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Having the Love of Christ
I. Desire the More Excellent Way (1 Corinthians 12:28 – 13:3)

A. Christian Love Is Best (12:28-31)

(1Co 12:28)  And God hath set some in the church, first apostles, secondarily prophets, thirdly teachers, after that miracles, then gifts of healings, helps, governments, diversities of tongues.

(1Co 12:29)  Are all apostles? are all prophets? are all teachers? are all workers of miracles?

(1Co 12:30)  Have all the gifts of healing? do all speak with tongues? do all interpret?

(1Co 12:31)  But covet earnestly the best gifts: and yet shew I unto you a more excellent way.

Paul here is discussing the diversity of gifts and ministries in the Church.  God disposes as He wills, placing the gifts in believers’ lives for the good of the body of Christ and for the furtherance of the Gospel.  No believer operates constantly in all the possible gifts.  We are obligated by love and discipleship to embrace the gifts He gives us, operate in them in obedience, and we are privileged to desire those “best” gifts, as Paul discussed elsewhere in this letter.  Even after all this, the apostle has a better offer to the Corinthian believers.  What could be better than the free, obedient exercise of the gifts of the Spirit in the body of Christ?  In Paul’s view, there was a good way, a better way, and then there was an excellent way.
B. Needed More Than Gifts (13:1, 2)

(1Co 13:1)  Though I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, and have not charity, I am become as sounding brass, or a tinkling cymbal.

(1Co 13:2)  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, and have not charity, I am nothing.

The 13th chapter of 1 Corinthians is the most eloquent discussion of love found in the New Testament, except for the simplicity of John 3:16 and 17.  This chapter frames Paul’s earlier and later words on gifts and ministries in the Church.  He elevates the agape love of Christ in believers to being the one necessary component that makes all ministry and all gifts effective and worthwhile.  The gift of tongues can be a powerful witness to the supernatural presence of the Spirit, but without love it becomes the meaningless noise of a random blow to cymbals.
The gifts of prophecy, the word of knowledge, the word of wisdom, and faith are again strong testimonies to the Gospel of Jesus, but they are worthless, and the believer that exercises these gifts without love lives a worthless existence.  This sounds harsh, and indeed it is.  Without a selfless love for lost people and for needy brothers and sisters, the gifts can be twisted to puff up our personal egos and even to extract personal gain.  Such an attitude makes us the least in the kingdom.
C. Needed More Than Sacrifice (13:3)

(1Co 13:3)  And though I bestow all my goods to feed the poor, and though I give my body to be burned, and have not charity, it profiteth me nothing.

Philanthropy is usually considered an expression of care and compassion.  Often it is a way to assuage guilt or create a desirable facade in the community.  God loves a cheerful giver.  The only way to give cheerfully is to love the recipient of the gift.  Giving out of duty or obligation, or for any other reason than love, will fail to bring the blessings of giving.
II. Christ’s Love Described (1 Corinthians 13:4-8)

A. Love Is Unselfish (v. 4)

(1Co 13:4)  Charity suffereth long, and is kind; charity envieth not; charity vaunteth not itself, is not puffed up,

Agape love is all about the other person.  It is the love Jesus moved in during His earthly ministry.  Jesus suffered the slings and stones of those opposed to Him, because He loved.  Jesus chose to live a life of relative poverty, when He could have charmed and persuaded the rich to afford Him a lavish lifestyle, because He loved.  Jesus exalted the Father and encouraged the seeking and needy, because He loved.  Jesus willingly endured the humiliation and persecution of the powerful, offering Himself as an object of derision, because He loved.  If we want to be like Him, we must walk in the same love.
B. Love Is Considerate (vv. 5, 6)

(1Co 13:5)  Doth not behave itself unseemly, seeketh not her own, is not easily provoked, thinketh no evil;

(1Co 13:6)  Rejoiceth not in iniquity, but rejoiceth in the truth;

Love will steer us away from acts and words that hurt and embarrass those we love.  Love will drive us to labor for the good of those we love.  Love will give us strength to restrain our impatience and anger at the failings of others.  Love will cause us to look for the best in those we love, instead of seeking out every flaw for criticism.
C. Love Is Reliable (vv. 7, 8)

(1Co 13:7)  Beareth all things, believeth all things, hopeth all things, endureth all things.

(1Co 13:8)  Charity never faileth: but whether there be prophecies, they shall fail; whether there be tongues, they shall cease; whether there be knowledge, it shall vanish away.

Love will not quit and go home when things get hard.  The supernatural love God has for us is constant and consistent.  The love Paul is describing here is put into us by the Spirit, so we can also be constant and faithful in our love.  We cannot do this by our own power.
The various gifts God place in believers is for the present time.  The time will come when those gifts are not needed, but the kingdom of God on earth and in heaven operates by the principal of love.  We will walk in the love of God for eternity.
III. Christ’s Love Endures (1 Corinthians 13:9-13)
A. Gifts Will Cease, But Love Endures (vv. 9, 10)

(1Co 13:9)  For we know in part, and we prophesy in part.

(1Co 13:10)  But when that which is perfect is come, then that which is in part shall be done away.

The best gifts of the Spirit necessarily operate in imperfection through believers.  When we are perfected in Christ in eternity, those imperfect gifts will no longer be needed.  The only gift that will still exist will be the love God puts in us.
B. Knowledge Is Imperfect, But Love Endures (vv. 11, 12)

(1Co 13:11)  When I was a child, I spake as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child: but when I became a man, I put away childish things.

(1Co 13:12)  For now we see through a glass, darkly; but then face to face: now I know in part; but then shall I know even as also I am known.

Paul used the analogy of childhood advisedly here; for his desire for the Corinthians was that they would grow up, become mature in their faith, and understand that all the gifts given by the Spirit was secondary to love and unity in the body of Christ.  We will only be perfected in love and knowledge when we live in the eternal presence of God, but it is vital for every believer that we start the journey now.
C. Love Is the Greatest Virtue (v. 13)

(1Co 13:13)  And now abideth faith, hope, charity, these three; but the greatest of these is charity.

These three characteristics of the Christian are all vital.  Without faith it is impossible to please God.  Hope is the gift of salvation expressed in our worldview, for we are delivered from death to life in Him.  Paul emphatically states that love is the greatest of these virtues.  Love is why He came to die for us, and love is why He will come back to gather us to Himself.  The dark world receives the light and life of the Gospel when we walk in the same love God has shown us.
