
1

I was with a friend several years ago who was quite annoyed at being 
asked if he was a senior citizen. (I was glad to be asked—it meant 
we qualified for a discount!) Because I am a senior citizen (at 74 

waitresses don’t ask me if I am a pensioner anymore) and have been a 
Christian for 58 years and in what is called full-time ministry for 52 years, 
I have often been asked to answer questions such as: What is involved 
in making a maximum impact for Christ in the lives of others? What 
is the most important factor in being a prolific fruit-grower in terms 
of bringing people to Christ and building them up in Christ? How do 
I keep from wasting my life and ending up with nothing but leaves on 
the tree of my life?

As I have thought and prayed about these questions and sought 
to discern the primary biblical answer to them, I have come to the 
conclusion that the main answer is found in one very familiar passage 
of Scripture. It’s found in many other passages as well, and throughout 
this book we will allude to some of the other passages, but I want to 
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primarily focus on one passage of Scripture, because it pulls the answer 
together in such a way that it is hard to miss.

The passage I’m referring to is 1 Corinthians 12:31–13:8. In this 
well-known passage, Paul, writing by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, 
does several things. First he clearly identifies what the most important 
factor is; then he exposes some erroneous ideas about how to have a fruit-
ful life and ministry; and third he uses a number of specific descriptive 
phrases to illustrate what this most important maximum-impact factor 
will look like in real-life relationships. 

When you read that the contents of this book will involve an exposi-
tion and application of 1 Corinthians 13, some of you may be inclined 
to stop reading and put the book aside because this passage is certainly 
one of the best-known portions of Scripture. If that is your inclination, 
I can identify with you because that is what I might have been inclined 
to do if I were in your place. In fact, I resisted preaching on this passage 
and writing this book because I thought that I had already mined the 
depths of this section of Scripture. I had memorized this passage. I had 
often meditated on it. I had studied it. I had read Jonathan Edwards’s 
exposition of this magnificent chapter. I had preached numerous mes-
sages on it at different churches and retreats. What more could I discover 
in this section of Scripture than I had already uncovered? 

Besides that, I resisted preaching or writing on this portion because 
I thought that most people would think there was nothing contained 
in 1 Corinthians 13 that they didn’t already know. Yet in spite of these 
thoughts, I couldn’t get this passage about love out of my mind. I thought 
about it. I prayed for direction concerning the subject of my next series 
of messages and the next book I should write. I knew that I needed to 
be personally challenged in this area. From observation in ministry and 
especially in counseling, I was convinced that real love is woefully lack-
ing in many lives and churches. I was aware that churches and families 
were being shattered by a lack of love. I was concerned about the rela-
tive spiritual fruitlessness of many Christians. I understood that we as 
Christians should be bearing much fruit for God. I became increasingly 
convinced, as I reflected on this passage, that our lack of fruitfulness as 
Christians is often connected with our lovelessness. My reflections on 
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this portion led me to the conclusion that understanding and applying 
truths of 1 Corinthians 13 was a key factor in becoming a prolific bearer 
of spiritual fruit, which would bring glory to God (John 15:8). 

As I prayed and pondered, my initial resistance was overcome, and 
I decided that there were many valid godly reasons for expositing and 
writing on this important section of Scripture. As we go through the 
rest of chapter 1 and chapter 2 (and other chapters), I’ll be explaining 
and emphasizing why this passage and its teaching on real love are so 
significant. For now, if you still are not fully persuaded that this pas-
sage and its subject are of utmost importance, please read on; and if you 
have a sensitivity to biblical truth, you will soon see why I am excited 
about the potential for good that the teaching found in this book may 
bring to fruition. 

Over the years, it has been my privilege to write many other books, 
but I have not written any that I am more passionate about than this 
one. I say that because my newer, and deeper, examination of this pas-
sage in the last two years has rocked my world in a way that it has never 
been rocked before. My hope is that what God has done and is doing in 
my life through the deeper insights I have gleaned through my intense 
study, He will do in the lives of many others as they peruse and reflect 
on the truths found in this great passage of God’s Word. So if your first 
thought was that a new study of 1 Corinthians 13 would not be worth 
your time, please hang on—don’t jump to that conclusion too fast. 
Instead, I urge you to come to a study of this book expecting that you 
will be challenged, enlightened, convicted, and changed into an even 
more loving person. 

As you read the chapters of this book, I encourage you to begin 
your consideration of every portion with prayer. In that prayer, ask 
God to give you a submissive heart, a heart that is eager and willing to 
be challenged, enlightened, instructed, convicted, and changed. Then, 
carefully and thoughtfully read the contents of the chapter, seeking to 
understand in a new and fresh way what each part of this magnificent 
passage says about how to have a fruitful, God-honoring, and impactful 
life. Conclude each reading session by completing the review, reflection, 
application, and discussion assignments at the end of each chapter.
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And now, before we begin to explore the meaning of each phrase, 
let’s begin our actual study of 1 Corinthians 13 by quoting the pas-
sage itself:

But earnestly desire the greater gifts. And I will show you a still more 
excellent way. 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. 
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. 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. Love is patient, love is kind and is not jealous; 
love does not brag and is not arrogant, does not act unbecomingly; it 
does not seek its own, is not provoked, does not take into account a 
wrong suffered, does not rejoice in unrighteousness, but rejoices with 
the truth; bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures 
all things. Love never fails. (1 Cor. 12:31–13:8 )

First, as we look at this passage I want to mention the broader 
context for this wonderful passage of Scripture. This passage was origi-
nally written to the church at Corinth, located in Greece, while Paul 
was ministering in Ephesus, which is in present-day Turkey. 

Regarding the Christians who were part of the church in this place, 
Paul tells us that they had been sanctified (1:2), that they were recipients 
of the grace of God (1:4), and that many of the people in the church at 
Corinth were gifted by God (1:5–7). In the first twelve chapters, Paul 
deals with a number of issues that were going on in the church and lives 
of the people there. 

For example, he wrote that he had heard that some of the people 
in the church were manifesting pride and arrogance. Others were guilty 
of immorality, and the church wasn’t handling the situation rightly. He 
covered other topics such as the matter of believers’ taking other believ-
ers to court, marriage and divorce concerns, Christian liberty issues, 
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and the idolatry question. He helped the Corinthian church, and us, 
understand why we feel and behave as badly as we sometimes do. He 
explained issues related to relationships between men and women as 
well as relationships in the church—including how we are to practice 
the Lord’s Supper (communion). 

In chapters 12–14, Paul explores the difficult issue related to mis-
understandings and confusion about spiritual gifts. In this section, he 
deals with mistakes made in trying to live a fruitful life and have an 
affirmative ministry for Christ. It was evident that the Corinthians 
were confused about how to make an impact for Christ, which involved 
erroneous thinking about the extraordinary gifts of the Holy Spirit and 
the role they play in church growth and maturity. 

Chapter 12 indicates their confusion about the gifts of the Spirit—
among other things, they considered those in possession of some of 
the more spectacular gifts more important or personally holy than 
others in the church. They didn’t seem to comprehend why everyone 
couldn’t have all the gifts. Some apparently believed the extraordi-
nary gifts were more important and useful than the ordinary gifts of 
preaching and teaching. 

We also read in chapters 12–14 that the apostle Paul believed he 
needed to make it clear that the erroneous way the church was using these 
gifts was causing confusion and becoming a hindrance to the work of 
Christ. The people who believed they possessed these gifts were becom-
ing proud and unsubmissive. In fact, several passages in this book to 
the Corinthians indicate that having extraordinary and unusual spiritual 
gifts doesn’t necessarily equal being godly and spiritual (see 1:10–11; 
3:1–3, 16–21; 4:1–5, 17–19; chaps. 5–6).

These people didn’t understand the purpose for which the extraor-
dinary gifts of the Spirit were given. They didn’t realize that until the 
whole canon of Scripture was completed, these gifts of the Spirit served 
a very useful purpose, but after that were not needed. According to 
Hebrews 2:3–4, these gifts were given to validate the message of the 
apostles who had heard Jesus. They were limited to the apostolic age, 
and were to be operative as long as there were apostles around, and until 
the canon of Scripture was complete.
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Read what Jonathan Edwards wrote about these gifts in his excel-
lent book Charity and Its Fruits:

Ordinary and extraordinary.—The extraordinary gifts of the Spirit, 
such as the gift of tongues, of miracles, of prophecy, etc., are called 
extraordinary, because they are such as are not given in the ordinary 
course of God’s providence. They are not bestowed in the way of 
God’s ordinary providential dealing with his children, but only on 
extraordinary occasions, as they were bestowed on the prophets and 
apostles to enable them to reveal the mind and will of God before the 
canon of Scripture was complete, and so on the primitive Church, in 
order to the founding and establishing of it in the world. But since 
the canon of the Scripture has been completed, and the Christian 
Church fully founded and established, these extraordinary gifts have 
ceased. But the ordinary gifts of the Spirit are such as are continued 
to the Church of God throughout all ages; such gifts as are granted 
in conviction and conversion, and such as appertain to the building 
up of the saints in holiness and comfort. 

It may be observed, then, that the distinction of the gifts of the Spirit 
into ordinary and extraordinary, is very different from the other distinc-
tion into common and special; for some of the ordinary gifts, such as 
faith, hope, charity, are not common gifts. They are such gifts as God 
ordinarily bestows on his Church in all ages, but they are not com-
mon to the godly and the ungodly; they are peculiar to the godly. The 
extraordinary gifts of the Spirit are common gifts. The gifts of tongues, 
of miracles, of prophecy, etc., although they are not ordinarily bestowed 
on the Christian Church, but only on extraordinary occasions, yet are 
not peculiar to the godly, for many ungodly men have had these gifts 
(Matt. vii, 22, 23)—“Many will say to me in that day, Lord, Lord, have 
we not prophesied in thy name? and in thy name cast out devils? And 
in thy name done many wonderful works? And then will I profess unto 
them, I never knew you: depart from me, ye that work iniquity.”1

Further, the Corinthians were confused about the significance 
of these extraordinary gifts to the person possessing them—what did 

1. Jonathan Edwards, Charity and Its Fruits (London: Banner of Truth Trust, 1969), 
29–30.
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it mean about that individual? If someone had the gift of speaking in 
tongues, of working miracles, did that mean this person was especially 
godly and spiritual? Absolutely not!

In fact, sometimes in the Bible we’re told that extraordinary gifts were 
given not only to the godly servants of the Lord, but sometimes to ungodly 
men, as was the case with Balaam (2 Peter 2:15; Jude 11; Rev. 2:14), King 
Saul (1 Sam. 10:11), and Judas Iscariot (Matt. 7:21–23; 10:1–8). 

The Corinthians needed to learn that the ultimate purpose for 
which God gives spiritual gifts to His people, whether ordinary or 
extraordinary, is not to exalt the person who has them or to impress or 
entertain others. The ultimate purpose (as in Eph. 4:11–16) is that the 
body of believers might be built up in love. This has a double meaning. 
The first is that the means by which the body is built up is through 
love, but also the goal of the building-up process itself is love. So these 
Corinthians had an improper understanding of:

It is in this context that Paul is led by the Spirit of God to write 
1 Corinthians 13. It’s in this context that Paul says what he does in 
12:31 and then, in chapter 13, goes on to expound just what that more 
excellent way is.

And now, having considered the setting of chapter 13, let’s move 
forward in understanding what Paul has to say about the more excellent 
way to make an impact for Christ, as he does in verses 1–3.

First, in verse 1, Paul wants the Corinthians (and us) to know that 
having a life that is permeated and motivated by real love is a far more 
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excellent way to make an impact for Christ than being a person who 
has the spectacular gift of tongues. 

The way Paul makes his point in these three verses is interest-
ing. He does this by hypothetically using himself as an example of 
someone who possessed extraordinary abilities and did amazing 
things. In this section, he says that even if all these things were 
true but were not permeated and motivated by sincere love, they 
would be worthless. The point isn’t that all these things are wrong 
and totally useless. The point is that unless they are permeated and 
motivated by love, they serve no God-honoring purpose.

Paul begins the discussion with the issue of speaking in the tongues 
of men and of angels. The word used here for the tongues of men is 
found in Acts 2:4. This word means to speak in another language with-
out having learned that language. What it doesn’t mean is that some 
senseless gibberish is some kind of magic spiritual language with which 
we must converse with our Lord. 

To understand what this gift is about, we must go to Acts 2:5–11:

Now there were dwelling in Jerusalem Jews, devout men from every 
nation under heaven. And at this sound the multitude came together, 
and they were bewildered, because each one was hearing them speak 
in his own language. And they were amazed and astonished, saying, 
“Are not all these who are speaking Galileans? And how is it that we 
hear, each of us in his own native language? Parthians and Medes 
and Elamites and residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, 
Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of 
Libya belonging to Cyrene, and visitors from Rome, both Jews and 
proselytes, Cretans and Arabians—we hear them telling in our own 
tongues [languages] the mighty works of God.” 

This perspective on speaking in tongues is certainly in harmony with 
the teaching of 1 Corinthians 14:6–12, 19. 

Paul mentions not only tongues of men, but tongues of angels as 
well. We don’t know what language the angels speak. In the Bible, they 
are able to speak—and understand—the same language as the people 
to whom they are ministering. So we may infer that to speak in the 
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tongues of angels means that we would have the incredible ability that 
the angels have to speak in and understand every language. 

Here Paul supposes, for the sake of argument, that he has that miracu-
lous ability to go anywhere in the world and speak the language of the 
people who live there. He says that if he has this incredible God-given 
ability to speak in any language and he is able to speak, preach, and exhort, 
all that ability is worthless and would accomplish nothing in God’s church, 
unless it is permeated, motivated, and saturated with love. 

In fact, Paul says that being the greatest linguist in the world and 
having the ability to clearly articulate truth will be not only worthless 
but harmful, a hindrance to the church, if he’s doing it for any other 
reason than love for God and genuine love for others. So whether it’s 
the apostle Paul, you, or I who make this claim, we will come across to 
people like a noisy gong and a clanging cymbal if we have not love.

I’m sure you have been around people whose sincerity is suspect. 
How much attention do you pay to their words—even loudly and 
enthusiastically uttered? Sometimes they might just as well be saying, 
“blah, blah, blah.” They’re all noise and hot air!

I read about a preacher who when expositing on this verse would 
take a steel pot and a hammer with him into the pulpit. Then he’d begin 
to beat and beat upon the steel pot. At first, people were a bit amused, 
but after he beat on it awhile, they weren’t laughing or smiling any-
more. When he continued to beat on the metal pot, the people became 
annoyed and irritated. Finally this pastor would ask, “Are you enjoying 
this? Does this please you? Do you find it helpful? Would you like me 
to continue to beat on this pot for the remainder of the message?” You 
see, it’s just meaningless noise.2 

By way of application, you and I may be able to speak in the lan-
guage of the people with whom we associate and say words that they can 
understand. We may be able to talk to children in one way, talk to our 
mates in another, talk to neighbors, talk to other church members, saying 
things that are true, and things they need to hear, but if our words are 
not permeated, motivated, and saturated, if they don’t drip with love, 

2. Alexander Strauch, Leading with Love (Littleton, CO: Lewis and Roth, 2006), 10.
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not only will the best of our words be useless, but many people will be 
turned off and annoyed. 

Ah! How important is love to the cause of Christ? It is so important 
that though our message is concise and relevant, it is meaningless if we 
don’t have that remarkable aspect of love within our hearts. 

 1. What is the broader context of the 1 Corinthians 13:1–7 passage? 

 2. What does the broader context of this passage indicate about the 
people to whom Paul was writing?

 3. What mistakes were some of the people in the church at Corinth 
making about the extraordinary gifts of the Spirit?

 4. Summarize what Jonathan Edwards wrote about the ordinary and 
extraordinary gifts of the Spirit.

 5. Explain the meaning of “tongues of men” and “tongues of angels” 
in verse 1. What is the biblical basis supporting your view?

 6. Do you agree that having a life that is permeated with 1 Corinthi-
ans 13 is the excellent, “over the top,” “beyond greatness” way of 
making an impact for Christ? If so, why do you agree? If not, why 
don’t you agree? 

 7. In terms of the way this chapter defined what it means to speak in 
the languages of the people (i.e., not literal languages such as Ger-
man or French, but in the sense of being gifted to communicate 
clearly to certain segments of people, be they children, young people, 
neighbors, fellow employees, personality types, men, women, well-
educated, poorly educated, sports fanatics, artists, music devotees, 
people from different ethnic or cultural backgrounds, etc.), what 
languages or what abilities do you have to communicate God’s 
message clearly to certain groups of people that need to be per-
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meated with love if you are going to be a blessing to them? What 
implications does all this have for our ministries?

 8. What application can you make of the teaching of verse 1 to your 
own life and to the ministry of the church? How should you and 
will you, by God’s grace, change in the way you relate to your 
family and church and people outside the church?

 9. And now an important reminder that you will find after every 
chapter in this book: please remember as you reflect on the love 
principle presented in this chapter that the purpose of evaluation 
and application is:

 a. not to discourage or destroy us;

 b. but to motivate us to see our constant need of the cross and 
how much we owe to Jesus—without Him we’d never make 
it, but praise God we are not without Him;

 c. and to motivate us to understand our constant daily need of 
grace—that our salvation never has been and never will be by 
the works we have done, but always by the work Christ has 
done and is doing for us; I want our studies in 1 Corinthians 13 
to be a reminder that we need to live a cross-centered life; we 
need the application of the cross work of Jesus every day of our 
lives; remember there’s not a day in our lives when we are so 
good that we don’t need the cross, and there is never a day in 
our lives when we are so bad that what Christ did on the cross 
is not sufficient to provide forgiveness for us (Rom. 3:24; 5:20; 
Eph. 1:7; 1 John 1:7; 2:1–2);

 d. and to cause us to understand that we must and can, by His 
grace, on a daily basis put off from our lives the “unlove” 
that is displeasing to God and put on in our lives the love 
that is beautifully described in 1 Corinthians 13, so that 
we might become more and more like our Savior and more 
prolific in bearing fruit for Him as others see the grace of 
God at work in our lives, changing and transforming us 
(Eph. 4:22–24; 1 Tim. 4:7).
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