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How many people do you 
know that have made it to 
the hall of fame in music, 
art, literature, or sports 
because of their love? We 
elevate people to the 
status of heroes because 
of their gifts, their talents, 
and their power, but not 
because of their love. Yet, 
from God’s perspective, 
love is the chief of all vir-
tues. But what is love?  
 
Love is said to make the 
world go round, and ro-
mantic love certainly 
makes the culture go 
round in terms of adver-
tising and entertainment. 
We never seem to tire of 
stories that focus on ro-
mance. But we’re not re-
ferring to romantic love 
when we speak of the 
Christian virtue of love.  
We’re talking about a 
much deeper dimension 
of love, a virtue so para-
mount that it is to distin- 

guish Christians from all 
other people. Moreover, 
love is so important to the 
Bible’s teachings that 
John tells us, “God is 
love” (1 John 4:7–8). 
Whatever else we say 
about the Christian virtue 
of love, we must be clear 
that the love God com-
mands is a love that imi-
tates His own. The love of 
God is utterly perfect. 
And we are called to re-
flect and mirror that love 
to perfection, to be per-
fect as He is perfect 
(Matt. 5:48). Now, of 
course, none of us loves 
perfectly, which is why 
we must be covered with 
the perfect righteousness 
of Christ by faith in Him 
alone. Nevertheless, it’s 
important for us to return 
time and again to Scrip-
ture to find out what love 
is supposed to look like, 
for we’re so easily satis-
fied with a sentimental, 
maudlin, romantic, or su-
perficial understanding of 
love.  
 
First Corinthians 13 
plumbs the depths of 
what love really means. 
It’s a measuring rod by 
which we can examine 
ourselves carefully to see 

whether this love resides 
in our hearts and is mani-
fested in our lives. Given 
that truth, I’m surprised 
that 1 Corinthians 13 is 
one of the most popular 
passages in all of Scrip-
ture instead of being one 
of the most despised. I 
can’t think of any chapter 
in Scripture that more 
quickly reveals our sins 
than this chapter. It’s pop-
ularity may be due to its 
being one of the most 
misunderstood and least 
applied chapters in the 
Bible. There’s a sense in 
which we’re ambivalent 
toward it. We’re drawn to 
it because of the grandeur 
of its theme and the 
eloquence of its language, 
yet at the same time we’re 
repulsed by this chapter 
because it reveals our 
shortcomings. We want to 
keep some safe distance 
from it because it so 
clearly demonstrates to us 
our lack of real love.  
 
This chapter is part of an 
Apostolic admonition to 
Christians who were torn 
apart by contentions in 
the church. They were be-
having in an immature, 
fleshly manner, and at the 
heart of this ungodly be- 
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havior was a manifesta-
tion of certain talents, 
abilities, and gifts without 
the presence of love in 
their lives. In the opening 
verses, Paul speaks of 
love as the sine qua non 
of Christian virtue (1 Cor. 
13:1–3). He’s speaking 
with hyperbole, inten-
tionally exaggerating 
things to make his point. 
He starts off comparing 
love to the gift of tongues. 
Paul says, in effect, “I 
don’t care if you are flu-
ent in fifty languages or if 
you have the gift to speak 
foreign languages mirac-
ulously. I don’t care if 
God has endowed you 
with the ability to speak 
the language of the 
heavenly host. If you 
don’t have love, the 
eloquence of your speech 
becomes noise. It be-
comes dissonance, an irri-
tating and annoying 
racket.” He says here that 
if we speak in the tongues 
of men and of angels but 
have not love, we become 
a sounding brass or a 
clanging symbol—mere 
noise. All the beauty of 
speech is lost when love   
 

is absent.  
 
Paul then compares love 
to the gifts of prophecy 
and understanding, mi-
raculous endowments that 
God gave to people dur-
ing the Apostolic era. 
These tremendous gifts 
were nothing compared to 
love. The Apostle says 
that you can have a mi-
raculous endowment, you 
can receive power from 
God the Holy Spirit, but it 
is to be used in the 
context of the grace of 
love. And without that 
love, the use of the divine 
power is a charade. Jesus 
had to warn even His own 
disciples about the danger 
of using a God-given gift 
without love. Jesus em-
powered His disciples to 
participate in His ministry 
of exorcism, and they 
went out on their mission 
and came back clicking 
their heels. They were so 
excited at the effective-
ness of their ministry that 
they were rejoicing in the 
power Christ had given 
them. But what did Jesus 
say? Don’t rejoice be-
cause you have been 
given power over Satan, 
but rejoice that your 
names have been written 
in heaven (Luke 10:1–
20). The disciples were 
caught up with the power 
instead of the grace that  

was underlying that 
power. They were intoxi-
cated with the gift, and 
were forgetting the One 
who gave it.  
 
The bottom line is that the 
gifts of God can be used 
without love. When that 
happens, their value is de-
stroyed. The essence of 
love, 1 Corinthians 13 
tells us, is to seek the wel-
fare of others. A person 
who reflects God’s love is 
driven to give of himself 
for others, not to wield his 
power for his own bene-
fit. But we are people 
who are more interested 
in power, in doing rather 
than being. We’re more 
concerned to seize the su-
pernatural power that 
God can give rather than 
the supernatural love that 
is shed abroad in our 
hearts by the Holy Spirit 
(Rom. 5:5). We have mis-
placed priorities. Thanks 
be to God that His love 
for us is greater than our 
love for Him. May He 
strengthen us to pursue 
love above all else, a love 
that reflects His love for 
us in Christ (5:8). 
 
[Taken from TableTalk 
August 2015]
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