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Chapters 13 and 14 put spiritual gifts into a proper perspective. Chapter 13 demonstrates their relative 
unimportance when compared to love, while chapter 14 ranks the gifts according to their potential for 
building up the body of Christ. 
 
Chapter 13 is parenthetical.  In 1 Corinthians 12:31 Paul had said, “But earnestly desire the greater gifts. 
And I show you a still more excellent way.” The more excellent way is chapter 13, the way of love.  Paul 
will resume his thought about desiring the greater gifts in 1 Corinthians 14:1: “Pursue love, yet desire 
earnestly spiritual gifts. . .”  
 
Chapter 14 helps to explain what Paul means by “greater gifts.” There the emphasis is on the superiority 
of prophesy over uninterpreted tongues. Prophesy is a greater gift than tongues because it edifies 
others while uninterpreted tongues do not. Thus, the “greater gifts” (1 Cor. 13:31) are those that bring 
about the greatest edification to the church. The bottom line, however, is that whatever gift one may 
have, if it is not accompanied by love, it is empty.   
 

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. 
13:2 And 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. 
13:3 And if I give all my possessions to feed the poor, and if I deliver my body to be burned, 
but do not have love, it profits me nothing. 
 

In 1 Corinthians 13:1–3 Paul is demonstrating the futility of using spiritual gifts without love. He uses a 
hypothetical illustration by taking 5 gifts to the limits of the imagination. His intent is to shock his 
readers into seeing the value of love over spiritual gifts. In 13:2 he imagines possessing the gift of 
prophecy to the extent that he knows all mysteries and has all knowledge and he imagines possessing 
all faith to the degree that he can move mountains. In 13:3 he pictures himself as being able to give all 
he owns, even giving his own life for the benefit of others. In actuality, none of the gifts could be 
experienced to these degrees. No one knows all mysteries or has all knowledge except for God. No one 
has all faith, etc. The purpose of using these extreme examples is to create the strongest contrast 
possible. His point is that even the most spectacular manifestations of spiritual gifts imaginable are 
nothing without love. In essence he is saying, “Suppose I had the gift of prophecy to the extent that I 
possessed the totality of divine revelation, or I had the gift of faith to the extent that I could trust God 
for anything imaginable, or I gave all I had (even my own life) to others, but did not have love, what 
would my contribution to the body of Christ be?” His answer is, “It would be nothing.”         
 
1 Corinthians 13:1 is to be read in the same light. Paul is not saying that some can actually speak the 
tongues of angels, rather he is supposing an extreme manifestation of the gift of tongues to the degree 
that the individual could speak every conceivable language both in heaven and on earth, both the 
tongues of men and of angels. He is describing someone who has the ultimate linguistic ability which has 
never been realized before. Even he, if he did not have love, would contribute no more to the body of 
Christ than noise (like a gong or a symbol). In short, this verse is not teaching that tongues is a heavenly 
language as some claim, rather it demonstrates it is not. Paul’s intent, as in the other examples, is 
intended to express the limits of the imagination never realized, not the possibility of having such a gift.  
 
(Note: it should also be observed that most who believe that tongues is a heavenly language ignore the 
first part of the verse: “if I speak with the tongues of men.” For the sake of consistency, if we are going 
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to insist that tongues are angelic languages, we should also insist that tongues include human languages, 
not heavenly languages alone.)  
 
Paul is not depreciating spiritual gifts in these verses.  He just refuses to recognize any positive 

assessment of any spiritual gift unless the gift is discharged in love.  

13:4 Love is patient, love is kind, and is not jealous; love does not brag and is not arrogant, 
13:5 does not act unbecomingly; it does not seek its own, is not provoked, does not take into 
account a wrong suffered,  
13:6 does not rejoice in unrighteousness, but rejoices with the truth; 
13:7 bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. 
 

In 13:4–7, love is not defined as much as it is described in terms of what it looks like practically in our 
behavior. In other words, the person dominated by love will display the behavior listed.  
 

Many observe that he does not use adjectives to describe love but verbs, fifteen of them in 
three verses. Love is dynamic and active, not something static. He is not talking about some 
inner feeling or emotion. Love is not conveyed by words; it has to be shown. Love can be 
defined only by what it does and what it does not do. . .  “Unlike other loves, which can remain 
hidden in the heart, it is essential for charity to manifest itself, to demonstrate itself, to provide 
proofs, to put itself on display, so much so that in the NT it would be necessary to translate 
‘agape’ as ‘demonstration of love.’” .  .  .  
 
The list of things that love does and does not do corresponds to the Christian’s experience of 
God’s own gracious, saving activity. . .  
 
The present tense of the verb’s describing what love does and does not do expresses habitual as 
well as present actions. (Garland, 616, 617) 
 

Love is patient: Patience is not simply the ability to wait a long time, but is the ability to endure injuries 
without retaliation, hostility, or harbor bitterness or resentment. The word occurs often in the NT and is 
used almost exclusively of people, not circumstances or events.  
 
The world respects those who take vengeance; the Christian does not pay back evil for evil (Ro. 12:17). 
Rather, if he is slapped on the right cheek, he will offer the left as well (Matt. 5:39).  
 
Patience reflects the nature of God Himself (2 Pet. 3:9; Lk. 23:34), who since the beginning of creation 
has been patient even though He has been continually rejected and scorned by the people whom He 
created. 

 
Love is kind: Kindness is a giving attitude even toward one’s enemies. The word means to be useful, 
serving, or gracious. It desires the other’s welfare. “Spicq observes that the word suggests the warm, 
generous welcome the Christian always gives his brothers. . . does his utmost to be thoughtful, helpful 
and kind, always in a pleasant way. . . , and confirms the element of magnanimity is agape” (quoted by 
Thiselton, 1047). 
 
This is also a characteristic of God (Ro. 2:4; 1 Pet. 2:2–3). Titus 3:4–6 says, “But when the kindness of 
God our Savior and His love for mankind appeared,  He saved us, not on the basis of deeds which we 
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have done in righteousness, but according to His mercy, by the washing of regeneration and renewing 
by the Holy Spirit, whom He poured out upon us richly through Jesus Christ our Savior.” 
 
Patience and kindness picture love’s passive and active goodness toward others (Fee, 636). The former 
is the refusal to respond in hostility when injured or hurt; the latter is positive action toward those who 
have done something against us.  

 
Love is not jealous: “Jealous” is the first of eight descriptions of what love is not. It has the notion of 
burning or boiling and is applied to emotions—a burning emotion. The root word simply conveys the 
idea of “strong desire” and depends on the context to determine if the desire is good or evil (for 
example, it is translated as “earnestly desire” in 1 Cor. 12:31 and 14:1, and as “zealous” in Gal. 4:18 NIV).  

 
Jealousy takes two forms. One form says that I want what someone else has. Another kind of jealousy is 
the wish that someone else didn’t have something. In the story in Matthew 20:1–6, the day laborers 
wished that those who had worked fewer hours would not receive the pay that they did. This type of 
jealousy is more selfish, for it is desiring that someone lose the good things that they have. That is the 
type of jealousy that Solomon found in the woman who pretended to be the mother of another’s baby 
(1 Ki. 3:16–27; Phil. 1:15–17).  

 
Proverbs 27:4—“Wrath is cruel, anger is overwhelming, but who can stand before jealousy?”  
 
James 3:14–16—“But if you have bitter jealousy and selfish ambition in your heart, do not be 
arrogant and so lie against the truth.  This wisdom is not that which comes down from above, 
but is earthly, natural, demonic.  For where jealousy and selfish ambition exist, there is disorder 
and every evil thing.” 

 
Love does not brag: People brag in order to receive the admiration and applause of others. Love does 
not seek position or status. 

 
Love is not arrogant: In Greek, the word for arrogance is the root of the preceding word “brag.” 
Arrogance is thinking more highly of yourself than you ought to. The idea is that of attention-seeking.  
This was a problem in Corinth. Six of the seven places the word appears in the NT is in this letter.  

 
Love does not act unbecomingly: This describes poor manners or rude conduct. Love does nothing that 
the person will later be ashamed of. In the three contexts in which this word appears, the thought is that 
of courtesy, good taste, good public manners, and propriety on the one hand, and the thoughtless 
pursuit of one’s desires regardless of the courtesies of life on the other (Thiselton, 1049). 

 
Love does not seek its own: To “not seek its own” means to not seek your own interests. The ESV 
translates it as love “does not insist on its own way.” The NIV translates it as love that “is not self-
seeking.” The Corinthians were selfish in numerous ways (11:21–22; 14:29–33; 14:27–28), but this 
especially echoes 10:24 and 33 where they reasoned that based on their knowledge, they were free to 
eat meat sacrificed to idols at pagan temples even though their behavior damaged other believers. Paul 
told them to seek the good of others.  

 
Love is not provoked: To be provoked means to arouse anger (ESV “it is not irritable”). In the active 
voice it speaks of angering others, in the passive (used here) it refers to being angered by others. Love 
guards against being irritated.  Love does not get angered by what other people say or do (cf. 1 Pet. 
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2:21–24). The person who is easily angered is the one who doesn’t get his way. It is a blistering temper 
just hidden below the surface waiting to be exposed at the least provocation (Carson, Showing the 
Spirit, 62). 

 
Love is not exacerbated, partly because it is patient, but also because it does not have self-interest. Love 
senses no need to get its own way, and so there is no emotional response from unfulfilled desire.  

 
Love does not take into account a wrong suffered: The words “take into account” is a bookkeeping term 
that means to calculate or count, as when figuring out what needs to be entered in a ledger. The 
purpose of the entry is to make a permanent record that can be consulted whenever needed. Some 
people keep track of every offense that is against them until finally the straw that breaks the camel’s 
back comes. Those who love will never have “a straw” that finishes off a relationship because they have 
no past record of anything done to them. The same terminology is used by Paul of God’s relationship to 
us in Romans 4:8 and 2 Corinthians 5:19. The ledger of our sins has been erased (Acts 3:19). In God’s 
“record book” all who placed their faith in Christ have been credited with Christ’s righteousness. No 
other record exists. The same “record keeping” techniques should be practiced by those who love God. 
Love forgives. It keeps no record of wrong. One offense never builds upon another. Resentment records 
everything and reads and re-reads it, hoping for a chance to get even or in cultivating hostile memories. 
Love refuses to notice that anything has happened. Chrysostom observed that a wrong done against 
love is a spark that falls into the sea—it is overwhelmed and quenched immediately.  
 
Does not rejoice in unrighteousness: Someone else’s unrighteousness is in view. Love is not complacent 
when others do what is wrong. Love gives neither explicit approval of ungodly behavior nor implicit 
approval of it through silence, complacency, or the fear of confrontation. 
 
Love rejoices with the truth: Love does not suppress the truth (Ro. 1:18), exchange it for a lie (Ro. 1:25), 
do anything against the truth (2 Cor.13:8), or become upset when faced with the truth no matter how 
uncomfortable it is (Gal. 4:16; Garland, 619). Love does not make excuses, put up barriers, or create 
defenses when confronted with the truth.  
 
 “All things” basically means that love has no limits. 
 
Love bears all things: Love puts up with anything. This is nearly synonymous to “endures all things.” 
 
Love believes all things: Love believes all things; that is, it never loses faith. This is not the abandonment 
of wisdom, discernment, or caution. Nor is it believing the best about people.  Rather, love trusts in the 
transforming power of God who works all things for good for those who love Him.  
 
Love hopes all things:  This is very similar to believing all things. Hope could refer to the future hope that 
Christians will enjoy, but it also means that love does not believe that any case is hopeless. The person 
who loves is confident that God can reform. 
 
Love endures all things: “Endures all things” refers to love’s ability to hold out during trouble and 
affliction. 
 
Love never fails:  If love endures all things, it does not fail. 
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13:8 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.  
13:9 For we know in part, and we prophesy in part; 
13:10 but when the perfect comes, the partial will be done away. 
 

Verses 8–13 focus on the permanence of love. The gifts will terminate, but love will not, for it is 
intrinsically superior. (The middle voice “tongues will cease” is most likely simply a stylistic change, not a 
statement intending to indicate that tongues will cease by themselves as some cessationists hold— 
Carson, Showing the Spirit, 66–67).  

 
Some have argued from 1 Corinthians 13:8 that tongues cannot be human languages because languages 
won’t cease. But Paul is talking about the gift of tongues, not languages per se. Tongues, as a spiritual 
gift, is the supernatural ability to speak a foreign language never learned before; this ability will cease, 
not language itself. In the same way, Paul is not saying that knowledge itself will disappear but that the 
gift of knowledge (“the word of knowledge”; 12:8) would no longer be needed. Likewise, prophecy will 
not be needed. Verses 9 and 10 give the reason why knowledge, prophesy, and tongues will disappear 
when the perfect comes: They are only partial in nature. Knowledge, prophesy, and tongues all reveal 
truth, but none reveal the fulness of truth that will be ours when the perfect comes. 
 
The real debate is in verse 10 in determining what “the perfect” is referring to and what the contrast is 
between the perfect (or, complete) and imperfect (or, partial). 

 
There are three main views: 
 

(1) Some believe the perfect is the mature church. Paul is saying that once the church reaches 
maturity these gifts will end. Since Paul’s day the church has reached maturity, so we should conclude 
that these gifts have ceased. 

(2) Others believe that the perfect is the completion of the canon (that is, the completion of the 
Bible). When the last book of the Bible was written, these gifts ended.  

(3) The majority hold that the perfect is related to the return of Christ; that is, it is the state of 
affairs that is ushered in when Christ comes again. At that time the partial will disappear. 

 
There is strong evidence that the third view is correct:  

(1) It is hard to imagine how the Corinthians could have seen Paul as referring to the cessation 
of the writing of Scripture (view two above), or for that matter, even conceive of the concept of a canon 
at all.  

(2) “The perfect” (according to verse 12b) is in some way comparable to God’s present 
knowledge of us. Presently, we are fully known by God, but we do not fully know God. When the perfect 
comes, we shall “fully know” Him as He knows us. This comparison is between our present state of 
existence (where certain gifts are necessary to know God more fully) and the future state when we will 
fully know God.  

 (3) Verse 12a speaks of seeing in a mirror dimly and later face to face. This appears to be a 
reference to the incomplete nature of divine revelation that we now have in comparison to the new 
state of clarity brought about by Christ’s coming.  When we see Christ face to face, the gifts of prophecy, 
knowledge, and tongues (which are revelatory in nature) will no longer be needed. 
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Thus, these verses cannot be used as proof text to say that some gifts have ceased. Nor do they mean 
that the gifts of tongues, knowledge, and prophecy seen in present-day charismatic churches are valid.  
All that we know for sure is that when Christ returns and ushers in the perfect state, the gifts will end. 

 
13:11 When I was a child, I used to speak as a child, think as a child, reason as a child; when I 
became a man, I did away with childish things. 
13:12 For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face; now I know in part, but then I 
shall know fully just as I also have been fully known. 
 

The distinction between the perfect state and the partial one that we now live in is likened to the 
difference between a child and adult. A child’s understanding is partial; it is not mature. In the present 
age spiritual things are wrapped in enigmas. The things we now know are fuzzy compared to the clarity 
we will have in the future. Presently, it is as if we were looking at someone’s reflection blurred in a 
mirror (which in those days was just a polished piece of metal) as opposed to the clarity of seeing them 
“face to face.” 
 
Our present knowledge of God is incomplete. It is hazy. It is childlike. When Christ returns and ushers in 
the kingdom in its fulness, the haze will clear.  
 

13:13 But now abide faith, hope, love, these three; but the greatest of these is love. 
 

Paul logically concludes his argument in verse 13. Faith, hope, and love will all remain, but the greatest is 
love.  
 


