
 1

The Church: Love in Unity- 1 Cor. 12:1-13:13 

 
I. Introduction 

A Sanctified Church? 
     Tonight, we want to focus our attention on a particular congregation in Christ’s church.  Suppose 

I told you that these were true believers who were truly “sanctified in Christ Jesus”.  Furthermore, 

this congregation “lacked no spiritual gifts”, and they eagerly awaited the Lord Jesus with the 

promise that He would keep them strong to the end, so that they would be blameless on the day of 

our Lord Jesus Christ (1 Cor. 1:7-8)- - yet they had big problems.   

     Here’s a few of their problems to consider.  These “sanctified” Christians were divided because 

some thought that some teachers in the church were better than others.  The Christians of this 

congregation each followed different teachers and sought to learn only from them, not realizing that 

these teachers had all been gifted with the same Spirit of God.  The gifts of the Spirit were given to 

their church leaders who were under the authority of the visible church in order that this 

congregation would mature, yet they remained immature and babies in Christ because of their 

division.  In addition, they allowed certain people to remain in fellowship with them without 

discipline even though they had been caught in a heinous sin; they were taking each other to court, 

and they were practicing sexual immorality!  An imperfect congregation of believers you might say, 

yet they were sanctified.  On the surface of things this doesn’t make sense does it?  How can they be 

a holy congregation yet have all these problems? 

     In addition to these problems (if these are not enough!), these “sanctified” believers also had a 

problem with authority.  They could not understand that authority was placed over the visible 

churches, no matter how imperfect the individual churches were, they were placed over for order, 

discipline, and teaching of the congregation…in a word, they did not understand the importance of 

the visible church and church government.  They did not have a strong doctrine of authority, 

discipline, right order in the congregation, nor in the visible church that Christ had established!  

Pretty bad situation, eh?  How would you respond to such people?  Would you deny that this 

congregation was even a true church?  Would you say that this congregation had ceased to be a 

church and thus the reason for not trusting the visible church, and so we should now focus merely 

on the invisible church?  Do you think this might prove to be the right solution to the problem?  How 

would you address this problem?  Would you have a solution to their problems? 

     Well, the Apostle Paul did have a solution to these problems when he wrote to the congregation 

that made up the Church at Corinth, those “sanctified in Christ Jesus and called to be holy together 

with all those everywhere who call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ” as he addresses them in 1 
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Cor. 1:2.  Turn to 1 Corinthians 12:1-13:13 (Remember: Warning against overfamiliarization with a 

passage).  Ask someone to read (1) 12:1-6; (2) 12:7-11; (3) 12:12-20; (4) 12:21-31. 

 Doctrine of Unity and the Christian Life 

     Paul wrote his first epistle to the Corinthians while he was in Ephesus in order to teach them a 

more excellent way of being the visible church (Acts 18).  For the Apostle Paul, he did not just give 

up on the visible church, in spite of its sins, failings, setbacks and problems, just because they were the 

congregation of believers who had been united to Jesus Christ by faith, and were being sanctified so 

that they might be a pure bride on the day he returned.  For Pau,l it was important to seek to 

establish the weak and immature believers on the solid rock of good Christian doctrine or teaching.  

Ultimately, the Corinthian Christians were acting like individualists and not a corporate, unified body 

of believers as Christ intended them to be.  They needed to know who they were and how they were to 

act as a group of believers who made up one body!  This is a fine example of how doctrine and life 

are inseparable.  If you have good doctrine, you will lead exemplary lives, if you have poor doctrine, 

you will inevitably live improperly in Christ’s Church.  The Reformers called this idea the ultimate 

relationship between orthodoxy and orthopraxy; that is, right doctrine leads to right living! 

     Paul wants this congregation to live as Christ would have them to live, not in division and 

separation, not in sin and weaknesses; not as baby or immature Christians, but to live the more 

excellent way: to live a life of love serving the Body of Christ and to avoid individualism that tears 

down the church.  You see, individualism in the church is from our sinful tendencies, not from the 

Spirit of God.  Individualism tears down the church, it does not build it.  Ultimately, individualism is 

unloving and selfish as we shall see.  For Paul, our union with Christ by the Spirit of God is what 

defines the true Church, including its visible and real manifestation in the world.  The Spirit of God 

does not only provide the true unity of the Church, but it should permeate every member’s 

understanding of both their individual identity as a Christian, and more importantly their corporate 

makeup in a body as well!  These believers failed to understand that what is foundational to any 

church’s maturity or success is found in the Spirit’s gifts, enabling believers to serve Christ, not 

merely privately as an individual believer, but as the corporate and visible body of the Church of 

Christ.  Look at 1 Cor. 12:21, 27: 
NKJ 1 Corinthians 12:21 And the eye cannot say to the hand, "I have no need of you"; nor again the 
head to the feet, "I have no need of you." 

 
RSV 1 Corinthians 12:27 Now you are the body of Christ and individually members of it. 

 

     At the beginning of Chapter 12, Paul addresses one of the most important aspects of the visible 

church’s life: that of harmony and unity concerning spiritual gifts.  For Paul, these gifts were not 

given so that a few individual believers could get together merely for Bible study and prayer once and 
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while, listen to their favorite teachers, and separate from the rest of those in the visible church who 

were not acting as “holy as they thought they should have been.”  Rather, the gifts that the Spirit 

provided was so that the visible church might be built up before the eyes of the world as a holy, 

sanctified and mature, and self-less community!  A community identity was to be their true identity.  

Look at 1 Cor. 12:11-14: 
11 All these are inspired by one and the same Spirit, who apportions to each one individually as he 
wills. 
12 For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, though 
many, are one body, so it is with Christ. 
13 For by one Spirit we were all baptized into one body -- Jews or Greeks, slaves or free -- and all 
were made to drink of one Spirit. 

  14 For the body does not consist of one member but of many. 
 

     The problem that some of these individualists at Corinth failed to see, was that in their division at 

Corinth, they were adding more separatist and partisan fuel to the fire that was already burning in the 

congregation.  Paul wanted all of the Church to know that the congregation was a unified reality as 

the Body of Christ and that the gifts they were given were not to be used privately, but in a very 

public and visible manner.  In fact, the primary reason for the gifts was selfless service to one another 

in order to build up the church. 

     Sure there was imperfection, there was immaturity, there was even some wrong doctrine, but 

separating in a corner away from these believers who were also “sanctified in Christ Jesus” was doing 

more harm than good.  This separation, rather than showing the individual’s so-called Christian 

spirituality and maturity, revealed just how little they understood of the Spirit’s gifts and their own 

identity in the Body of Christ.  It was for this reason that Paul wrote concerning the gifts that make 

the body one- - one unified congregation that the Spirit had gifted and was sanctifying together (no 

matter how many problems there were) in order to present an unspotted and pure bride to Christ, 

the one who had been raised from the dead and in his ascension given gifts to his church!  

Remember, people of God, as Paul wanted the Corinthian congregation to know: we are being 

sanctified together, as a community, and this is a shadow of the reality that we will experience in 

heaven.   

     In other words, the Spirit or His gifts are not primarily for the individual’s use, but for Christ’s 

people, those who will be with him as a community in the New Heavens and the New Earth.  This 

community is being purified together, not apart from one another.  In fact, as Paul will teach the 

Corinthians then, and us now, we are absolutely powerless and without any virtue when we strive 

alone in our Christian endeavors.  The Spirit is preparing a community for Christ, a visible Church 

that will meet a visible Christ when he returns.  The Spirit’s gifts are for the purification and building 

up of the people of God- - together, whether we like it or not.  Notice 1 Cor. 12:4-6: 
4 There are diversities of gifts, but the same Spirit. 
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  5 There are differences of ministries, but the same Lord. 
  6 And there are diversities of activities, but it is the same God who works all in all. 
 
I want you to appreciate the way Paul penned these verses.  No matter our differences or diversities, 

we must remember our “Trinitarian similarities”- For example: 

 Diversity   Unity 

v.4 Gifts    Holy Spirit 
v.5 Ministries (service)  Lord Jesus 
v.6 Activities (operations)  God the Father 
 
What we should appreciate about verses 4-6 is how it shows that our relationship with God is not 
primarily “individualistic” - -you know, the “Jesus and me” or the “me and my Bible” mentatilites – 
we are a community of saints for the working of Christ’s Kingdom in his Church!  The gifts, 
ministries, and activities that our Trinitarian God has supplied is primarily for the building up of His 
Church! 
 

The Building of the Visible Church 

     In chapter 12, Paul wants the Corinthian congregation to truly appreciate the doctrine of the 

Spirit’s gifts, the unity of the body and the body’s diverse parts (1 Cor. 12:1-20), and how these are to 

be used for Christ’s church.  To summarize: Paul shows the great need that the people of God have 

for one another.  Then he ends by teaching the congregation that there are differing gifts designed to 

build the church in different ways (1 Cor. 12:21-30).  He wants them to seek their unique and 

particular gifts so that they might be effective and mature in the congregation!  He wants them to 

understand that their gifts are for the good of Christ’s visible church.  The gifts of the Spirit are not 

given so they can run like the lone ranger in the so-called power of the Spirit, departing from the 

brethren.  It’s ironic, those who were using their gifts selfishly and for their own self and not for 

others, failed to realize that they were really undermining Christ’s church, and thus the Spirit’s 

purpose in his endowment of the gifts!  We must be careful never to do this as the people of God!  

In doing so, we do not show ourselves to be mature or more sanctified, we show our immaturity and 

ultimately our lack of true love for Christ’s church [Illustration on the Anabaptists in the Reformation: 

Separatism rather than Reform].  The gifts of the Spirit are for building, not for tearing down! 

     Take 12:27-31 for instance.  Here Paul asks some rhetorical questions concerning the gifts of 

Christ’s Spirit and for what purpose the gifts are given.  Paul teaches that God has appointed 

apostles, prophets, teachers, etc.  Can you imagine in your wildest dreams, the Apostle Paul using his 

apostolic ministry to tear down or divide the visible church?  No! In fact, he’s using these very gifts 

to pen this letter of instruction and rebuke to Corinth!  Can you imagine him saying: “If the church is 

not as sanctified as you would like it to be, then use your prophetic gifts to divide it, to take it upon 

yourself to separate and “fix things up” as it were?”  What about Paul suggesting that the teachers 

and those with gifts of service and administrative gifts to use them for their own “sanctified” groups 
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and use these gifts to speak poorly of the visible church, or to use these to draw others away from 

the visible church?  NO, NO, NO…impossible, just because these gifts were giving for building and 

not tearing down.  Remember:  Our adversary the devil cannot steal the gifts the Spirit has given to 

his Church!  But he can tempt us to use the gifts selfishly and to undermine and tear down Christ’s 

Church! Think about it!  Has Satan ever tempted you to take Church matters into your hands 

concerning Christ’s people?  Rather than leaving Church matters in the hands of Christ’s appointed 

authorities in the visible church, have you ever been tempted to attempt change in matters where you 

do not have the proper authority or the proper gifts to accomplish the task?  Have you ever been 

tempted to separate from the visible church because of particular imperfections?  Remember this: the 

visible church of Christ is one great, impenetrable strong tower of visible righteousness that Satan 

despises in this present age and he will do everything he can to undermine it!  The Spirit of God, in 

contrast has given gifts to build, he will never seek to divide Christ’s Kingdom, because as Christ has 

taught us: “A Kingdom divided against itself shall not stand.” 

     Our work is united, together for building up and not for separation from, or the tearing down of 

the Chruch.  Thus, one of the reasons why when you join the OPC, you vow “to uphold the peace 

and the purity of the church, submit to the authority of the church in life and doctrine” because that 

is the goal of mature Christians.  If you think you have better answers to the church’s imperfections 

than the Apostle Paul, I would like to know what it is!  Most of the time we take it upon ourselves to 

try and “cleanse” and purify Christ’s church is because we either do not have faith that he will do it 

in his own way and timing, or we are too busy seeking to judge others and their imperfections rather 

than getting our own act together.  This is nothing new as anyone can see from just a cursory reading 

of the letter to the Church at Corinth.  Remember, as the Apostle John says elsewhere, how can you 

say you love God whom you do not see and not love your brother who you do see?  Let us consider 

Paul’s teaching now, particularly with regard to the gifts and to the foundational thought and 

motivation that we should all have as a church!  Now that we know of the problem at Corinth, and 

even in our own church today- - let us turn our attention to Paul’s inspired solution! 

 

II. Bible Study on 1 Corinthians 13:1 – 13 

The Context of Paul’s Teaching on Love 
     As with everything we study in Scripture, we want to understand the context of our verses.  Sure, 

these verses are familiar, and have been used at special services of the church, such as weddings and 

funerals, but the doctrine taught here is not given in a vacuum or theological textbook.  What I mean 

is that there is a context to consider in this epistle to the Corinthians.  Our verses tonight, 1 Cor. 

12:31- 13:13 are sandwiched if you will, between chapter twelve on spiritual gifts and the unity of the 

body of the congregation of believers (as discussed above) and is followed by some additional 



 6

comments by the apostle in chapter 14 on the importance of unity, encouragement, and order in the 

early church congregation.  Without going into too much detail, chapter 14 records some things that 

would not be normative for us today, but the motivation Paul gives for the edification and order in 

the church is very prescriptive, or normative for all of God’s churches.  If it can be summed up in this 

manner: chapter twelve gives normative teaching or doctrine on the reality and unity of the visible 

church.  Also, the source of our gifts being the Spirit and the reason we have gifts, that is, because we 

have been baptized into one body!  Chapter fourteen in contrast is given so that this particular 

historical church might understand their early Christian church services that would differ from ours 

as far as prophetical practice because our canon of Scripture is complete (remember 1 Corinthians is 

in our complete and inspired canon, but in the letter historically, the canon had yet to be completed).  

However, with that said, chapter 14 can inform us of the reality of order in our services even today in 

the church as 14:26-40 teaches us.  That is to say, that just because we hear of practices that have 

ceased since the closing of the canon, there are principles that inform us on how we conduct 

ourselves in worship today.  Finally, in summary, chapter 13 is between these two chapters as a 

bridge or foundation between the reality of the Spirit’s gifts, unity of the body, but diverse gifts in 

chapter 12, and the orderly practice found in chapter 14.  Chapter 13 is foundational for any 

churches, normative or prescriptive for any of God’s churches because it describes our service and 

attitude we must have in the church until Christ returns! 

 

The “Most Excellent Way” of Being the Visible Church 

     So let us consider the foundational understanding we must have for being Christians, who are 

sanctified and being sanctified in an imperfect and visible church!  What is the answer, what is the 

“most excellent way” for understanding ourselves in the visible congregation of Christ’s church?  

Love.  What is love?  How do we define love?  Is love manifested just in words?  English is a funny 

language, we use the word love to communicate how we feel about everything practically!  You know, 

I love cookies; I love the show Gilligan’s Island; I love my puppy, my toy, etc. etc.  We cannot make a distinction 

between saying I love you to our spouses and the love we have for other things listed above.  Now in 

context of 1 Corinthians, how does Paul describe love?  Is our love for God  shown in our love for 

his church?  Is our love for ourselves greater than our love for our brethren?  Is love teaching our 

own particular doctrines and fanciful interpretations of God’s word?  Is love separating from the 

visible church in order to “more sanctified”?  In the context of 1 Cor. 12:31-13:13, we should 

question and challenge those who have such an immature understanding of Christianity!  How is love 

expressed in the visible church? This is Paul’s aim in our study tonight! 

     Paul wanted the congregation at Corinth to understand true love, and for us today to know and 

remember love which is “the most excellent way”.  Let us take a look at a few things Paul teaches us 
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about love.  Remember, this falls after he speaks of the reality of our being baptized into one body by 

the Spirit of Christ and his giving us gifts in order that we might build up the church.  We have a 

construction project we must always keep in mind as Paul has already taught in 1 Cor. 3:5-17!  Notice 

in our study just how closely related is love and the visible church; that is, notice that the context 

teaches that true love is found in the church.  Do not fail to miss this important point.  Love is not 

manifested in a vacuum as we will see, but in the real and visible body of Christ.  Love is indeed the 

regulating principle of all of our actions as Christians [Repeat].   

     In considering 1 Cor. 13:1-13, let’s consider the form before we look at the content.  Notice how 

Paul describes (1) 13:1-3: What love is not; then (2) 13:4-7: What love is- -how love is defined as self-

less service to the Body of Christ; (3) 13:8-12: Love in contrast to the gifts that are to be used in love.  

The contrast between the enduring quality of love compared to the temporal things (including the 

gifts of the present age) and the “perfect” which is to come; (4) Finally, in 13:13 The remaining or 

eternal qualities of faith, hope, and love- - but the greatest which is love. 

 

In chapter 12:31b-13:3, Paul says: 

And yet I show you a more excellent way. 
NKJ 1 Corinthians 13:1 Though I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I have become 
sounding brass or a clanging cymbal. 
 2 And though I have the gift of prophecy, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and though I have all faith, 
so that I could remove mountains, but have not love, I am nothing. 
 3 And though I bestow all my goods to feed the poor, and though I give my body to be burned, but have not love, it 
profits me nothing. 
 
    Paul begins with eloquence in the church.  Not in and of itself a bad thing, in fact a gift of God, 

but if the tongues we speak are of men or even as high as the tongue of the angels and we have not 

love as our regulating principle it is not conducive.  What we say is not as important for the apostle 

as much as how or from what motivation we say it.  This as everything else in the Christian life is a 

matter of the heart.  It is not our speech as much as the motivation of our speech that shows love, 

lest we just sound like a loud trumpet or the loud clash of a cymbal.  Paul continues in v. 2, if we 

have the real gift of prophecy which we know comes from the Spirit of God, if it is abused or 

misused without love, it is worthless.  All the mysteries and knowledge, and even a faith that is 

impenetrable and believes, if not founded on love for the brethren, Paul says these are “nothing.”  If 

a person does good deeds such as giving away all of his belongings, being a true philanthropist in 

society, and even lays down his life to be burned, but does it without love, it is without profit, Paul 

teaches in v. 3.  This means it is not able accomplish the reason why the gifts are given in the first 

place- - to build Christ’s church so that he may be glorified! 
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     Think of all of the people in this world and even in the church who have wonderful gifts as those 

created in God’s image, who use their eloquence, their wisdom and knowledge, those who are 

philanthropists who donate to museums and historical societies and provide for needy children, who 

do it for selfish gain and for men to see their works and praise them.  Although the gifts and deeds in 

and of themselves are good, they are useless… “nothing” if not motivated by love for Christ and his 

church!  Surely the martyrdom Paul speaks of, the “giving my body to be burned,” is the greatest and 

most selfless act of all, yet if it is done for any other reason than for the glory of God, even this is 

vain and unprofitable.  In these verses we see that love is the only means of regulating the right use 

of the gifts of God, and no matter how noble or admirable these qualities in the eyes of men, before 

God (that is, in “God’s estimation”)they are accounted as “nothing”.   No matter how many awards 

of distinction and cultural achievements that you have achieved.  Regardless of whether your mantle 

is filled with such noble and distinguished awards such as ‘Grammy’s’ or ‘Oscars’; regardless of 

whether you have received the ‘Pendleton Award’ the prestigious church award, or merely received 

the more common 5-year service award at your job, or perhaps your ‘Sunday School pin’ for faithful 

attendance, these are all worthless without love!  These awards will be burned up on the day of 

judgement because they were not done for Christ and his church!  Paul prefaces his definition of true 

love in verses 4ff with these words in verses 1-3, defining what is not love - - but really “nothing”.  He 

then moves on to define love for us, that is he teaches us the fruits of love: 

4 Love suffers long and is kind; love does not envy; love does not parade itself, is not puffed up; 
 5 does not behave rudely, does not seek its own, is not provoked, thinks no evil; 
 6 does not rejoice in iniquity, but rejoices in the truth; 
 7 bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. 
 
     Just for effect, since these verses are so familiar to us, let us reverse the order of teaching in these 

verses.  What I mean is that sometimes when you hear something very familiar in a different way, it 

makes you “stand up” and take notice.  Allow me a bit of a paraphrase for effect!  What if I said the 

same thing in verses 4-7, but inverted the propositions: (4) Love is not impatient and is not mean; 

love seeks the good of his brethren; love is submissive and humble; (5) love is behaves toward others 

in a proper manner, it is self-less, is cool when someone offends and forgives them as quickly as 

possible; (6) love rejoices in righteousness and truth and never in sin or iniquity; (7) love does not 

expose others for kicks, or give up on others; love does not lack faith in brethren, love doesn’t ever 

give up!  Ultimately, love does not think of self but others always.  It is self-less, the opposite of 

individualistic. 
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Attributes of “Self-lessness” 

     In the beginning of verse 4, Paul says that true love is patient or “suffers long”.  No matter how 

imperfect the church seems at times, Paul wants us to know that true love is patient in dealing with it 

(as he is being with them as he writes to correct them just because they are those sanctified in Christ 

Jesus).  Endurance together in the visible church, striving together promotes peace and harmony.  

Like marriages that oftentimes go through difficult times, we “hang in there” together and in doing 

so, we actually grow together.  We learn to forgive one another and trust each other and to realize 

that Christ has had patience on us and so we should have patience with our brethren.  In contrast to 

the world and those who were dividing the congregation at Corinth, impatience with the church and 

with Christ’s authorities in the church, brings division.  The kindness that Paul speaks of is very 

closely related to the patience.  Kindness means gentleness and lenity toward each other, knowing 

that we have a relationship with one other to appreciate and understand.  Kindness is the outworking 

of our patience toward our brethren.  If you are patient, then you cannot help being kind! 

     Then Paul says love does not envy, parade itself, and is not puffed up.  This can be summed up: Love is 

not jealous or boastful or arrogant.  Let’s think of this in context of the gifts Paul speaks of.  As 

some at Corinth was doing, they were jealous of other’s gifts in the Church.  In looking away from 

the gifts that God has bestowed on them, they failed to understand their own purpose in Christ’s 

church.  They envied or were jealous of others having perhaps different, or what they perceived as 

better gifts than themselves (cf. 1 Cor. 4:5-7).  Have you ever envied anyone?  Have you ever asked 

God why he gifted someone a particular way that you also wanted?  Have you ever been frustrated at 

another servant in the church because you perceived that their gifts were better than yours?  You 

might have misunderstood your purpose and your unique gifts that God has given to you.  We must 

never do this because it is not only envious and devilish, but it undermines the church because the 

person you think has better gifts, the one you envy, needs your gifts to build up and encourage them 

as well.  If you are busy looking at other’s gifts, you will fail to use your own gifts to build up the 

body!  Remember, where envy reigns- - where every one is desirous to be the first or to have certain 

gifts (such as being a teacher), love has no place there. [Illustration of Peter Schaeffer’s ‘Amadeus’]. 

     Very closely connected to envy is “parading oneself” or “boasting”.  What some fail to realize is 

that without love, any of God’s gifts can be used for selfish reasons, and pride will rule the person.  

As Calvin says, we all have a sort of “kingdom in our breasts” and the only remedy is self-lessness, 

annihilating our own selfish desires for the good of the Church!  In contrast to selfishness expressed 

in boasting or “parading oneself”, the way of love is knowing the Source of the gift (which brings 

humility, as Paul asked the Corinthians earlier: “What do you have that you have not received?” in 1 

Cor. 4:7).  As well as the Source of the gifts, we also remember to whom all the glory goes, and the 

goal of the gift- - that is, building up the church.  Can you imagine using the gifts God has given you 
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for the tearing down of his church, even if it was not your intention?  It is a frightening thing to think 

of trying to work individualistically against God’s good purpose and will.   

     We should encourage each other in the gifts which each of us have.  We are often concerned 

about “puffing someone up” but this can actually be a false form of pride, or a reversal of pride.  

Although we all know the gifts come from God, our gift might be to encourage someone else in their 

gifts and so to help them as they build the church in way that we cannot.  The reason why we usually 

do not want to encourage another brother is not because we have a true doctrine of God’s 

sovereignty, but it is because we are a sinful and competitive people who do not want to give first 

place to others.  We all need each other, but if we are busy about trying to obtain another’s gift, we 

will not only misunderstand our gifts, but we will also fail to use our own gifts effectively.  Calvin 

gives good insight for the false pride that can be manifested with regard to our gifts, he says: 
Self-denial gives us the right attitude toward our fellow men (Phil. 2:3ff; cf. Rom. 12:10)- “The very 
vices that infest us we take pains to hide from others, while we flatter ourselves with the pretense that 
they are slight and insignificant, and even sometimes embrace them as virtues.  If others manifest the 
same endowments we admire in ourselves, or even superior ones, we spitefully belittle and revile these 
gifts in order to avoid yielding place to such persons…thus, each individual, by flattering himself, 
bears a kind of Kingdom in his breast…there is no other remedy than to tear out form our inward 
parts this most deadly pestilence of love of strife and love of self, even as it is plucked out by 
Scriptural teaching…Let us then unremittingly by examining our faults, call ourselves back to 
humility…You will never attain to true gentleness except by one path: a heart inbued with lowliness and 
with reverence for others (III.7.iv) 
 

     Also, we must also be careful when we say a person is “puffed up”.  This is a very serious charge.  

Being puffed up or boastful is someone who is not working for the building up of the church, but 

using God’s gifts for their own glory and one who feels satisfied with himself; such a charge is 

serious and therefore we must be careful how we use this phrase with our brethren.  Remember, one 

of the characteristics of someone who is “puffed up” or boastful is a lack of concern or regard for 

Christ’s body.  In reality, someone who is not “for us” and therefore against us.  Someone who is 

concerned for God’s glory and the good of his church is not “puffed up”!  The proverbial “windbag” 

cares only for himself and is extremely individualistic! 

     Paul begins v. 5 with love does not behave rudely  This means that someone with love as their 

foundation does not behave improperly.  In connection with the previous verse, this “rudeness” is 

acting in a manner which is unbecoming or inconsistent with true moderation.  A person of love is 

not “haughty”…he does not “look down his nose” at others in judgment for instance.  For instance, 

rudeness and lack of love can be displayed when a mature Christian who understands Christian 

liberty insists upon the weaker brother partaking with him in a sip of wine.  He may desire for the 

weaker Christian to have a proper understanding and even to experience a merry heart, but if he is 

not compelled by love for the brethren, he is rude.  On the other hand, when the weaker brother 

judges the stronger Christian for practicing Christian liberty, they are being just as rude.  This is why 
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Paul teaches the Corinthians in chapters 8-10 about the importance of love underlining all we do as 

Christians in practice.  We are free and have liberty in Christ, but we do not have liberty either to 

judge or impose upon our brethren!  This is an example of rudeness, being immoderate, or 

“unseemly”- - that is, to act “unbecomingly”.   

     Paul then says Love does not seek its own or it is not “self-seeking”.  By nature, we are prone to care 

only for ourselves and aim at our own advantage.  Remember, the Spirit does not gift us to be 

individualistic by nature, this is because of our sinful tendencies.  The Spirit equips us so we may 

make up a body of believers.  Because we are selfish and “seek our own,” we look at how we might 

promote ourselves for our own good.  The remedy for this is love.  With our gifts that we use for the 

Church, we can become self-seeking, or seek our own, but failing to give of our gifts to our brethren.  

We must be concerned with our neighbors as Christ teaches us and truly more concerned for their 

welfare.  This is not achieved in an easy fashion, but is a life-long pursuit.  Paul says in 1 Cor. 10:24: 

“Let no one seek his own, but each one the other’s well being.”  Calvin says it this way: 
Self-renunciation leads to proper helpfulness toward our neighbors- “Now in seeking to benefit one’s 
neighbor, how difficult it is to do one’s duty (we might say)!  But understand, unless you give up all 
thought of self and, so to speak, get out of yourself, you will accomplish nothing here (1 Cor. 13:4-
5)…[Scripture] warns that whatever benefits we obtain from the Lord have been entrusted to us on 
this condition: that they be applied to the common good of the church (cf. 1 Pet. 4:10; 1 Cor. 
12:12ff)...providing for himself (a godly man) in no way other than to have his mind intent upon the 
common upbuilding of the church...We are the stewards of everything God has conferred on us by which 
we are able to help our neighbor, and are required to render account of our stewardship…The only 
right stewardship is that which is tested by the rule of love” (III.7.v). 

 

     Thus in not being self-seeking, we can also avoid being easily angered or provoked, as well as avoid 

thinking evil of others who are “out to get us” or getting in the way of our own success.  Another way 

to say this is that if one is easily provoked and angered, or are quick “to think evil of others,” 

particularly those in Christ’s church, this is a good indication of how selfish you are!  We can also, by 

not thinking evil of others, avoid keeping a record of wrongs from those who have hurt us and this 

can help us to forgive them as Christ has forgiven us.  Being selfless because we are united with 

Christ and have the Spirit, we can be constantly be on our guard against thinking too much about our 

own needs and wants and desires, and focusing on what God’s will and what he wants us to do for 

our brethren in the church.  In fact, I have heard that when we go through problems of our own, one 

of the best ways to get our mind off ourselves and our own sufferings, is to minister or serve 

someone else!  To summarize verse 5, you could ask yourself: “Am I selfish? Do I behave 

unbecomingly or rudely to my brethren?  Am I easily provoked and think evil, keeping a long records 

of those who have “dissed” me?”  There is a two sided coin here: the truth is that others will be rude 

to you, but will you be rude back and unforgiving?  Or will you be selfless and give up your rights, 
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forgiving those who offend you?  To be easily upset is to actually think of yourself higher than you 

ought (cf. Phil. 2:1-11). 

     Furthermore, Paul says in v. 6 love does not rejoice in iniquity, but rejoices in the truth.  On the surface of 

things, one would hope this to be obvious.  But this helps us as a congregation in the area of gossip 

and ill talk of others.  Not only does love not rejoice in iniquity or sin as a way of life, so when we 

know someone who is struggling with a particular sin, we do not rejoice in their weakness, but we 

rejoice in the truth and power of God’s forgiveness and their ability to overcome the sin because of 

the Spirit’s power and dominion over their heart!  Any kind of wrongdoing or injustices, we look to 

the truth and what it reveals about these matters.  In these matters we must remember Paul’s words 

to the congregation at Phillipi: 
Finally, brethren, whatever things are true, whatever things are noble, whatever things are just, 
whatever things are pure, whatever things are lovely, whatever things are of good report, if there is any 
virtue and if there is anything praiseworthy -- meditate on these things (Phil. 4:8). 
 

     Also concerning the “rejoicing in the truth,” there is a doctrinal aspect to this!  Doctrinally as a 

visible confessional church, we rejoice in the truth of what we confess; that is, whether it is 

Scriptural!  In the early 20th century, the banner or motto for Liberalism was “love and unity” in all 

things.  You may recall that Liberalism denied the resurrection and deity of Christ among other 

important essential truths of Scripture.  Reinhold Niebuhr, a thelogian of the 1960s, articulated a 

beautiful summary of Liberalism.  He said Liberalism is summed up thus: 
A God without wrath, brought men without sin, into a kingdom without judgment, through a Christ 
without a cross. 
 

     The so-called “love and unity” Liberalism promoted was not Scriptural.  No matter how many 

essential doctrines of Scripture these denied, their foundation was love and unity.  This is not love- - 

nor is it Christianity as J. Gresham Machen said in his timeless book Christianity and Liberalism, 

published in 1923.  Dr. Machen said that Liberalism was neither loving nor Christian because it 

denied sinful men the truth of Jesus Christ!  Liberalism made the teaching and whims of man, rather 

than Scripture, the rule of doctrine and life.  This was neither true or loving.  Thus the reason we must 

only speak where Scripture speaks and base our doctrines on what Scripture says explicitly and 

implicitly, or that which can be deduced by good and necessary means, because Scripture is our only 

rule for doctrine and life.  Our motto is not merely “love and unity” but love and unity based on 

Scriptura Sola and Scriptura Tota.  I know, now you ask what about the little differences in belief, those 

minor disagreements that churches have in what Scripture teaches.  Well, Augustine said it best: “In 

essentials unity, in non-essentials liberty, in all things charity” (unitas, libertas, charitas).  This is good advice. 
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Four Impor ant Action Verbs t

     In v. 7, Paul gives the church four important action verbs to memorize: Love bears [stegw], believes 

[pisteuw], hopes [elpizw], and endures [upomenw] all things.  This is Paul’s summary statement that 

takes us back to his initial truth spoken in v. 4: Love suffers long or is patient and love is kind.   

What do these 4 verbs communicate: (1) “Bears” or stego: endure or “puts up with”; (2) “Believes” or 

pisteuo: believes or “keeps the faith”; (3) “Hopes” or elpizo: hopes in or hopes for, or “has high 

expectations in God’s work”; (4) “Endures” or upomeno: endures, stands firm or “never gives up”. 

The reason love bears all things and endures all things is that it is part of the suffering long or the 

patience; to believe and hope is part of the kindness.  Here we must remember as Paul teaches in 

Galatians 6:2, that we must “bear each other’s burdens” as the people of God.  In additional, because 

we are naturally spiteful to those who have “burned us” we do not easily forgive but we become 

suspicious of others rather than being kind and trusting of others.  We must learn to trust those in 

Christ’s visible church no matter how imperfect because they are our family and their gifts are from 

the Spirit of God in order to build us up in the Church.  Avoid being spiteful and suspicious of 

others just because someone has proven unfaithful to you in the past.  Love must trust.  Part of the 

believing and hoping in “all things” is giving the “benefit of the doubt” to someone, so that your 

foundation might be love and not suspicion.  This is particularly important for those in Christ’s 

church. 

 

Love is Not Temporal 

     Paul climaxes in v. 8 with these wonderful words: Love never fails (lit. “Love never  piptei, or falls 

down, or “comes to an end”).  Here is a full summary of all that Paul has taught up to here.  Love 

truly endures forever despite imperfect men and our own sins.  Even though the present sinful age is 

temporal and passing away, in contrast love will remain! 

8 Love never fails. But whether there are prophecies, they will fail; whether there are tongues, they will cease; whether 
there is knowledge, it will vanish away. 
9 For we know in part and we prophesy in part. 
 10 But when that which is perfect has come, then that which is in part will be done away. 
 11 When I was a child, I spoke as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child; but when I became a man, I 
put away childish things. 
 12 For now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then face to face. Now I know in part, but then I shall know just as I also 
am known. 
 13 And now abide faith, hope, love, these three; but the greatest of these is love. 
 

     Briefly, I want to make a few comments on these last few verses.  Paul says in v. 8 no matter what 

the gift: prophesy, tongues, knowledge, these are not permanent.  In v. 9, Paul says because we do 

not know all, we do not prophesy with all knowledge in this present age.  These gifts that Paul speaks 

of are temporal, but are gifts given for an eternal purpose and goal.  The gifts are given now by the 
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Spirit in order to build up and purify a church, a bride which will dwell with God forever.  But as 

with the temporal nature of the present age, so in the future when the “perfect” comes or the age to 

come is fully revealed, there will be no more need for these kind of gifts.  As Paul says in v. 10, these 

which give us part of the future now, like the Spirit who is our first-fruits or down payment now, are 

part of the Age to Come while we yet live in the present age.  But when the perfect comes, when all 

things are renewed, then we shall see face to face.  We shall dwell with God and see our Savior face 

to face.   

     What Paul wants us ultimately to understand is that the gifts are given now as a foretaste, as we 

await our Savior to return, in order to equip us to persevere and to purify us on the Day of the 

LORD.  However, even thought the gifts are temporal as the present age, the Giver himself is eternal 

and the faith, hope and love we have in Him as we serve in his Church now, will always continue 

because these are the attributes of our Great God and Savior Jesus Christ.  Now, as we serve his 

Church and work to build it up and give of ourselves self-lessly, so our faith and hope are founded 

upon love that endures forever. 

     

III. Conclusion 
1) Now if we are honest with ourselves, any study of love leaves us all feeling pretty inadequate and 

guilty of failing to be truly loving.  These kind of studies leave us with a sense of our own 
selfishness and the great abundance of love we have for ourselves and the little love we have for 
others.  We are not always patient or kind; we boast and are proud; we are self-seeking and easily 
angered; we do not always bear all things, believe, hope and endure all things!  But there is one 
who did!  This is why Christians need to constantly hear and receive the truth of the gospel!   
 
In spite of our sins and our imperfections, Christ loved his church so much that he selflessly laid 
down his life for us.  He has forgiven our sins, including our tendency toward individualism, and 
he has given to us of his Spirit in order to conform us into his image.  Thus the reason the 
Corinthians then, and us now, in all our imperfections as believers can truly say we are 
“sanctified in Christ Jesus” because we are in union with him.  He has justified us by faith alone 
and he has, and will continue to sanctify us together as his people!  One note: regardless of 
popular individualistic theology, Christ died not merely for the salvation of individuals, but for a 
people [pause].  That is, Christ died for individuals who make up a body, a church, a community 
(he laid down his life for his sheep- - his church!).  Is our method of witnessing the gospel, 
communicating the importance of a community-centered theology; one that promotes the visible 
church, or is it communicating an individualistic kind of salvation that ultimately tears down the 
church?   
 

2) Do you tear down or build up the church?  Do you use the gifts that God has given to you by his 
Spirit to build up the brethren and thus the church, or tear it down by your misuse or abuse of 
these gifts?  Are you an individualist?  Do you have a community identity?  Do not be among 
those who on judgment day will remember these words (despite their God-given gifts): “Many 
will say to me in that day, ‘Lord, lord, have we not prophesied [a gift] in your name, cast out 
demons in your name, and done many mighty works in your name?’  And then I will declare to 
them, ‘I never knew you; depart from me, you evildoers’” (Mt. 7:22-23- remember the context is 
about “bearing fruit”). 
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3) Remember church: imperfections and all, those who have been baptized by the Holy Spirit into 

Christ’s Body, are sanctified and holy, as Paul taught the Corinthian church in 1 Cor. 1:2.  He 
who began a good work in you will complete it so that he can present to Christ a holy, pure and 
undefiled bride. 

 
4) Go tonight Church in the power of the Spirit, knowing that Christ loves you and that you must 

learn to love the brethren and to build up his church.  We must repent of the times we have used 
our gifts for the tearing down and hindering of Christ’s church rather than for the building up 
and construction of his holy temple! 

CRB 
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