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“FIRST CORINTHIANS” Series, Message #28                      Barry L. Cameron • Pastor 
 
 

“THE GREATEST OF ALL – Part 2” 
(Text: 1 Corinthians 13:8-13) 

 
Dr. Tony Evans: “Among other problems, some of the believers at Corinth were allowing their gifts to go 
to their heads.  They were feeling more important than others because they had the more spectacular 
gifts.  So the big shots made the others feel less important, like a foot on the body of Christ instead of a 
hand or eye (1 Corinthians 12:15). 
 There was a scramble for the ‘showy’ gifts.  Corinth was a happening place.  Everybody wanted to 
be in on the act at Corinth Bible Fellowship.  So Paul had to remind them that God had given different 
gifts to different believers.  The whole church couldn’t be on the stage together.  There was ‘a still more 
excellent way’ they were neglecting: love. 
 Now we can see how chapter 13 fits into the flow of Paul’s thought.  This is called the great love 
chapter, and that’s true.  But it’s a stinging rebuke to the Corinthian’s lack of love in their use of their 
spiritual gifts.  The message of 1 Corinthians 13 is that unless the motive for the exercise of your gifts is 
love for your fellow believers, you’re just making noise.” 
 
Last week, we saw ... 
(1) THE PREEMINENCE OF LOVE (1 Corinthians 13:1-3) 
(2) THE PERSONALITY OF LOVE (1 Corinthians 13:4-7) 
 
This morning, in verses 8-13, Paul talks about: 
(3) THE PERMANENCE OF LOVE (1 Corinthians 13:8-13) 
 -  Our text is one of the most debated passages of Scripture in the entire Bible. 
  • But it isn’t that difficult to understand. 
 -  The Corinthians constantly had their eyes and hearts on the wrong things. 
 -  They were overly concerned with the temporary and not concerned enough about the permanent. 
 
•  Of all their failures as a church, their greatest failure was a lack of love.  
 
Verse 8.  “Love never fails.” 
 -  Remember the context.  Paul says, “Love never fails.  But these three gifts, specifically, will fail.” 
 -  “Where there are prophecies, they will cease.”  (KJV: “they shall fail.”) 
 -  “Where there are tongues, they will be stilled.”   
 -  “Where there is knowledge, it will pass away.” (KJV: “it shall vanish away.”) 
 
•  The point Paul is making is the permanence of LOVE. 
 -  Love outlasts the gifts:  prophecy, tongues and knowledge. 
 -  Love outlasts the graces: faith and hope. 
  •  Faith takes care of the past – our sins are gone. 
  •  Hope takes care of the future – our eternity is coming. 
 
•  In these verses, Paul will make two things abundantly clear. 
 (a) These gifts are temporary (verses 8-10) 
  •  Specifically, the gifts of prophecy, tongues and knowledge. 
 (b) These gifts are elementary (verses 11-13) 
  •  Specifically, the gifts of prophecy, tongues and knowledge. 
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 (a) These gifts are temporary (verses 8-10) 
  1. “Where there are prophecies, they will cease/fail” (vs. 8b.) 
   -  How could prophecies fail?  God’s prophecies can’t fail or else they couldn’t be God’s. 
   -  Prophecies become history – that’s how they come to an end. 
 
•  The word Paul uses for prophecies and knowledge ending is katargeo, which means “to reduce to 
inactivity” or “to abolish.”  They will be “done away” with. 
 -  Again, remember Paul’s talking about these three gifts in contrast to the permanence of love. 
 
  1. “Where there are prophecies, they will cease” (vs. 8b) 
   -  “Come to an end, be reduced to inactivity, become inoperative.” 
   -  Prophecy will become history. 
 
  2. “Where there is knowledge, it will pass away ” (vs. 8d) 
   -  Again, the word is katargeo: “to reduce to inactivity” or “to abolish.”  “Done away.”  
    
•  The time would come when the supernatural gifts of knowledge and prophecy would come to an end.  
 -  They would be reduced to inactivity, rendered inoperative. 
   
•  What could happen to make those gifts no longer necessary, no longer needed? 
 -  The completion of the New Testament – the Word of God, altered those gifts to some extent. 
 
•  There are no new prophecies being given today – in the sense of predicting God’s plans for the future. 
 -  There are no modern day Isaiahs, Jeremiahs, Ezekiels, or Daniels, being given God’s revelation 
 for our world. 
 -  We have the Word of God for that. 
 
Revelation 22:18-19.  There’s a warning for those who claim they’re speaking new truths and new 
revelations on God’s behalf. 
 
•  There IS prophecy in the sense of proclaiming the Word of God.  Restating the Scriptures, explaining 
what God has already said in His Word.  
 -  But even that will come to an end, as we’ll see in a moment. 
 
•  The gift of knowledge was altered by the completion of the New Testament and with the giving of the 
Holy Spirit, Who would guide believers “into all truth”  (John 16:13). 
 -  The Spirit of God would illuminate the Word of God so we could glorify the Son of God. 
 
•  The gift of tongues was also altered by the completion of the New Testament. 
 -  It was only mentioned in the earliest New Testament books:  Mark 16:17, Acts 2, 10 & 19 and  
 1 Corinthians 12-14. 
 -  Peter, James, John and Jude never mention tongues. 
 -  Paul wrote at least 12 epistles after 1 Corinthians and never mentioned tongues again. 
 
  3. “Where there are tongues, they will be stilled” (vs. 8c) 
   -  This is a different word from katargeo (“to reduce to inactivity,” “abolish,” “do away   
   with,” “render inoperative.” 



© 2015. All rights reserved. 
 

Page Three  
 
  -  The word here is pauo – which means “to stop, to come to an end.” 
   -  It’s a self-causing action.  It comes from within. 
 
•  God gave the “gift of tongues” a built-in stopping place. 
 -  Like a battery, it had a limited energy supply and a limited lifespan. 
 
•  Prophecy and knowledge would be stopped by something outside themselves. 
 -  But the gift of tongues would stop by itself. 
 
Vs. 9-10.  Paul explains that knowledge and prophecy will end “when perfection (the perfect) comes.” 
 -  The gift of tongues isn’t mentioned in conjunction with “the perfect.” 
  •  Tongues won’t be stopped by the same thing that stops the other two gifts. 
 
So what is “perfection” or “the perfect”? (NAS) 
1. It isn’t the completion of Scripture. 
 -  We know there will be prophecy in the Kingdom Age, during the Millennium. 
 -  Joel 2:28, “I will pour out my Spirit on all people.  Your sons and daughters will prophesy, your 
 old men will dream dreams, your young men will see visions.” 
  •  They saw a glimpse of that on the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2:17). 
  •  What Joel wrote about is clearly a reference to the Kingdom age. 
 
Revelation 11:3, John wrote about God raising up TWO WITNESSES who would prophesy for 1,260 
days, clothed in sackcloth.” 
 -  Not prophecy in the sense of foretelling the future.  Those end times events are all set. 
 -  But in the sense of proclaiming the Word of God. 
  •  “To speak forth,” “to proclaim,” or “to preach.” 
 -  They’ll proclaim to the world that the disasters occurring during the last half of the Tribulation 
 are the judgments of God. 
  •  They’ll warn of God’s impending final judgment and the eternal Hell that will follow. 
 
•  There’s another reason why we know “the perfect” can’t refer to the completion of Scripture. 
 - Verse 12.  “Face to face” is talking about seeing God.  Not each other. 
  •  We’ll also have full knowledge – “Now I know in part; then I shall know fully.” 
 
2. It’s not the Rapture. 
 -  The Kingdom age comes after the Rapture and the gifts appear to be operating then. 
 
3. It’s not the maturity of the Church. 
 -  This is a more recent interpretation people have attempted to give these verses. 
 -  Perfect does have a meaning of maturity or completion. 
  •  That will happen with the Rapture.  But we are still left with prophecy during the Kingdom  
  age – the Millennium (the thousand year reign of Christ/Revelation 20:1-7). 
 
4. It’s not the Second Coming. 
 -  The word for perfect (teleion) is neuter and can’t refer to a person, much less the Lord. 
 -  There will also be prophecy (preaching) during the Millennial reign of Christ. 
 -  Isaiah 11:9, “For the earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord as the waters cover the sea.” 
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So, what does “the perfect” refer to? 
 -  The “eternal, heavenly state of the believer.” 
 -  Verse 12.  Only in Heaven will we “know fully even as we are fully known.” 
 
•  This also allows for the continuation of knowledge and prophecy during the church age, the Tribulation 
and the Kingdom. 
  
 (a) These gifts are temporary (vs. 8-10) 
 (b) These gifts are elementary (vs. 11-13) 
  •  Remember the point Paul’s trying to make with the Corinthians. 
  •  He’s trying to get them to make LOVE the priority, not their gifts. 
   -  Gifts are temporary.  Give yourself to that which lasts forever. 
  
•  Remember what Paul said in 1 Corinthians 3:1, “I couldn’t address you as spiritual, mature believers, I 
had to speak to you as babies, “mere infants in Christ.” 
 
Verse 11.  “Put childish ways behind you.”  (“Grow up!”) 
 -  If your spiritual life is all about spiritual gifts you’re still at the starting gate. 
  •  A child will fight over toys but not over tools.  (They don’t understand “tools.”) 
  •  A childish, immature Christian fights over spiritual gifts. 
 
•  These gifts are temporary and elementary. 
 -  The whole point of the Christian life is to grow and mature and become like Christ. 
  •  A time is coming when we will be just like Him – with perfect knowledge. 
   -  We’ll get to see Him face to face. 
 
Verse 12. “Now, we see but a poor reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to face.  Now I know 
in part; then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known.” 
 
Verse 13.  “And now these three remain: faith, hope and love.  But the greatest of these is love.” 
 -  Ironically, both faith and hope are a part of Love.  (See verse 7). 
  •  Love “always trusts,” “always hopes.” 
  •  KJV: “believeth all things,” “hopeth all things.” 
 
Two takeaways: 
1. These gifts are temporary and elementary.  
 -  If they become the sum and substance of your spiritual life, all you have is a superficial walk. 
 -  Spiritual gifts are given by God to build up the body of Christ. 
  •  “For the common good” (1 Corinthians 12:7) 
 
2. Love is permanent and ought to be the pursuit of our lives. 
 - 1 Corinthians 13:13, “And now these three remain: faith, hope and love.  But the greatest of these 
 is love.” 
 -  The time will come when we will no longer need faith or hope. 
 -  Why?  Because, we’ll be in the presence of God.  We’ll see Him “face to face.” 
 
Chapter 14 begins with these words, “Follow the way of love.” 


