
Week 11

What Is Love?
1 Corinthians 1:10–11; 13

Story Summary
Paul wrote a letter to the church in Corinth because there were 

disagreements among them. Paul told the Corinthians to be 

united in mind and purpose. He encouraged them by describing love as patient and kind, and not envious, boastful, arrogant, 

or rude. Th e believers could not see everything clearly yet, but they were to continue growing and learning. Paul wrote that 

love never ends. Love matters more than every other good quality.

Faith Link
We can choose to love, even when it is hard.

Bible Essay
by Raymond H. Reimer

Paul wrote to the church in Corinth from Ephesus, another vibrant fi rst-century community that was directly across the 

Aegean Sea, perhaps 250 mi / 400 km away. Th ere was much traffi  c between the two communities. Paul returned to Corinth 

for follow-up visits, he sent coworkers, he received emissaries, and letters fl owed back and forth—all with the goal of nour-

ishing the group of Corinthian believers.

Th e familiarity of today’s primary text (1 Corinthians 13) presents problems. Inevitably it is associated with a contempo-

rary culture of love, especially romance. Th is is a faulty interpretation. Agape, the word used for love throughout this passage, 

is synonymous in early Christianity with God’s wholehearted love for creation, especially as seen in the sacrifi ce of Jesus, 

God’s son.

In the broader literary context, this text appears within a three-chapter section (chapters 12–14) that addresses divisive-

ness within the Corinthian congregation concerning how to evaluate individual spiritual gifts. Th e backdrop for this text is 

community disorder, not romance.

In 1 Corinthians 13, Paul breaks forth in lyric praise. He shares his own experience with others in a wonderful way. Its 

applicability is straightforward, so the “I” can be read as universal. He begins by listing some gifts that are overvalued in the 

Corinthian congregation: the use of tongues and prophetic powers, knowledge, mysteries, and special faith. Dispensing with 

material possessions is less of a gift, but it clearly correlates with Paul’s life, as does physical suff ering. Paul has these gifts or 

has done these things, and so he could boast if he would choose to do so.

All these gifts are compared to a single standard: agape love. Paul then off ers his own practical defi nition of agape in 

verses 4–7, identifying both what it is and what it is not. Paul’s defi nition is based on his understanding of how God’s love has 

been revealed in Christ and how believers should live.

Th e next section, verses 8–12, is more specifi c. Some in the Corinthian group have taken particular pride in their ability 

to prophesy, to speak in tongues, and to exhibit superior knowledge. Paul doesn’t deny these are valuable or useful gifts, but 

he emphasizes their conditionality.

Verse 13 is bedrock Pauline theology and ethics. Th e close association of the terms faith, hope, and love likely predates 

Paul within the Christian movement; they are also linked in the epistles of Hebrews and Peter (which were probably written 

earlier than Paul’s letters to the Corinthians). Paul, however, is especially fond of the grouping.

Th eologically, the claim that love is the greatest is based upon the recognition that faith will one day lead to direct 

communion with God and hope will be fulfi lled, but agape describes the essential character of God. Ethically, love describes 

faith and hope put into action.

Do you fi nd yourself loving some children or youth more than others at times? Perhaps one person never stops 

talking or another resists whatever guidance you off er. Bookmark or write verses 1–7 of 1 Corinthians 13 in the front 

of your Teacher’s Guide and make it a habit to read it each week.

God, give me a heart of love so that those I teach will hear and see you in every word I speak and every action I take. Amen.
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Pray twice, once with words and motions, and once 

with just motions:

Th ank you, God, (reach hands up)

for creating all of me. (Bring hands down 

beside body.)

From my head (point to head) to my toes, (reach 

down to feet)

you care all about me. (Wrap self in a big hug.)

Th ank you, God, (reach hands up)

for creating all of us. (Motion with hands palms up 

to the rest of the group.)

When things are good, (thumbs-up)

and when things are bad, (thumbs-down)

you are always with us. (Clasp hands together 

by heart.)

You love us, (raise hands overhead then bring them 

to heart)

and we love you. (Keep hands on heart then raise 

them overhead.) Amen.

Read and Wonder
Read chapter 36 in All Together. 

Have volunteers read parts 

(plain, bold, italics) for the long 

version. Take turns reading sen-

tences of the illustrated version. 

If you don’t have All Together, 

read the story on the next page.

Wonder and talk together 

about the Bible story. Look at the 

illustrations in All Together as you 

share your thoughts and ideas.

• I wonder how the church in Corinth was dividing 

into groups. I wonder how it felt to be arguing with 

each other.

• Paul lists things that love is and is not. I wonder 

what part of his list is hardest for you to do or 

not do.

Sing and Pray
Sing “Spread God’s Love Around” from Worship Songs for 

Children, track 3. Use song motions that can be found at 

www.ShineCurriculum.com/Extras.

• What do you think it means that faith, hope, and 

love will go on and on?

• When have you shown love to someone else 

this week?

Explore
Move
Play “Mail a Letter.” Put a “mailbox” in a diff erent area 

of your house. Each person is a messenger that needs 

to deliver a letter. Th e fi rst person moves to the mailbox 

and back, then hands the letter off  to the next player. Th is 

continues until the last player fi nally “mails” the letter. Play 

several times and try to be faster each time.

Link
Play the song “Love Will Never Fail” by KidSpring Children’s 

Ministry on YouTube. Sing along and do the motions with 

the song.

Booklet and Spotlight

PreK–Kindergarten: Complete the session 11 book-

let pages.

Elementary: Work on the “What Is Love?” activities on 

page 12 of Spotlight. Th e solutions are on page 33. Read 

about Corinth on page 16.

Bless
End with a blessing:

In the days to come, may God help us choose to 

love others, even when it is hard. May we grow in 

faith, hope, and love.
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Week 11 Bible Story

Love Is . . .
Retelling of 1 Corinthians 1:10–11; 13

Brothers and sisters in Corinth,

I have heard that there are arguments in your church. Don’t divide 
into diff erent groups. Come together. Try to get along with each other.

I may speak in other languages, but if I don’t have love, I am only a 
noisy gong or a ringing cymbal. I may understand secrets and know all 
things. I may have great faith. But if I don’t have love, I am nothing.

Love is patient and kind. Love is not jealous. Love does not brag, and 
it is not proud. Love is not rude or selfi sh. Love doesn’t get angry easily. 
Love doesn’t keep a list of the wrong things people do. Love cares about 
what is true and right. Love doesn’t give up. Love trusts, hopes, and 
never fails.

We have not seen God face to face. We don’t know all things. But we 
do know this: faith, hope, and love will go on and on. And the greatest of 
these is love.

May the grace of Jesus be with you.

Paul
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