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“FIRST CORINTHIANS” Series, Message #27                      Barry L. Cameron • Pastor 
 
 

“THE GREATEST OF ALL” 
(Text: 1 Corinthians 13:1-13) 

 
•  This is one of the most beautiful, yet most misunderstood chapters in the entire Bible. 
 -  It’s been called “the LOVE CHAPTER” of the Bible and it IS about love. 
  -  But there’s so much more to it than just a definition of what love looks like. 
 
•  The simplest definition ever given in the Bible for GOD is found in 1 John 4:16, where John says: 
 “God is love.” 
  
•  This chapter has also been referred to as a description of the character qualities of the Lord. 
 -  Certainly, Jesus embodies every single positive quality mentioned here. 
 
•  Without question, this is probably the most popular passage requested and recited at weddings. 
 -  Yet, this chapter has very little to do with weddings. 
 
•  Unless you’re talking about marrying 1 Corinthians 12 to 1 Corinthians 14.  (“Context.”) 
 
Dr. A.T. Robertson said this about 1 Corinthians 13: “It comes like the sound of a sweet bell between the 
clanging noises of chapters 12 and 14.” 
 
Dr. John MacArthur said, “This chapter is a breath of fresh air, an oasis in a desert of problems.  It is a 
positive note in the midst of almost continual reproof and correction of wrong understandings, wrong 
attitudes, wrong behavior, and wrong use of God’s ordinances and gifts.  Paul’s scribe must have 
breathed a sigh of relief and amazement when the apostle began dictating these beautiful, Holy Spirit-
inspired words.” 
 
Dr. Warren Wiersbe: “Few chapters in the Bible have suffered more misinterpretations and 
misapplication than 1 Corinthians 13.  Divorced from its context, it becomes a ‘hymn to love,’ or a 
sentimental sermon on Christian brotherhood.  Many people fail to see that Paul was still dealing with the 
Corinthians’ problems when he wrote these words: the abuse of the gift of tongues, division in the 
church, envy of others’ gifts, selfishness (remember the lawsuits?), impatience with one another in the 
public meetings, and behavior that was disgracing the Lord.” 
 
•  Chapter 12 ends with these words: “And now I will show you the most excellent way.” 
  
WHAT IS THE “MOST EXCELLENT WAY”?  The way of LOVE. 
•  Less emphasis on gifts.  More emphasis on grace. 
 -  The Corinthians excelled in gifts.  Paul had already told them: “You do not lack any spiritual  gift 
as you await for our Lord Jesus Christ to be revealed” (1 Corinthians 1:7). 
 -  But there was something “more excellent.”  Something else they needed to excel in:  LOVE. 
  •  My guess is there are some of us today who could do a better job of excelling in LOVE. 
 
Paul begins by talking about: 
(1) THE PREEMINENCE OF LOVE (1 Corinthians 13:1-3) 
 -  He’s using hyperbole here – an obvious and intentional exaggeration – to make a point. 
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 -  Paul uses the word “IF” four times in three verses: 
  1. “IF I speak in the tongues of men and of angels ...” 
  2. “IF I have the gift of prophecy and can fathom all mysteries and all knowledge ...”  
  3. “IF I have a faith that can move mountains... .” 
  4. “IF I give all I possess to the poor and surrender my body to the flames ...” 
 -  He mentions five spiritual gifts: 
  1. The gift of tongues (languages) 
  2. The gift of prophecy 
  3. The gift of knowledge 
  4. The gift of faith 
  5. The gift of giving 
 
1.  The “gift of tongues” (vs. 1)  
 -  If you have the gift to speak in other languages, languages you never previously learned, but you 
 don’t have love, that gift would be pointless. 
 -  This gift was on the minds and hearts of the Corinthian believers.  (Most important/greatest gift.) 
    
Verse 1.  “Suppose I could speak with the eloquence of men and angels, but I didn’t have love.  I would 
be nothing more than a resounding gong or a clanging cymbal.” 
 -  We don’t know how angels communicate with each other.   
 -  We do know Gabriel communicated in both the O.T. and N.T. in language people understood. 
 
2. The “gift of prophecy” (vs. 2) 
 -  This was the most important gift, the greatest gift. 
 -  1 Corinthians 14:5, “I would rather have you prophesy.  He who prophesies is greater than one 
 who speaks in tongues, unless he interprets so that the church may be edified.” 
  •  “Even the gift of prophecy, as great a gift as it is, would be worthless without love. 
 
3. The “gift of knowledge” (vs. 2b) 
 -  If you have the supernatural gift of knowledge and the ability to discern the greatest mysteries 
 of God, yet don’t have love, that gift is useless. 
 
4. The “gift of faith” (vs. 2c) 
 -  If you have the mountain moving kind of faith, not saving faith, sanctifying faith or sustaining 
 faith, but supernatural faith, but don’t have love you’d be completely superfluous. (Unnecessary) 
 
5. The “gift of giving” (vs. 3) 
 -  If you gave everything you had to the poor, even your own life in martyrdom, but did it without 
 love, it would all be hopeless and fruitless.  (A complete waste of time.) 
 
Dr. Warren Wiersbe: “It is love that enriches the gift and that gives it value.  Ministry without love 
cheapens both the minister and those who are touched by it; but ministry with love enriches the whole 
church.” 
 
Dr. J. Vernon McGee: “Chatter without charity is sound without soul.  You can sing like a seraph, but 
without love it is nothing but the hiss of hell.  Love gives meaning and depth and reality, and it makes 
eloquence meaningful.” 
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 •  No matter which gift you are talking about, if it’s not motivated by love and ministered in love, it is 
absolutely worthless. 
 -  “I am only a resounding gong or a clanging cymbal” (vs. 1) 
 -  “I am nothing” (vs. 2) 
 -  “I gain nothing” (vs. 3) 
 
•  If we’re ever going to be the Christians God wants us to be ... if we’re ever going to be the church God 
wants us to be ... LOVE has to be the priority. 
 
THE PREEMINENCE OF LOVE ... 
(2) THE PERSONALITY OF LOVE (1 Corinthians 13:4-7) 
 -  Verses 1-3 deal with the emptiness that comes when love is absent. 
 -  Verses 4-7 deal with the fullness that comes when love is preeminent. 
 
 Three Greek words for LOVE: 
 1. Eros – (erotic) love.  Sensual love.  Lustful love. When you’re attracted to another person. 
  •  This word isn’t even used in the N.T. 
 2. Phileo – (friendship) love.  Brotherly love.  (Philadelphia) You “like” someone. 
 3. Agape/Agapao – (unconditional/divine) love.  The God kind of love. 
  •  The only word ever used to describe God’s love. 
 
•  Loving God isn’t difficult.  All you have to do is be aware of how He’s loved you. 
 -  But loving others the way God does, is very difficult.   
 
  • You have to choose to do it.  Even when you don’t feel like it. 
 
•  Beginning in verse 4, Paul takes a paintbrush and, like a master artist, paints a portrait of love. 
 -  It’s almost as if the Lord, Jesus Christ is sitting for the portrait. 
 
1. Love is PATIENT (vs. 4a).   
 -  “Long-suffering,” “long-tempered.”  Love has a long fuse. 
 -  It’s used almost exclusively in the N.T. for being patient with people.  Not events or  circumstances. 
 
•  Sometimes when it comes to a discussion of spiritual gifts, some people aren’t very loving and they 
aren’t very patient. 
 -  Love’s primary concern is others, not itself, and it is willing to be taken advantage of rather than 
 take advantage of others.  (What a picture of Jesus!) 
 
•  The Supreme example of patience is God.  (2 Peter 3:9, “He wants everyone to come to repentance.”) 
 
2. Love is KIND (vs. 4b).  “Eager to do good for others,” “gracious,” “generous.” 
 -  Jesus encouraged His followers to “go the second mile.”  Go beyond what people expected. 
 -  If we had more kindness in our churches and in our relationships with others, we’d have fewer 
 problems to solve. 
 -  Again, God is the Supreme example of kindness. 
  Romans 2:4, “God’s kindness leads you toward repentance.” 
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Next, Paul gives eight negative descriptions of love: 
3. It does not envy (vs. 4c).  “It isn’t jealous.”  Both are ugly sins. 
 -  A jealous spirit was obviously prevalent in the church at Corinth. 
  •  Unfortunately, it’s present and prevalent in too many churches today. 
 
•  Someone once said, “It’s amazing what can be accomplished when no one cares who gets the credit.” 
 
Proverbs 27:4, “Anger is cruel and fury overwhelming, but who can stand before jealousy.” 
 -  It can consume you, control you, confuse you and destroy you. 
 
•  Love isn’t like that.  Love is the exact opposite.  It isn’t controlling or confusing and, instead of 
destroying people and things, it brings life and joy and peace. 
 
4. It does not boast (vs. 4d).  Literally, “to brag.” 
 -  Love is about everyone else.  Not itself. 
 -  Love doesn’t parade its accomplishments.  It promotes the accomplishments of others. 
  •  Bragging is the twin sister of jealousy. 
 
Jealousy is wanting what others have.  Bragging is an attempt to make others jealous of what we have. 
 
5. It is not proud (vs. 4e).  “Arrogant,” “Egotistical,” 
 -  Someone who loves to draw attention to themselves. 
 -  Love is not “puffed up.”  (KJV)  Pride is an inflated idea of one’s own importance. 
 
•  One commentator said, “The Corinthian believers were spiritual show-offs, constantly vying for public 
attention.  They clamored for the most prestigious offices and the most glamorous gifts.  They all wanted 
to talk at once, especially when speaking ecstatically.  Most of their tongues-speaking was counterfeit, 
but their bragging about it was genuine.  They cared nothing for harmony, order, fellowship, edification, 
or anything else worthwhile. They cared only for flaunting themselves.  Each did his own thing as 
prominently as possible, in total disregard for what others were doing.” 
 
ILL.  When someone is puffed up it reminds me of the frog that swells itself just before it croaks. 
 
6. It is not rude (vs. 5a).  “Unseemly.” 
 -  Love has good manners.  It knows how to treat others.   
 -  The Spirit-filled person is never brutal and blunt, rude and crude.  They are gentle, considerate 
 and understanding. 
 -  The Corinthians were famous for their unChristlike behavior. 
  
•  Even though they were a church, they didn’t act like it. (Fights, quarrels, lawsuits, immorality and 
hypocrisy.) 
 
7. It is not self-seeking (vs. 5b).  “Not selfish.” 
 -  Love doesn’t insist on its own way.  It doesn’t pursue its own interests. 
  
Matthew 20:28, Jesus said He “did not come to be served, but to serve and to give His life as a ransom 
for many.” 
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8. It is not easily angered (vs. 5c).  “To arouse to anger.”  “A sudden outburst of emotion or action.” 
 -  Love guards against being irritated, upset or angered by things said or done against it. 
 -  Ever notice how people who call themselves Christians seem to get upset so easily? 
  •  Love doesn’t do that.  It is not easily angered.  And it only gets angry for the right reasons. 
 
Some people get upset about all the wrong things – not the things God cares about. 
•  Study the life of Paul and you’ll find, like Jesus, he was only angered by the things that anger God. 
 -  Things like heresy, immorality and hypocrisy. 
 -  He never became angry with those who beat him, jailed him or lied about him. 
 
9. It keeps no record of wrongs (vs. 5d). 
 -  The Greek word here is an accounting term:  Love does not keep score. 
  •  Nor does it attempt to even the score. 
 -  Jesus didn’t keep count of all the things that were done to Him. 
  •  Instead, from the cross, He said, “Father, forgive them ...” 
 
•  Someone said, “Love does not forgive and forget.  Love remembers and still forgives.” 
 
10. Love does not delight in evil (vs. 6a).   
 -  Love doesn’t rejoice when others hurt or when bad things happen to them. 
 -  Love doesn’t enjoy the misfortunes of others. 
 -  Love never takes satisfaction from sin. 
 -  Rejoicing or delighting in evil is wrong for two reasons:  (1)  Because all sin is an affront to a holy 
God.  (2)  Because all sin brings painful consequences. 
 
Now, Paul moves to the positive aspects of Love: 
11. Love rejoices with the truth (vs. 6b).   
 -  When truth prevails, Love rejoices. 
 -  Proverbs 28:12, “When the righteous triumph, there is great elation.  But when the wicked rise to 
 power, men go into hiding.” 
 
12. It always protects (vs. 7a) KJV: “Beareth all things.” 
 -  Dr. J. Vernon McGee said, “Love puts up an umbrella for others.” 
 -  Love doesn’t minimize the seriousness of sin, but it does minimize the spread of sin. 
 -  Love doesn’t condone sin.  But it covers it from public view.  
  •  Love doesn’t gossip or listen to gossip. 
 
13. It always trusts (vs. 7b)  KJV: “Believeth all things.” 
 -  Love always looks for the best.  It isn’t suspicious or cynical.  
 
14. It always hopes (vs. 7c) 
 -  Love always looks to the future. 
 - It’s optimistic. 
 
William Cowper wrote these lines: 
 “Ye saints of God, fresh courage take, those clouds ye so much dread, 
 Are big with mercy, and shall break  in blessings on your head.” 
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One final, positive aspect about love ... 
 
15. It always perseveres (vs. 7d) 
 -  The Greek word, “hupomeno” (“to endure”) is a military term, which referred to an army 
 holding their position at all costs. 
 -  To “remain under the load.” 
 -  Love remains a solid, strong support, no matter how long it takes and no matter what else is piled 
 on top. 
 -  Love never gives up or gives in. 
 
Love bears what it otherwise unbearable, believes what is otherwise unbelievable, hopes when all 
looks hopeless and endures when everything else and everyone else would give up. 
 
•  That’s why Paul called it “the most excellent way.” 
 
 


