LESSON 8

October 25, 2020

Unit I”I.:.Inclusive vae
The Most Excellent Way

DEVOTIONAL READING: Romans 12:9-21

BACKGROUND SCRIPTURES: 1 Corinthians 12:27—14:1
PRINT PASSAGE: 1 Corinthians 13:1-13

Key Verse—_Now abideth faith, hope, charity, these three; but the greatest of these is
' charity. (1 Corinthians 13:13, KJV)

Now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is
love. (1 Corinthians 13:13, NIV)

Lesson Aims

As a result of experiencing this lesson, you should be able to do these things:

» Define Paul’s understanding of “love” as the apex of the Spirit-led life (“more excellent
way”).

 Appreciate love as motivation to share your God-given gifts.

o Actin love when sharing your God-given gifts.

*Key Terms

Love (verse 1)—Greek: agape (ag-ah’-pay): good will; brotherly love; “charity” (KJV).
Patient (verse 4)—Greek: makrothumes (mak-roth-oo-meh’-0): suffer long;
forbearing; “suffereth long” (KJV).

Perseveres (verse 7)—Greek: hbupomené (hoop-om-en’-0): shows endurance; awaits;
“endureth” (KJV).

Prophecy (verse 2)—Greek: prophéteia (prof-ay-ti’-ah): the gift of communicating and

enforcing revealed truth.
*(Word Study Supplement—Refer to page 2)
Introduction

Love has been the theme of numerous songs, poems, fiction and nonfiction composi-
tions, plays, and movies. Irrespective of our socio-economic status, race, or ethnicity, love is
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The Biblical Context
First Corinthians 13 is best understood as
the bridge between Paul’'s discussion of
the bestowal, receipt, and interrelatedness
of spiritual gifts {chapter 12) and his spe-
cific instructions on the use of two of these
gifts—prophecy and languages (chapter 14).
Among the spiritual challenges the church in
Corinth was dealing with was the appropri-
ate understanding of what spiritual gifts were
and their purpose. This church, according to
Paul, did not come short in any spiritual gift
(see 1 Corinthians 1.7), but those possess-
ing them were abusing them to the point
of causing division among the congrega-
tion. Members were categorizing and rating
their gifts as some being superior to those
that other members had been given. Paul's
solution was to focus their attention on the
greatest and most enduring of all gifts, the
gift of love (agape). Their exercising their
gifts without the gift of love rendered them
ineffective, failed to edify or build up each
other, and robbed God of His glory as the
supreme Gift giver.

a valued virtue. The term “love” is broadly used to
describe a strong emotional feeling toward some-
one or something. Various definitions of Jove have
been applied to these different relationships. Four
specific kinds of “love” are found in the ancient
Greek language: agape, phileo, storge, and eros. Eros
is the kind of love that is based on physical attrac-
tion developed in romantic relationships. It is the
type of love God intended to be preserved between
a couple essential for a healthy marriage. Philos or
phileo refers to loving others like a brother or sis-
ter. This kind of love in Scripture is most often
associated with Christians and is based on shared
experiences. Both eros and philos can sour, caus-
ing relationships to deteriorate or end because of
their focus on self and self-fulfillment. The Greek
word storge is considered familial love and refers to
natural and instinctual affection, such as love of
a parent towards an offspring and vice versa. The
highest of the four words for “love” is agape, which
represents God’s divine love toward His Son, hu-
mankind, and believers. All believers are com-
manded to demonstrate this kind of love in their

personal relationships with others. Agape is not determined by our feelings and is expected
to be shown to our enemies and persecutors. It is especially crucial for believers to show the
world the agape form of love among themselves as a positive witness as Christ’s representa-
tives (see John 13:35). The church in Corinth needed to be reminded of this truth as they
disrupted their unity and witness. They were specifically consumed with spiritual gifts and
were literally at odds among themselves as to which gift was the most important. Paul ad-
dressed this issue in 1 Corinthians 13 and taught that without the display of agape, their

gifts were meaningless and ineffective.

ANALYSIS OF THE BIBLICAL TEXT
The Necessity of Love (7 Corinthians 13:1-3)

KJV

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.
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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.

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,.

NIV

IF I speak in the tongues of men or of angels, but do not have Jove, I am only a re-
sounding gong or a clanging cymbal.

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.

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.

Paul presents a hierarchy of spiritual gifts in 1 Corinthians 12:8 and follows it with a series
of rhetorical questions designed to teach that believers had not been given the same gifts (see
12:29-30). He exhorted the Corinthian Christians to pursue the proper motive, attitude, and
manner in which all gifts are to operate as God intended, which is through the more excellent
way of love (see 12:31). First Corinthians 13 is not a digression from Paul’s teaching in chap-
ter 12 but is the strength of his argument that love is the central thing and not the exercising
of the gifts. The gifts of the Spirit are not to be elevated above the fruit of the Spirit. This
was the damaging error the members of the church in Corinth were making. Among them,
feelings of resentment and inferiority for not possessing the so-called more important gifts
contrasted with feelings of superiority among those possessing them. Love was AWOL in this
congregation, the very virtue that should characterize every group of believers. Paul employs
hyperbole or purposeful exaggeration in verses 1-3 to illustrate the futility of using spiritual
gifts without love. In verse 1, Paul says that if he were the most eloquent speaker but failed
to exercise this gift in love, all he said would be as useless as a “noisy gong” and a “clanging
cymbal.” These instruments produced sound without melody. His meaning is that even the
truth eloquently spoken without love is nothing more than noisy babble. Paul combined the
gifts of prophecy, knowledge, and faith in verse 2 and again emphasized their meaningless-
ness without love. Even that of going to the extreme in benevolence and offering one’s self to
be burned alive (verse 3) produces no spiritual gain if not done in love. The message is clear
that any ministry performed without the spiritual virtue of love is meaningless to God and to
others. God is love, and those who profess Him as Father must emulate His divine character.
Obviously, God has no legitimate children who habitually demonstrate a loveless character.

@What Do You Think? How can the ministries of our churches be revitalized to
A"
visibly demonstrate love as the motivation for all they plan and do?
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The Character of Love (71 Corinthians 13:4-7)

KJV

4 Charity suffereth long, and is kind; charity envieth not; charity vaunteth not itself; is not
puffed up,

5 Doth not behave itself unseemly, seeketh not her own, is not easily provoked, thin-
keth no evils

6 Rejoiceth not in iniquity, but rejoiceth in the truths

7 Beareth all things, believeth all things, hopeth all things, endureth all things.

NIV

4 Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud.

5 It does not dishonor others, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no
record of wrongs.

6 Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth.

7 It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres.

'The focus of Paul’s teaching in the first three verses of 1 Corinthians 13 was the empti-
ness that results when love is absent from a congregation and its ministries. In verses 4-7,
he continued his argument by moving to the character or qualities of agape love. His expla-
nations are more of what love does than what love is. Five qualities of “love” are identified
in verse 4. Paul explains that when love is present, patience with people and circumstances
characterizes personal relationships. Love also administers acts of service with kindness and
is not envious or jealous of others’ successes. Additionally, Paul notes that love does not
boast or brag and is not arrogant or conceited. Furthermore, love does not behave unseemly
or disgracefully, refuses to live for itself, guards against being upset or angered, and does not
maintain a running record of wrongs committed against it (verse 5). Love neither rejoices
in nor seeks to justify sin. It rejoices in the truth of God (verse 6). Paul again uses hyper-
bole in verse 7 to explain four positive qualities of love to support his argument that love
is the supreme method of managing and administering a spiritual gift. In its supremacy as
a spiritual virtue, love bears all things—that is, it protects others from publicly exposing
what is displeasing or dishonorable in them. Love trusts and positions itself to give others
the benefit of the doubt rather than thinking the worst. Agape love consistently hopes or
maintains a forward look and refuses to take failure as final. Paul concludes by stating that
love endures or perseveres despite overwhelming difficulties. Each of these qualities of love
was the antithesis of the Corinthians’ attitudes and behavior regarding spiritual gifts. If we
honestly and transparently use these qualities as the standard by which to evaluate our mo-
tives and attitudes for exercising our spiritual gifts we will discover that we too fall short.
Living and ministering with love cannot be consistently accomplished in our own strength.
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It requires submission to the power of the Holy Spirit (see Romans 12:1-2; Ephesians
5:18). Mega memberships, impressive church plants, million-dollar budgets, and multiple
and noteworthy ministries are ineffective if love is not the primary standard of operation.

' What Do You Think? How do Paul’s qualities of love in 1 Corinthians 13:4-7 re-
late to the fruit of the Spirit in Galatians 5:22-23?

The Permanency of Love (7 Corinthians 13.8-13)

KJV

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.

9 For we know in part, and we prophesy in part.

10 But when that which is perfect is come, then that which is in part shall be done
away.

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.

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.

13 And now abideth faith, hope, charity, these three; but the greatest of these is charity.

NIV

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.

9 For we know in part and we prophesy in part,

10 but when completeness comes, what is in part disappears.

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.

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.

13 And now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is love.

Love, Paul says to the Corinthians, is the essential virtue that must characterize the com-
munity of faith. Without it, the use of spiritual gifts is meaningless and ineffective. Love is
not just essential—of all the Christian virtues and spiritual gifts, it is the only one charac-
terized by permanence. The gifts God gives are valuable, but the time will come when they
will cease, and only love will remain (verse 8). Paul contrasted the permanence of love with
the impermanence of the gifts the Corinthians held in highest esteem: prophecy, tongues,
and knowledge. These will all fail, but love will never end. Paul illustrated this truth in
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verses 9-10. The gifts of knowledge and prophecy are only partial. Paul pointed out that
it is foolish to argue over gifts that will not only cease but are incomplete. God does not
reveal everything. There are some mysteries we will not know until we are face-to-face with
Him. Verses 11-12 contrast the partial with the complete where Paul uses an illustration
from human life. A child speaks, thinks, and reasons like a child, but the expectation is that
the child will mature and begin thinking and speaking like an adult and put away childish
behavior. Believers who make up the visible church must undergo a maturing process but
will not reach full spiritual maturity until Jesus returns. At that time, what is known in part
will no longer be needed. Paul concludes by stating that spiritual gifts, ministries, and the
virtues of faith and hope will cease, but not love—because it alone will be needed as it is the
glue of all relationships. Love is the greatest (verse 13).

Spiritual gifts are not to be minimized, but they should not become a substitute for love.
The community of faith is obligated to teach the biblical truths about spiritual gifts and
how they are to be used for God’s glory and the edification of believers. Most importantly,
it must taught that possessing a spiritual gift does not make one spiritual and neither does
possessing the fruit of the Spirit. It is only by obediently walking in the Spirit that spiritual-
ity is developed. If one fails to submit to God and allow His love to be visibly demonstrated,
then spiritual fruit as the product of spiritual gifts is impossible.

What Do You Think? is spiritual gifts are taught in your local congregation, what
has been given the most emphasis—the gifts or what is required to efficiently exercise them?

Closing Thought

What characterizes the environment of your congregation, the ministry of love or
church activity? Love is the basic ingredient in Christian character, but as it was in Corinth,
it is often the missing virtue. Diversity of spiritual gifts and right biblical doctrine can
be present, but these are not substitutes for agape love. There is a need to self-reflect and
return to our “first love” (Revelation 2:4), because God expects that everything we do be
done in love, to include the use of spiritual gifts. Because of our salvation, we do not have
to manufacture love; we only need to share the love of God we have been given through
the Holy Spirit (see Romans 5:5). The challenge we must accept is to submit to the min-
istry of the Holy Spirit in our lives and allow Him to transform us daily into the image

of Jesus Christ.

Your Life

Spiritual gifts are given to every believer who accepts Jesus Christ by faith. These gifts are
given to edify or build up the church for the purpose of partnering with God in His mission
in the world. If you have not done so, discover your unique spiritual gift or gifts and allow
it/them to be used in a spirit of love for God’s predetermined purpose for your life.
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Your World!

It is obvious that the lyrics of the song “What the World Needs Now Is Love” are ap-
propriate and relevant to the condition of our world today. Hate is becoming more visible
and physically and emotionally damaging than ever before. Sadly, among some Christian
congregations, genuine love for one another appears to be the missing virtue. The call to
return to and follow the “most excellent way” is urgent if the spiritual mission given to the

church (Matthew 28:19-20) is to be accomplished for the glory of God.

gﬁ) @E@Sﬁﬂ@ Prayer Dear God, forgive us for often missing the mark in demonstrat-
ing love in our relationships with one another. Help us to love genuinely and inclusively
as we share the spiritual gifts You have sovereignly and graciously given us. In Jesus’ name
we pray. Amen.

Conclusion

(Preparing for Next Week’s Lesson)

Next week’s lesson is about serving others selflessly. What menial task are you willing to
perform to show selfless love for another? Read John 13:1-35 in preparation for this mean-
ingful and relevant study.

Home Daily Bible Readings

MONDAY, October 26 “Laban Arranges to Wash Servant’s Feet” (Genesis 24:24-33)
TUESDAY, October 27 “Brothers Are Provided Water to Wash Their Feet” (Genesis 43:20-25)
WEDNESDAY, October 28 “Servants and Masters, but the Same Lord” (Ephesians 4:6-9)
THURSDAY, October29  “Peter Denies Jesus Three Times” (John 13:36-38;
18:15-18, 25-27)
FRIDAY, October 30 “Jesus Is Betrayed by a Trusted Disciple” (Psalm 41:8-10;
John 13:21-30)
SATURDAY, October 31  “Mary Anocints Jesus’ Feet with Perfume” (John 12:1-7)
SUNDAY, November 1 “Jesus Loved the Disciples; Washed Their Feet” (John 13:1-15,

34-35)
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