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Memory Verse

If I speak human or angelic tongues but do not have love, I am a noisy gong or 
a clanging cymbal. If I have the gift of prophecy and understand all mysteries 
and all knowledge, and if I have all faith so that I can move mountains but do 
not have love, I am nothing. And if I give away all my possessions, and if I give 
over my body in order to boast but do not have love, I gain nothing.

– 1 Corinthians 13:1-3, CSB
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THEOLOGICAL THEME: The love of Christ is the main thing the 
world needs to see and experience from the church today. 

“What the World Needs Now” is a well-known song from the 1960s written by Hal 
David and Burt Bacharach and recorded by many different artists over the years. 
Having been included in over 220 films and television shows, many go back to 
these lyrics when the world is troubled. After the assassination of President John F. 
Kennedy, this song was played on radio stations around the country, showing the 
wide recognition of the need for love.1

Most of us have heard this song or one with similar lyrics pointing to the same 
idea. Songs like this have been used as comfort in troubling times or as simple 
encouragement to seek a better way. Either way, the importance of love is celebrated. 
It is not insignificant that a song about the necessity of love is one of the most widely 
recognized and enduring songs across generations.

Do you know the song “What the World Needs Now”? What 
context have you heard this song in? Why do you think the 
theme of this song has resonated through the years?

What does this point to regarding all people’s recognition of 
the need to receive and give love?
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Session Summary

The Christians at Corinth had become distracted from the main thing. They placed 
improper emphasis on spiritual gifts. In this chapter, Paul wrote to encourage them to 
stop making spiritual gifts the focus and goal of their lives and to recognize that without 
love, those gifts meant nothing. No matter what they did for the kingdom, if they did it 
without love, they truly achieved nothing. If we are not careful, we too will get distracted 
by secondary things, forgetting love as the motivation for spreading the gospel. 

The Corinthians needed to understand the necessity of love in all they did. Paul described 
the outworking of love in daily life. Through these characteristics, we can identify love or 
the lack of love and do something about it. The world needs to know true love and how 
they can experience it for themselves. The church bears the responsibility to demonstrate 
love so that those without Christ will come to know Him and His unfailing love.

1. Why Love? (1 Corinthians 13:1-3)

Chapter 13 of 1 Corinthians is one of the most widely known and recognized passages of 
Scripture. It is often read in wedding ceremonies even though it was not written for this 
context originally. Paul sent this letter to the church at Corinth to encourage and teach the 
believers there. 

What are some contexts in which you have seen or heard the 
words of 1 Corinthians 13?

The Christians at Corinth were distracted from the gospel in many ways. One of their 
distractions was being enamored with the spiritual gifts. They valued certain ones more 
than others, which led to valuing certain people over others. Any time we begin to 
value the gifts of God in the place of God, it causes issues. Paul addressed the church’s 
favoritism over gifts beginning chapter 12. He wanted them to understand that even 
the gifts they valued most were meaningless if not accompanied by love. 
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Why are even good things of no value if not done with love? 
Why do our intentions matter in living out the Christian life?

Paul’s reference to the tongues of angels and men was purposeful because the 
gift of tongues was highly valued in the church. Paul also named other gifts to 
make the point that when done with the wrong motive, the spiritual gifts will 
not fulfill their intended purpose. When we leave out love, our motives and goals 
become our aim, putting us rather than the Lord at the center. Paul was not 
pitting love against gifts but showing that the purpose of the gifts was to display 
Christ’s love.

In referencing love in this passage, Paul used the Greek word agape. This word 
denotes the self-giving love God displays to His people. It is unchanging love, 
given to those who are unlovable. Agape love does not expect anything in return. 
Included in this type of love is the idea of self-denial. Think about how that 
relates to use of the spiritual gifts. With this kind of love as the goal, the gifts 
would be used rightly to glorify Jesus and build up His body.

Paul pointed out that performing self-sacrificing acts or denying ourselves is not 
enough if love doesn’t motivate our sacrifice. In all things, love is vital for those 
who follow Jesus.

Application: Where might you have been seeking to do godly 
things without the motivation of Christ’s love? What needs 
to change?

2. Love Is . . . (1 Corinthians 13:4-7)

If we are to be more focused on love, we need to better understand what it looks 
like in practice. Paul began a list of characteristics to describe the presence or 
absence of love.
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The word love is used in so many ways in our culture, so it is important to have 
a standard by which to measure biblical love. Paul gave these descriptors of what 
love in action looks like instead of only referring to love as a feeling or idea. It is 
easy to get caught up in the expected worldly emotions of love, but these traits 
Paul listed help us grasp true love according to God’s standard.

How does the list of characteristics describing love in these 
verses help you to better assess your daily motivations?

Paul described love positively and negatively. He wrote that love is patient and 
kind, but also made clear what love does not do. The presence of envy, boasting, 
arrogance, and the rest of this list can indicate a failure to love as Christ has 
loved us. These things are easy to justify and will creep in unless we intentionally 
pursue the sacrificial love of Christ. Love is not envious, proud, arrogant, rude, 
selfish, irritable, or resentful, and it doesn’t rejoice at wrongdoing. We may be 
able to easily agree with this list, but do we live in agreement with it?

Which of the negative descriptors do you wrestle with the 
most? How has Christ loved you completely in that regard?

It does not take much to find evidence of the opposite characteristics of love in 
our lives. All of us experience envy or jealousy sometimes. We all deal with selfish 
natures that push us to make choices based on our desires instead of what God 
wants and the Spirit prompts. Paul spoke plainly and directly so that there was no 
confusion. We choose godly love, or we choose these other things.

For further clarification and emphasis, Paul gave four more virtues of love. These 
virtues may seem extreme to us, but all of us have been loved by Jesus in these 
ways. Paul repeated “all things” (v. 6) in reference to what love bears, believes, 
hopes, and endures. This kind of love is only possible when you live surrendered 
to the Holy Spirit and dependent on the Lord every day. 
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Application: Where are you struggling to love in “all things”? 
How can you relinquish control and ask the Holy Spirit to love 
others through you in these areas? Why must this be a daily 
prayer and not just a one-time thing?

3. Love Endures (1 Corinthians 13:8-13)

Wrapping up his point about the importance of love, Paul stressed the permanence 
and endurance of love over anything else. The Christians in Corinth had 
overemphasized the spiritual gifts, and it was time for the Corinthians to put 
everything in the proper perspective. Paul told them love would never fail while other 
gifts would have an end. 

It is not exactly clear what Paul meant when he wrote about when the spiritual gifts 
will cease but scholars agree that the phrase, “when the perfect comes” (v. 10) refers 
to when we will be perfected with the Lord for eternity. Though other gifts will fall 
away, the love of God will endure forever.

How have you seen the truth that love never fails in your life? 
Consider challenging moments when you have shown or been 
shown godly love compared to when this love has been absent.

Paul offered common illustrations to help his readers understand the temporary 
nature of the gifts and the permanence of love. First, he used the concept of growing 
from childhood to adulthood. The things that are completely appropriate for a kid 
are not necessarily appropriate for those who have grown and matured. The same is 
true spiritually. The gifts of the spirit may be useful at a certain time but will not be 
appropriate forever. Spiritually mature believers will keep a proper perspective about 
the gifts and their intended purpose of building up the body of Christ.
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What did you value or enjoy as a child that has fallen away 
as you’ve matured into an adult? What are some spiritual 
things that become unnecessary as we move from spiritual 
children into maturity?

Paul also used the image of looking at a reflection in a mirror. Paul described the 
image of a blurry, dim, and unclear reflection. We see Jesus in this dim way right 
now but one day we will see Him with perfect clarity. We will know Him as we 
should when we are united with Him.

Paul concluded this section of his letter by pointing to the enduring traits of the 
Christian life: faith, hope, and love. We should appreciate and use spiritual gifts, 
but they were never meant to be the focus of the Christian life. Rather, we are to 
pursue faith, hope, and love. When we finally come face to face with Jesus, we 
will no longer need faith and hope because our faith will be sight and our hope 
will be realized, but our love for Him and one another will endure forever.

Application: What needs to change so that your daily focus 
is on faith, hope, and love? How would your life be different if 
this really was your sole aim?

Conclusion

The church at Corinth had put their focus on the wrong things. They got 
distracted by their value of the spiritual gifts and overlooked the love of Christ 
that should be present in all followers of Christ. Paul wrote to encourage and 
challenge them in a better way. 
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He reminded them that godly love was the most important factor in everything 
they did. This is a vital truth for us today. If we lose focus of this, we easily get 
caught up in doing things for the Lord while leaving out the most important 
ingredient—love. Paul went so far as to say anything done for the Lord, even very 
good things, without love doesn’t matter. The love of Christ is to be the focus 
and goal of our lives.

Paul gave a list describing what love is and what it isn’t. It is sometimes easier to 
recognize a virtue by identifying the opposite characteristics because those may 
be the ones we display the most. In recognizing what love is not in our lives, we 
can repent and adjust by God’s power. As we seek to reach the world with the 
gospel, it is crucial that we realize the role love must play in all we do. The world 
needs to see and know what real love that never fails and makes all the difference.

Where might you be distracted from the aim of living with 
Christ’s love?

How might we as a group encourage one another toward 
godly love each day?

How does living with the love we have studied about today 
lead us toward gospel conversations with others?
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Here’s How to Become a Christ-Follower:
Read the following verses and ask after each one: “What does this say to me?”

• All have sinned: Romans 3:23 & 1 John 1:8
• The wages of sin: Romans 6:23 & John 3:18
• But while we were sinners, salvation was provided: Romans 5:8
• Become a Christ-follower: Romans 10:9-10 Confess and Believe

Accepting Christ is Just the Beginning:
Next Steps:
• Publicly profess your faith by being baptized (Matthew 10:32-33;

Luke 3:21; Romans 6:4).
• Join a church which follows the Bible, where you can grow in your faith

through prayer, Bible study and fellowship with other Christians.
• Get involved in groups for encouragement and accountability.
• Begin a daily personal worship experience with God where you study

the Bible and pray.
• Share with others what Jesus has done for you. Tell your story

(Romans 10:14; Matthew 28:19-20).
• Begin to live for God (Romans 12:1-2, 9-18; James 1:19-27).

Prayer Prompts:
1. How can you use your gifts, motivated by love, to bless 
someone in your group/your church?
2. What characteristic of love from 1 Corinthians 13 can you 
practice this week in how you love others?
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The Reward for Good Work

Main Passages

 - Matthew 25:14-30

Session Outline

1. The Assignment (Matthew 25:14-15)
2. The Strategy (Matthew 25:16-18)
3. The Master Returns (Matthew 25:19-30)

Memorize 

If I speak human or angelic tongues but do not have love, I am a noisy 
gong or a clanging cymbal. If I have the gift of prophecy and understand 
all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have all faith so that I can move 
mountains but do not have love, I am nothing. And if I give away all my 
possessions, and if I give over my body in order to boast but do not have love, 
I gain nothing. 
- 1 Corinthians 13:1-3, CSB
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