
LOVE IS SUPERIOR TO 
ALL SPIRITUAL GIFTS 

AND SHOULD MOTIVATE 
THEIR USE 

1 CORINTHIANS 13



LOVE IN CORINTH



INTRODUCTION



INTRODUCTION

• This chapter is a small insertion in the midst Paul’s 
discussion of spiritual gifts in chapters 12 and 14 

• The Corinthian culture was obsessed with learning 
deep, spiritual “secret knowledge” that would set 
them apart from their peers.

• This insertion is Paul’s way of interrupting his 
teaching on gifts to remind them that understanding 
spiritual gifts is not the preeminent thing to aim for 
in the Christian life.



INTRODUCTION

• Instead, godly love is the most important 
characteristic of a believer and makes one truly 
spiritual.

• Paul teaches that love is permanent and will carry 
into eternity, unlike temporal spiritual gifts.

• While gifts are important and should be exercised, 
believers should strive most to experience and 
express love, as it is the only gift that lasts forever.



SPIRITUAL GIFTS 
WITHOUT LOVE ARE 

WORTHLESS 

1 CORINTHIANS 12:31-13:7



SPIRITUAL GIFTS

• Paul starts this section by saying, “I will show still a 
more excellent way” (12:31).

• This transitional sentence functions as Paul’s “reset 
button” amidst his explanation of spiritual gifts.

• He wants his hearers to pause and ponder the true 
motivation behind their intense interest in spiritual 
gifts.



SPIRITUAL GIFTS

• In verses 1–3, Paul exposes the areas where the 
Corinthians usually find their significance, namely, in 
what they say, know, and do.

• In a culture obsessed with impressive and eloquent 
speech, Paul intentionally includes “speaking in 
tongues” as being worthless without love (v. 1).

• Speaking eloquently or even in tongues is just useless 
clamor without the proper motivation.



SPIRITUAL GIFTS

• Paul mentions how “prophetic powers” and 
“understanding all mysteries” are also pointless 
without love (v. 2).

• Possessing intelligence, insight, or knowledge does 
not impress God when a believer lacks a loving heart.

• Lastly in verse 3, Paul deliberately exposes the 
Corinthians who may not say or know much, but 
consider themselves important because they do 
much.



SPIRITUAL GIFTS

• By stating that those who “give away” all they have 
gain nothing without love, Paul asserts that 
abundant good works, like generosity and even 
martyrdom, will not win God’s favor without 
genuine personal character.

• Paul warns the do-gooders that even acts that look 
like amazing expressions of love can be motivated by 
self-promotion instead of genuine concern for others.



SPIRITUAL GIFTS

• While spiritual gifts are of great importance to these 
Corinthian believers, the motivator and foundation 
of these gifts should be their preeminent concern.

• Why they want them should be more important than 
what the particular gifts are.

• Paul makes it very clear that the motivator and 
foundation of spiritual gifts and the entirety of 
Christian life is love.



SPIRITUAL GIFTS

• Now that these believers understand that godly love 
should be their preeminent goal, Paul explains what 
love is in verses 4–7.

• To communicate love effectively, Paul personifies 
love using 16 verbs in just three verses.

• Paul wants to show not simply what love feels like, 
but what it looks like manifested in the body of 
believers.



SPIRITUAL GIFTS

• Each of Paul’s descriptions about love has both a 
negative and position function.

• Negatively, Paul’s choice of verbs reflects precisely 
where these believers do not evidence love.

• Positively, each verb choice dramatically describes 
the loving nature of God to these believers.



LOVE IS FOREVER 

1 CORINTHIANS 13:8-13



LOVE

• Paul transitions into verse 8 by again contrasting the 
prized spiritual gifts of Corinth (prophecy, tongues 
and knowledge) with love.

• This time Paul has a different emphasis.

• Instead of focusing on the actions of love, Paul 
focuses now on the permanence of love.



LOVE

• Following his introduction that “love never ends,” 
Paul compares this permanent love with temporal 
gifts of prophecy, tongues, and knowledge.

• Two of these gifts (tongues and knowledge) are 
Paul’s favorite and preferred gifts (14:1–40).

• These three gifts are specifically named but represent 
all gifts; these three are chosen because of their 
relevance to the Corinthian context.



LOVE

• By repeating “pass away” three times in this text, 
Paul asserts that spiritual gifts will not last forever. 

• These gifts will not survive the transition from this 
age into the fullness of the age to come.

• Not only are gifts temporary but they are also partial; 
both prophecy and knowledge are highlighted as 
being incomplete. These partial things will pass away 
when the fullness is experienced at Christ’s return.



LOVE

• Paul provides two illustrations in verses 11– 12 to 
flesh out his point. 

• The first illustration is that of Paul’s putting away 
childish things upon his entrance into manhood.

• Christians are supposed to move from immaturity to 
maturity.

• Spiritual gifts are intended to aid in that process 
(Ephesians 4:11–16).



LOVE

• The second illustration 
helps the reader to 
understand that the 
gifts are only partial.

• Corinth was famous 
for its bronze mirrors, 
mirrors that would 
reflect but not with 
crisp precision.



LOVE

• Now, we see God dimly and one day (at Christ’s 
return) we will see Him fully, face to face.

• The gifts will no longer be necessary as the things we 
have known partially (consider prophecy and 
knowledge) will be made known in full.



FAITH, HOPE, LOVE

• To conclude in verse 13, Paul again places love as the 
preeminent goal of the believer, even above faith and 
hope.

• Commentators believe that Paul is not making a 
theological statement about the nature of faith, hope, 
and love.

• Rather, the triad is shorthand for the fullness of the 
Christian life.



FAITH, HOPE, LOVE

• Among all the things that identify a believer, love is 
the greatest. Faith and hope are obviously 
foundational elements of the Christian experience, 
but even they will not need to carry into eternity.

• For the Corinthians and for us, this means that the 
true indicator of maturity and spirituality is love, not 
the exercise of temporal gifts.



LOVE AND
RELATIONSHIPS



Relationships

• The studies we will be quoting focus on 
marriage, but the principles apply in 
any relationship you might have.

• We face conflict in a relationship for 
many reasons (different goals and 
perspective, financial disagreements).

• We will look at four indicators.



Why Do Marriages Fail?

• Secular studies have 
isolated indicators that 
predict marriage failure 
with 94% accuracy.

• Many are present before 
couples get married.



Why Do Marriages Fail?

• Relationships often fail 
because people are 
unable to resolve 
conflicts.

• Conflicts surface in 
every relationship.



A Christian Version

• There is a Christian 
version by Scott Stanley

• Recommended by:
- Gary Smalley

- Dave and Claudia Arp



Corrosive 
factors



Four Corrosive Factors

1. Escalation - Contempt

2. Invalidation - Criticism

3. Negative Interpretations - Defensiveness

4. Withdrawal & Avoidance - Stonewalling



1. Escalation

• Escalation occurs when partners 
respond back and forth negatively to 
each other.

• They are continually upping the ante so 
the conversation gets more and more 
hostile.



1. Escalation

• 1 Peter 3:9 says, “Do not repay evil with 
evil or insult with insult.”

• This is exactly what happens with 
escalation.

• Each negative comment increases the 
level of anger and frustration. Soon a 
small disagreement blows up into a 
major fight.



Examples of Escalation

• Example #1 - major shouting that 
erupts over a small conflict.

•  Angry words damage oneness, 
especially when a spouse threatens to 
leave the marriage.

• Proverbs 12:18 says, “Reckless words 
pierce like a sword.”



Examples of Escalation

• Example #2 - “we don't fight like cats 
and dogs.”

• Voices do not have to be raised for 
couples to get into a cycle of returning 
negative for negative.

• Couples must control their emotions 
and their tongues (James 1:26).



2. Invalidation

• Invalidation is a pattern in which one 
partner subtly or directly puts down 
the thoughts, feelings, or character of 
the other.

• Invalidation may not be intentional and 
may result from trying to be helpful.



2. Invalidation

• Invalidation can be caustic or sarcastic.
- “I’m sorry I’m not perfect like you.”

- “I forgot how lucky I am to be married 
to you.”

• Attacks on a person’s character and 
personality can destroy a relationship.



2. Invalidation

• Invalidation with trite cliches
- “It's not so bad.”

- “Just trust in the Lord."

• These statements invalidates the pain  
or concern of the other person.

• Solomon called it “singing songs to a 
heavy heart” (Prov. 25:20).



3. Negative 
Interpretation

• Negative interpretations occur when 
one partner consistently believes that 
the motives of the other are more 
negative than is really the case.

• This can be a very destructive pattern  
in a relationship, and quickly erode any 
relationship.



3. Negative 
Interpretation

• Another kind of negative interpretation 
is mind reading (when you assume you 
know what your partner is thinking or 
why he/she did something).

• Paul warned against attempting to 
judge the thoughts and motives of 
others (1 Corinthians 4:5).



4. Withdrawal  
and Avoidance

• The last of these factors has two 
descriptors: withdrawal and avoidance.

• These are two different manifestations 
of the problem wherein a partner is 
unwilling to get in or stay in a 
discussion that is too threatening.



4. Withdrawal  
and Avoidance

• Withdrawal can be as obvious as 
getting up and leaving the room or as 
subtle as “turning off” or “shutting 
down” during an argument.

• The withdrawer may agree quickly to a 
partner’s suggestion just to end the 
conversation.



4. Withdrawal  
and Avoidance

• Avoidance is more an emphasis on the 
attempt to not let the conversation 
happen in the first place.

• A person prone to avoidance would 
prefer that the topic not come up and,  
if it does, may manifest the signs of 
withdrawal we just described.



Dealing With 
These Factors



Four Corrosive Factors

1. Escalation - Control emotions & tongue

2. Invalidation - Validate the relationship

3. Negative Interpretations - Positive

4. Withdrawal & Avoidance - Stay engaged



Resources

Scott Stanley, et al. A Lasting Promise: A 
Christian Guide to Fighting for Your Marriage 
(San Francisco: Josey-Bass, 1998).

Kerby Anderson, “Why Marriages Fail,” 
www.probe.org.

http://www.probe.org

