖.   We need to start with ourselves and make sure 

we’re loving, as God has called us to love. 

 

There’s no way we’ll ever give ourselves away unless we really understand this thing called love.  

And we’ll never really understand this love unless we understand grace.  If you want to have a 

culture of service, it starts with an understanding of grace.  Based on grace I am really set free to 

love.  And when I really understand love, then I am free to give myself away.  That’s why 1 

Corinthians 13 shows up at this point in the letter to the Corinthians. Because until the Corinthians 

could understand this, they were never going to be able to serve as God has called them to serve. 

 

 

Our Father, we‟re thankful this morning that You are an unbelievably gracious God.  When we 

were desperate and lost in our sins, You sent Jesus to die on a cross and do for us what we could 

not do for ourselves. Lord, to be set free from this performance-based value system, to be set free 

from the legalism that holds us in bondage, to be free to love, and in loving to give ourselves away, 

to genuinely and authentically serve one another for Your Glory, Lord, help us to understand grace.  

Lord, help us to love.  Help us to serve.  In Jesus‟ name.  Amen.   

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

*Scripture taken from the NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE 
Copyright 1960, 1962, 1963, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, 1977, 1987, 1988, 

The Lockman Foundation.  Used by permission. 
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Copyright 2009 – Bryan Clark.  All rights reserved. 
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February 21/22, 2009            

Study Questions 
 Living Like Christians 

Without Love I am Nothing 
1 Corinthians 13:1-13 

Pastor Bryan Clark 

 

 

Opening Discussion 
 

1. What is the difference between the way the world defines love and how God defines love? 

 

 

2. Jesus said the greatest commandment is to love God and the second is to love our neighbor 

as ourselves.  Do you think it’s acceptable to justify unloving behavior if we are fighting for 

the right things?  Why or why not? 

 

 

3. Review the difference between a performance-based value system and a grace-based value 

system.   Why does only a grace-based value system allow someone to truly love another?  

Is it possible to behave in a loving manner in a way that is actually serving self?  Explain. 

 

 

Bible Study 
 

1. Read 1 Corinthians 13:1-3.  Review all the ―If I…‖ statements.  From a performance basis, 

how would you rate a Christian who does all those things?  Yet, what is the net result if we 

do not truly love? 

 

 

 

2. Read 1 Corinthians 13:4-7.  Go through and try to define each characteristic of love in 

once sentence.  After each sentence rate yourself from 1-5 with 1 being low and 5 being 

high.   
 

 

 

3. Given this description of love, why did Jesus say that love would be what would identify a 

true Christ follower?  Is there a greater manifestation of the presence of the Spirit and 

God’s grace in your life than love? 

 

 

 

4. Read 1 Corinthians 13:8-13.  Paul uses several metaphors to explain why love is the 

greatest of ―these.‖   What is his point as it relates to the context of Corinthians?  What 

should we seek as the greatest manifestation of His Spirit? 
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Application 
 

1. What do you find most convicting about this Corinthian text? 

 

 

 

2. What specific area(s) do you need to focus on as a result of this text?  It would be easy to 

identify areas where we need to ―perform‖ better but of course that won’t work.  What needs 

to happen to address this area? 

 

 

 

3. How can your small group help one another to grow in this area of Christian love? 
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