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LIFE IN THE LOCAL CHURCH: 1 CORINTHIANS 
Week 20: The Superiority of Love 

 
IV. PROBLEMS COMMUNICATED BY OFFICIAL LETTER, 7:1–16:9 

D. Spiritual Gifts, 12:1–14:40 

1. The test of the Spirit, 12:1–3 

2. The diversity of gifts, 12:4–11 

3.  The illustration of the body, 12:12–31a 
 

e.  Each believer is a part of the body of Christ, and no one is self-sufficient, 12:27–31a 
 

(12:27) Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it. 
 
Although it should have been obvious that Paul’s analogy of the human body in the 
preceding verses was really about the Corinthian church, he now makes it clear—“you 
are the body of Christ.” 
 
(12:28) And God has placed in the church first of all apostles, second prophets, third 
teachers, then miracles, then gifts of healing, of helping, of guidance, and of different 
kinds of tongues. 
 
Paul now lists a sampling of those members God has placed in the church, ranking at 
least the first three in terms of importance. As in the previous list (vv. 8–10), “tongues” 
is at the bottom of the list, probably indicating Paul’s wishes to dampen the 
Corinthians’ enthusiasm for the gift. 
 
Apostles are listed first as laying the foundation of the church (Eph 2:20). An apostle 
was a specially gifted and divinely commissioned man who had the authority to speak 
for Christ. In order to be an apostle, one had to meet at least three necessary 
qualifications: (1) an apostle had to be an eyewitness of the resurrected Christ (Acts 
1:22; 10:39–41; 1 Cor 9:1; 15:7–8); (2) an apostle had to be directly appointed by Jesus 
Christ (Mark 3:14; Luke 6:13; Acts 1:2, 24; 10:41; Gal 1:1); and (3) an apostle had to 
be able to confirm his mission and message with miraculous signs (Matt 10:1–2; Acts 
1:5–8; 2:43; 4:33; 5:12; 8:14; 2 Cor 12:12; Heb 2:3–4).  
 
It would seem to be obvious that there could be no apostles after the death of the last 
one died (presumably John). Roman Catholicism claims that the bishops of the church 
are the successors to the apostles and retain their authority. Mormons have twelve 
apostles who govern their church. Numerous charismatic groups believe the gift of 
apostleship is still available today. 

 
“Prophets” spoke the very words of God, with authority equal to the Old Testament 
prophets and equal to the words of Scripture. Apostles and prophets were custodians of 
special revelation that provide the very foundation of the church (Eph 2:20). In 
1 Corinthians 12–14 the text moves from the gift manifested (e.g., prophecy, 12:10; 13:2, 
8) to the gifted person (prophets, 12:28; 14:29, 31), suggesting that no dichotomy is 
intended between them. Paul does not allude to an office of prophet. Clearly there was an 
office of apostle in the New Testament. An office is something someone is appointed to, a 
position that one is called to fill. New Testament apostles were appointed to the office 
by Christ himself. In 1 Corinthians 12–14, Paul’s focus is on the gifts themselves. 
Those who regularly exercised the gift of prophecy may have been commonly referred 
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to as prophets. In Acts 13:1, for example, Luke speaks of a particular order of “prophets 
and teachers” in the church at Antioch. 

 
Prophets in both the Old and New Testaments spoke infallibly, that is, with 100 percent 
accuracy. Moses spells that out in Deuteronomy 18:29–22, “But a prophet who 
presumes to speak in my name anything I have not commanded, or a prophet who 
speaks in the name of other gods, is to be put to death.” You may say to yourselves, 
‘How can we know when a message has not been spoken by the LORD?’ If what a 
prophet proclaims in the name of the LORD does not take place or come true, that is a 
message the LORD has not spoken. That prophet has spoken presumptuously, so do not 
be alarmed.” 
 
If someone declaring themselves a prophet proclaims any supposed “revelation from 
God” that turns out to be inaccurate or untrue, he must be summarily rejected as a 
spokesperson for God. Deuteronomy 18 is clear that such “prophets” are counterfeits. 
 
In his book Strange Fire: The Danger of Offending the Holy Spirit with Prophecies, 
John MacArthur recounts a whole series of prophecies by charismatic leaders that have 
proven to be false: “Additional illustrations of egregious falsehood and bizarre 
blasphemies in charismatic prophecies are not difficult to find. Benny Hinn made a 
series of celebrated prophetic utterances in December 1989, none of which came true. 
He confidently told his congregation at the Orlando Christian Center that God had 
revealed to him Fidel Castro would die sometime in the 1990s, the homosexual 
community in America would be destroyed by fire before 1995, and a major earthquake 
would cause havoc on the East Coast before the year 2000.” 
 
“Rick Joyner, another of the Kansas City Prophets and founder of Morningstar 
Ministries, predicted in the 1990s that Southern California would experience an 
earthquake of such magnitude that much of the state would be swallowed by the Pacific 
Ocean. Though the prediction failed to come to pass, Joyner continues to insist it will 
happen eventually. In 2011, after a 9.0 magnitude earthquake hit Japan, Joyner claimed 
(on the basis of prophetic revelation) that the same demonic forces that had empowered 
Nazi Germany were using global events sparked by the earthquake in Japan to gain 
inroads into the United States.” 
 
Charismatics try to get around the problem of erroneous prophecies by arguing that 
there are two kinds of prophets: infallible and fallible. The apostles and those who wrote 
Scripture are said to have been infallible, but today’s prophets are fallible. Charismatic 
prophet Bill Hamon says, “We must not be quick to call someone a false prophet simply 
because something he said was inaccurate…. Missing it a few times in prophecy does 
not make a false prophet. No mortal prophet is infallible; all are liable to make 
mistakes” (Bill Hamon, Prophets and Personal Prophecy (Shippensburg, PA: Destiny 
Image, 1987), 176). But it is impossible to believe that New Testament prophecy is 
different from Old Testament prophecy. 
 
One can understand the need for new revelation from God as the program of God moves 
from the old dispensation of Israel to the new dispensation of the church. The gift of 
prophecy was beneficial to the first-century church while the New Testament books 
were being written, which would provide all the truth necessary for the church to carry 
out its mission in the new age. Once the Scriptures were completed there was no longer 
a need for such revelation. Protestants have traditionally believed in the sufficiency of 
Scripture. The idea being that Scripture is sufficient for our faith and salvation in this 
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age and that God has given us everything we need to know in order to live lives that are 
pleasing to him in Scripture. The Westminster Confession of Faith says: “The whole 
counsel of God, concerning all things necessary for His own glory, man’s salvation, 
faith, and life, is either expressly set down in Scripture, or by good and necessary 
consequence may be deduced from Scripture: unto which nothing at any time is to be 
added, whether by new revelations of the Spirit, or traditions of men.” 

 
“Teachers” presumably give instruction and application from revelation already given, 
the Old and New Testaments. “Miracles” and “gifts of healing” were previously 
mentioned in vv. 9–10. 
 
“Helping” appears only here in the New Testament. It has the idea of helpful deeds and 
is probably a general term for all kinds of assistance. “Guidance” is sometimes 
translated “administration” and suggests the idea of setting direction and guiding others. 
 
(12:29) Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are all teachers? Do all work miracles? 
(12:30) Do all have gifts of healing? Do all speak in tongues? Do all interpret? 
 
This list of rhetorical questions expects a no answer and reinforces Paul’s emphasis on 
the fact of diversity within the body. Paul has taught that each person has received at 
least one gift, and that no person has received all the gifts. The questions would seem to 
imply that there is no single gift that everyone has received. Even in the first century not 
everyone had the gift of tongues. 
 
(12:31a) Now eagerly desire the greater gifts. 
 
This verse has sometimes been interpreted to suggest that believers should seek spiritual 
gifts. But as we have seen in v. 11, spiritual gifts are sovereignly given by the Holy 
Spirit—“All these are the work of one and the same Spirit, and he distributes them to 
each one, just as he determines.” The greater gifts are presumably spelled out in v. 28, 
with “apostles” at the top of the list. Given the fact that apostles were chosen by Christ 
personally, no amount of “desire” can make one an apostle. 
 
The words “eagerly desire” translate the Greek verb zēloō, which means “to be zealous 
for” something. It is in the plural. The Corinthians as a church are to be “zealous” or 
“eager” for the greater gifts. To desire what is “greater” means to desire what is the 
most beneficial for the church. In context, Paul has in mind prophecy over against 
uninterpreted tongues (14:1–40). To desire the “greater” gifts is simply a different way 
of stating what the overall argument makes clear, namely, that all things should be done 
for the edification of the whole body. 

 
4.  The superiority of love, 12:31b–13:13 
 

(12:31b) And yet I will show you the most excellent way. 
 
The last part of v. 31 transitions to the theme of the next chapter, which Paul calls “the most 
excellent way.” The “way” the Corinthians are pursuing with their view of the gifts is 
actually destructive to the church rather than seeking what is most beneficial for the church, 
what Paul calls the “common good” (12:7). The “most excellent way” is the way of love, a 
“fruit of the Spirit,” not a spiritual gift (Gal 5:22). Gifts should be exercised in the context 
of love, for without love the gifts have no usefulness. 
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Love (agapē) means to act in the best interest of another and is exemplified in the New 
Testament by God’s giving of his son: “But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: 
While we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (Rom 5:8). Paul explains what love is in 
terms of actions not feelings. Paul uses 15 verbs, not adjectives, in vv. 4–7 to explain love. 
Love is active; it has to be shown. 

 
a.  The necessity of love, 13:1–3 

 
In the first three verses, Paul says that if any of the gifts of the Spirit are evident in our 
lives but are not accompanied by the fruit of love, then the exercise of that gift is 
valueless. This is because, as we learned in chapter 12, each of the gifts has been given 
for the edification of fellow members of the church and not to bring glory to ourselves. 
 
(13:1) If I speak in the tongues of men or of angels, but do not have love, I am only a 
resounding gong or a clanging cymbal. (13:2) If I have the gift of prophecy and can 
fathom all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have a faith that can move mountains, 
but do not have love, I am nothing. (13:3) If I give all I possess to the poor and give 
over my body to hardship that I may boast, but do not have love, I gain nothing. 
 
In these verses Paul moves from the actual to the hypothetical. Paul can speak in the 
“tongues of men” but not the “tongues of angels.” He surely has the “gift of prophecy,” 
but he cannot “fathom all mysteries and knowledge,” which would require omniscience. 
Paul is using hyperbole to make his point. Even if he had these extraordinary gifts, gifts 
far beyond what the Corinthians are fascinated with, they would be of no value to him 
without love. When Paul speaks of not having love, he is not thinking of love as a 
possession of some kind, but to act in a way that is loving. 

 
Paul means to shock the Corinthians with these statements. They apparently placed 
great importance, if not the greatest on certain spiritual gifts, especially tongues, but the 
gifts are really unless exercised in love. Such tongues are only a “resounding gong or a 
clanging cymbal,” the idea being an empty, hollow sound, though it may be loud. 
 
In v. 3 Paul says that even self-sacrificing philanthropy is worthless without love—
“give all I possess to the poor and give over my body to hardship.” The Greek text is 
not certain at this point as some manuscripts have the word “burned” (NIV margin) 
instead of “boast”—there is only one letter difference in the Greek words. Either one 
could make sense in Paul’s argument. 
 

b.  The character of love, 13:4–7 
 

These verses are not so much a description of love as a depiction of love in action. They 
personify love, showing what it does, what it does not do, and the ways in which it 
manifests itself. In this way Paul extols the virtues of love and shows it to be of 
surpassing value. 

 
(13:4) Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud.  
 
Love responds to others or to difficulties passively, by being “patient,” and actively, by 
being “kind.” These are the two sides of God’s response to us—“Or do you show 
contempt for the riches of his kindness, forbearance and patience, not realizing that 
God’s kindness is intended to lead you to repentance?” (Rom 2:4). 
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Paul now begins a list of verbs telling us how love does not behave. The word “envy” 
has the ideas of envy and jealousy and is used in 1 Corinthians 3:3 where Paul says: 
“You are still worldly. For since there is jealousy and quarreling among you, are you 
not worldly? Are you not acting like mere humans?” It is easy to be envious of the gifts 
of others. 
 
The word “boast” means “to heap praise on oneself.” It describes one who behaves as a 
braggart. Boasting was one of the Corinthians besetting sins (1 Cor 1:29–31; 3:21; 4:7; 
5:6), which probably included boasting about certain gifts, undoubtedly tongues among 
them. 
 
“Pride” is another character flaw we associate the Corinthians. The Greek word means 
to “have an exaggerated self-conception,” to be “puffed up” (1 Cor 4:6, 18, 19; 5:2; 
8:1). 
 
(13:5) It does not dishonor others, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps 
no record of wrongs. 
 
To “dishonor others” means “to behave disgracefully toward others.” It suggests poor 
manors and rude behavior. Those who see themselves as superior can easily look down 
on and behave badly toward those they see as beneath them. How we treat others who 
are not as gifted as we may be is a good indicator of our own spiritual condition. 
 
The word “self-seeking” or “seeking its own advantage” is the very opposite of agape. 
Love does not seek to advance its own interests at the expense of others (1 Cor 10:24, 
33). Seeking one’s own self-worth is not the highest good. 
 
“Not easily angered” means that one who loves is not easily provoked or irritated by 
those around them, which is very similar to the “patience” that began the list. 
 
Love “keeps no record of wrongs” reminds us of God’s mercy toward us in “that God 
was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting people’s sins against them” 
(2 Cor 5:19). The phrase “keeps no records” is the same word as “not counting” in 
2 Cor 5:19. How many of us keep records? 
 
(13:6) Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. 
 
Not only does love not keep a “record of wrongs” (v. 5, literally, “evils”), it does not 
delight in evil. It does not enjoy hearing about wrong doing by others, but enjoys and 
rejoices in the triumph of truth, particularly the triumph of the truth of the gospel in 
people’s lives. 
 
 (13:7) It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres. 

 
The key word in v. 7 is “always”—this is what love “always” does. Love “protects” in 
that it is willing to overlook the shortcomings of others and not betray them. The Greek 
word translated “protects” can also have the idea of “bearing” or “enduring,” and it is 
not perfectly clear which idea Paul has in mind. This meaning would be somewhat 
synonymous with the last quality, “perseveres.” Love also “trusts” in that it does not 
quickly give up on those who stumble in the Christian life. Love does not give up 
“hoping” for a better future for our fellow believers. And it “perseveres” in all these 
qualities. We might also express Paul’s thought with Thiselton’s translation: “Love 
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never tires of support, never loses faith, never exhausts hope, never gives up.” 
 

c.  The permanence of love, 13:8–13 
 

In this final section Paul argues that love is permanent in contrast to the spiritual gifts 
that were so valued in Corinth—prophecy, knowledge, and tongues. In contrast with 
spiritual gifts, which are for time alone, love will go on manifesting itself throughout 
time and eternity. The gifts are bestowed for a purpose, and when they have served that 
purpose, they will cease to be. 
Since love endures forever, it is superior to these imperfect gifts no matter how 
impressive they might to the Corinthians. 

 
(13:8) Love never fails. But where there are prophecies, they will cease; where there 
are tongues, they will be stilled; where there is knowledge, it will pass away.  
 
“Love never fails” in the since just mentioned in that it never ceases to exist, even in 
heaven. In contrast to love, the spiritual gifts have a built-in obsolescence. They are not 
permanent. Even prophecy, which Paul will argue is the most beneficial for the building 
up of the church, will outlive its usefulness.  
 
Prophecies are said to “cease” and knowledge “pass away,” but these are actually the 
same verb in the original Greek. The verb used with tongues, “will be stilled,” is 
different and has the idea of “ceasing” or “stopping” “by themselves.” It is difficult to 
know if this tells us that we are to understand that the ceasing of tongues is somehow 
different (earlier?) than prophecy, knowledge, and other miraculous gifts. The fact that 
tongues will one day cease would seem to be a problem for charismatics who believe 
tongues are a heavenly language, since language will not cease in heaven. 
 
(13:9) For we know in part and we prophesy in part, (13:10) but when completeness 
comes, what is in part disappears. 
 
Paul now explains (“for”) that even with these miraculous gifts that are revelatory in 
nature, tongues, prophesy, and knowledge, the revelation provided by these gifts is only 
partial or incomplete. Paul contrasts partial revelation to perfect revelation. There is 
coming a time, “when completeness comes,” that knowledge will be complete. 

 
(13:11) When I was a child, I talked like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a 
child. When I became a man, I put the ways of childhood behind me. 
 
Verse 11 confirms, by way of an appeal to personal experience, what has been said 
about the incomplete and partial character of revelation that comes from the miraculous 
gifts. The point being that these belong to the state of childhood, but when manhood 
comes, “the completeness” (v. 10), they will no longer be needed, and so will be put 
away. The contrast is between limited understanding versus full, mature understanding. 
 
(13:12) For now we see only a 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. 
 
The illustration of verse 11 is now further explained (“for”) in v. 12. What childhood is 
to manhood, so is the present life (“now”) is to a future time “when completeness 
comes” (v. 9). The reference to seeing “only a reflection as in a mirror” speaks of the 
common polished bronze or copper mirrors used in antiquity that at best gave a 
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distorted reflection. Bronze mirrors were manufactured in Corinth. Our present 
knowledge is not perfectly clear; it is incomplete. 
 
“Now,” Paul says our knowledge is “in part,” just as he explained in v. 9. The 
miraculous gifts only give partial knowledge. The “completeness of v. 9 is now 
described as being a time when Paul “shall know fully, even as [he is] fully known.” 
Paul is probably alluding to Old Testament references that speak of seeing God “face to 
face” (Gen 32:30; Exod 33:11; Num 12:8; Deut 5:4; 34:10). Paul does not mean that at 
that time he will be granted omniscience, but, at the coming of Christ, he will no longer 
be depraved and suffer the effects of sin. Thus, without this limitation, he will be able to 
understand God and his word so as to know himself more truly, as God knows him. In 
the meantime, all our knowing is indirect and incomplete, even with the miraculous 
gifts of revelation, including tongues. 
 
There is debate about what Paul means in v. 10, “when the completeness comes.” It has 
been argued that it refers to the completion of the canon of Scripture, which would have 
been with the writing of the book of Revelation at the end of the first century, but this 
seems difficult to harmonize with Paul’s statement that at that time we “shall know 
fully, even as [we are] fully known.” It seems best, as I have alluded, to understand it as 
a reference to the time and state of affairs associated with the coming of Christ and our 
coming into his presence. The main reason for seeing a reference to the completion of 
the canon is that it provides a strong argument for cessationism, the belief that all the 
miraculous gifts practices by the early church have been suspended for the duration of 
the present age. However, it seems doubtful that the Corinthians would be able to 
understand “the completeness” as a reference to the completion of the New Testament 
canon of Scripture. Our church holds to cessationism, but I do not believe this verse 
offers support for it. 

 
(13:13) And now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is 
love. 
 
“And now,” that is, in the present age, faith, hope and love remain. The triad of “faith, 
hope, and love” appear in other of Paul’s letters (Rom 5:1–5; Gal 5:5–6; Eph. 4:2–5; 
Col 1:4–5; 1 Thess 1:3; 5:8). These are essential Christian virtues for the entire church 
age, whereas, prophecy, knowledge, and tongues are not, but had a narrow shelf life, so 
to speak. But love is the greatest since it will last beyond the coming of Christ. Both 
“faith” and “hope” will be replaced by “sight” (2 Cor 5:6–8; Rom 8:23–25). 

 


