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 Study #22
(1 Corinthians 13:8-13)


This Sunday marks our final exploration of 1 Corinthians 13.  For the past two weeks we have considered together the excellencies of love from the apostle Paul’s great treatise on love found in 1 Corinthians 13.


We have seen that love is that certain “something” without which everything else is nothing.  Love would be sufficient, even if it were alone.


We have seen that love is lovely.  It provides a scale by which we can measure the quality of our own spiritual health and vitality and our church health and vitality.


We have heard Paul say that love is more central to walking with Christ than eloquent speech, mountain-moving faith, encyclopedic knowledge and acts of benevolence put together.


Love was described for us in 1 Corinthians 13:4-7 as that which enthusiastically sacrifices self to bring God’s blessing to another: patiently, kindly, without comparison, in holiness and forgiveness, vulnerably, enduringly.


And now we come to the end of the chapter, to verses 8-13.  These verses contain some of Paul’s most familiar and best loved words.  Yet, in some ways, while his main theme is clear, the particulars are among the least clear in all of his writings!


This morning, though, we are going to try and cut through the fog together to grasp Paul ’s “point.”  And, in seeing the point, we will see new facets of the gem of love.


After last’s week’s thoughts about the surpassing value of love, we are not surprised to hear Paul say, “love never fails.”  But what does he mean by those words?

Love’s Stability vs. The Gifts’ Transience (v. 8)

Love Never Goes Out of Date or Out of Style (v. 8a)


“Love never fails
” (v. 8)


Paul might be saying one of a couple of things here.  I’ll mention the least likely thought first, and the more pertinent point second.  First, Paul likely did NOT mean to say, “Love always works.”

The way of love DOESN’T always “work”

Paul would not want us to think that practicing love is like rubbing Aladdin’s lamp.  It is not that whenever the lamp is rubbed just so, whenever we love in just the right way, the “love genie” makes sure that we get the results we seek.  That is not what Paul means by “love never fails.”

I can think of times in my own life, in the lives of those I know, and some instances in biblical history, when loving actions did not result in things working out the way they were “supposed to.”


Faithful and loving witnesses to Christ get martyred; loving wives sometimes get ignored and taken for granted.  Loving employees can unfairly be passed over for promotion.


No.  Love doesn’t offer us a guarantee that things will turn out the way we want them to.


But, in speaking of love, there IS a sense in which it does always “work.”  True love is able to withstand all assaults.  It is not crushed by the shortcomings of friends and it is not overthrown by the violence of enemies.


Love stands firm and unshaken.  Love is never pinned to the ground.


Love’s success depends on the redeemed will of the one who is loving, not whether or not the love that is offered is received well.


True - I might offer someone a blessing they don’t want to receive.  They might reject it outright.  They might even reject me!  But, the love that I have intended to show them has not failed.  As Paul says here in verse 8, love is the one human action you or I can undertake which is guaranteed success.


In fact, if, in the face of hardship, I waver in my commitment to love, then I can conclude that what I possessed in the beginning was not love at all - because love doesn’t fail!  Like the song says, “Love can find a way.”  It “keeps-on-keeping-on” whatever the difficulty.


The ministry of the apostle Paul was a perfect example of love.  Paul withstood beating after beating and persecutions without end - and continued to follow a course of love as he spread the gospel throughout Europe and Asia Minor.


Love didn’t fail the Lord Jesus, either.  He kept on loving even as the nails held Him to the cross and His life slipped away.  True love creatively, perseveringly continues no matter what!


But, Paul meant to say something else by these words, “love never fails”.  He meant to say that love IS and ALWAYS WILL BE in season, in style, at the height of fashion - in God’s eyes.


The way of love IS always fashionable (as God recognizes style!)


Love IS and ALWAYS WILL BE appropriate for the child of God.  There is never a time or a situation when the believer can say, “Love is not called for in this case.”

It is true that at various times “LOVE” can take on different faces.  But - will there ever be a time when you and I will be called to a circumstance and can rightly conclude,


“I should act unbecomingly here.” or “I should be unkind or impatient.” or “I should rejoice in unrighteousness today.”?  NO!


As Paul will argue (lovingly, of course) in the remainder of this chapter, even into eternity, love is the believer’s ultimate Code of Conduct.


In Corinth, though, some of the members of the church had adopted another Code.  The Code they were following was not sinful in and of itself.  But, it was possible to follow this Code without love - and Paul saw that as a big problem.


Instead of building their lives upon the foundation of love, the Corinthians were building the superstructure of their lives and of their church on foundation of spiritual gifts.


Now, lest anyone misunderstand, let me make clear that in no way is Paul or am I condemning spiritual gifts. 
   But, he IS saying that they have a relative value less than love in the life of the church.


The Corinthians equated the exercise of spiritual gifts with spiritual maturity.  Paul says, “Not so fast.  It is possible to be proficient in the exercise of a gift and still be unspiritual and immature if you don’t have love!”

He has just said, “love never fails”.  Spiritual gifts, though, do fail and will ultimately fail.  That is the point of the next section of the chapter.

Spiritual Gifts Have Their Place - But They Are, After All, Only Temporary (v. 8b)


Prophecy is temporary


“but if there are gifts of prophecy, they will be done away” (v. 8)


The gift of prophecy was one of Paul’s favorite gifts.  He knew that the exercise of this gift was very valuable to the church.  But, prophecy, by definition, is man speaking to man on behalf of God.  One day, that mediated speech will no longer be necessary, because every man will see God, face to face.


By definition, too, prophecy speaks of a future fulfillment.  One day, the fulfillment of all prophecy will be realized; all prophecy will be complete, and prophecy will be no more.  One day, prophesying will be put out of action.


Knowing how important Paul thought prophecy was to the proper function of the church, I’m surprised at the seeming nonchalance of his comment.  “Prophecies?  If they exist, they won’t exist forever.” 


And he continues with the same thought in relation to one of the Corinthians’ favorite gifts - tongues speaking.


Tongues are a fad


“if there are tongues, they will cease” (v. 8)


Tongues were a certain way of speaking, too, just as prophesying was a certain way of speaking.  As practiced in Corinth, it was either a God-given gift enabling someone to speak a known language he had never learned OR it was rapturous speech, ecstatic utterance, glossalalia.  But one day, says Paul, all such utterance - of either variety - will be unnecessary. (And I have been interested to note from my own study of church history, that tongues-speaking seems to have been the first of all the gifts to cease operation, i.e., by the second century).


With the emphasis that the Corinthians evidently placed on tongues, for Paul to suggest that they were nothing but a passing fad might have been hard to take.  But, he seems to view the passing of the era of tongues with even more indifference than that of prophecy!


Yet another gift the Corinthians enjoyed to the hilt was “knowledge.”  Listen to what Paul says about that gift.


Knowledge is “for now”


You guessed it - “if there is knowledge, it will be done away.” ( v.8)


In view of the fact that Paul is talking about spiritual gifts, it seems clear that he is not saying that all knowledge will cease.  He is not talking about the painfully acquired gathering of information.  He is saying that the special spiritual gift of receiving what was called “a word of knowledge,” a revelation from God, would one day be done away with.


In the early church, such revelations may have been given to churches to establish them in the truths of the Gospel, to explain truth about God or to clarify the mysteries of the Kingdom.
 


Paul could foresee a day when such “words of knowledge” would no longer be needed or in vogue.


The point of these phrases of verse 8 is that there will come a time when spiritual gifts will be over and done with.  As opposed to love, they will pass off the scene; they will fail.


Can we imagine how these comments might have impacted the Corinthians?  Would it have shaken their view of the spiritual life to have considered that their precious spiritual gifts were not always going to be around?


Could they have imagined a worship service without tongues, without a special revelation, without a prophecy from God?  Clearly, they were “taken” by such spectacular phenomenon.


Did they suppose that there would be a ranking in Heaven on the basis of spiritual giftedness?  Would they have thought that teachers would be over here, servants over there, apostles in that corner, prophets at this table, tongues-speakers over there?


Wouldn’t it have been a radical thought for them to have heard Paul say that these spiritual gifts - all spiritual gifts! - were temporary?!  The apostle continues.


Taking two of the gifts mentioned in verse 8 (knowledge and prophesy - perhaps significantly, he doesn’t mention tongues again anywhere in the chapter), he says that even though they are the gifts of God, they don’t give the whole picture of what life with God is about.

Spiritual Gifts Are Timely, But Love is Eternal (vv. 9-10)


“For we know in part, and we prophesy in part, but when the perfect comes, the partial will be done away.” (vv. 9-10)


Our knowledge is partial; our prophecies are fragmentary


The gifts themselves are perfect, since they are given by the Spirit of God.  But, it is self-evident that when anyone speaks a word of knowledge to clarify God’s truth, they are only illuminating a portion of that truth.


Complete knowledge of even a part of anything is impossible, because knowledge of one thing is always dependent on another, and that other is dependent on learning yet another branch of knowledge.


Ask anyone enough detailed questions - even about their area of expertise, and you will eventually receive a blank stare or an “I don’t know.”  Our knowledge is partial.


Likewise, our prophecies.  In the early church the prophecies were the gift of God.  And today, men take the Scriptures (the gift of God) and expound them.  But, in either case, (in the one case - prophesy - definitely true; in the other - preaching - hopefully true) the messages that come forth are fragmentary.


The prophet and preacher gives but a partial (not an incorrect) glimpse of truth.  But one day, even the need for such revelations will have passed away, because we will be in God’s un-mediated presence.


The “perfect” replaces the partial


Bible scholars have exhausted themselves trying to figure out exactly what Paul is referring to here when he mentions the coming of “the perfect.”  Let’s not exhaust ourselves!


It is clear that he is carrying on the thought of verse 8 that there will come a time when spiritual gifts won’t be necessary.


Paul may mean by “the perfect” (or “the complete”) the Second Coming of Christ
, or he may refer to our arrival in Heaven when we pass through death’s doors.  Bottom line?  Spiritual gifts will have no use when completeness is revealed.


Knowledge and prophesy are useful lamps in the darkness, but they are extra baggage when the Day dawns.


So, gifts are temporary.  Is there anything that is permanent?  Yes!  And Paul identifies the permanent in verses 11 and 12.  In a word, our future is wrapped up in the pursuit of maturity and in the experience of relational intimacy with God.  
Using an illustration drawn from his own life, Paul points us toward maturity in verse 11.

II.  Love’s  ‘Centering Effect’ In Our Lives (vv. 11-12)


A.  Maturity - Defined by LOVE - is Our Future (v. 11)


“When I was a child, I used to speak as a child, think as a child, reason as a child; when I became a man, I did away with childish things.” (v. 11)


Don’t try to make this illustration “walk on all fours.”  Paul doesn’t necessarily mean for us to equate speaking with prophecy, thinking with tongues, and reasoning with knowledge (as at least one commentator has done).


His point is rather that as there is behavior appropriate to one phase of life that is inappropriate to a latter phase of life in the physical world, so also for the Christian, the pursuit of maturity demands putting aside certain modes of behavior and attitudes and adopting certain others.


Now, of course, children speak, think, and reason.  But, their speech is simple.  They use short sentences.  They don’t use the passive voice.  Rarely do children use the pluperfect tense.  They are unskilled in anything but the indicative mood.


Their thinking and reasoning skills are present, but undeveloped.  Young children can see certain cause and effect relationships (“Run out into the street and you will be spanked!”), but would be unable to follow a complicated categorical syllogism.


The child’s worldview is bordered by the small universe of himself.  The mature adult also speaks, thinks and reasons.  But, maturity has honed these to the point that they have become an art.


Their speech is clear and concise; their thought is well-reasoned; their logic is airtight.  They are no longer childish.


What they did unskillfully as children - speak, think and reason - they now do in such an improved way that it would appear they were doing something entirely different.


As far as we know, to his dying day, Paul continued to refer to himself as an apostle (one of the spiritual gifts), continued to exercise this and his other spiritual gifts, and (presumably) continued to exhort other Christians to utilize their spiritual gifts.  But, his exercise of those spiritual gifts evolved to a point of artfulness as he wedded technique with love.


Someone who had known the newly converted Paul in Damascus or Jerusalem would have known a certain kind of apostle - a childlike Christian.  If that person were to have found Paul fifteen to twenty years later, they might have been shocked.


“Paul, is this you?  You have changed, grown up, so much!  I remember you as brash, arrogant, severe, and short with people as you acted out your apostolic role.  Are you not an apostle anymore?  You seem so patient, kind, humble, selfless, forgiving.”

And Paul would reply, “Its still me, and I’m still an apostle.  But, I am learning to exercise the powerful gifts God gave me IN LOVE.  That lesson - learning to love - has been the course in which God has enrolled me - the course called maturity.  And THAT has made all the difference.”

As Paul grew older he came to exercise more and more of the functions of adulthood.  He knew that for himself and for all Christians, childishness doesn’t necessarily pass away with the passing of time.  It is possible to be a 40- or 60-something baby.


But he was determined to not be a Peter Pan, refusing to grow up.  So, he cooperated with God’s Spirit and moved toward maturity.  And what did it mean to press on toward mature relating to others?  It meant paying attention to kindness and patience, not fighting for his own way, being open to being hurt and disappointed by others, loosing his grip on envy and jealousy and pride.


It is hard to escape the conclusion that what is involved in 1 Corinthians 12-14 are two opposing views as to what it means to be “spiritual.”  For the Corinthians, spirituality involved the skillful exercise of certain behaviors like tongues-speaking, prophecy and knowledge.  For Paul it meant LOVE controlling all behavior.


Brothers and sisters, marching toward maturity means learning to embrace love.


And near the end of a chapter that has been proclaiming the excellencies of love, Paul links LOVE with a future that mostly has to do with AN INTIMATE RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD.

Perfect Relational Intimacy is Our Future - with Love


“For now we see in a mirror dimly
, but then face to face; now I know in part, but then I shall know fully just as I also have been fully known.” (v. 12)


The ancient world’s mirrors were not the silver backed smooth glass marvels we know today.  They were polished metal, and gave an imperfect, distorted reflection at best.


To see a friend’s face in a cheap mirror would be very different from looking at that friend directly.  Paul says that we “see” in a mirror.  See WHAT?  I think he is talking about seeing and knowing God.


It is fitting that Paul would refer to the believer’s present relationship with God with the terminology reserved for old world mirrors!  


As much as we truly enjoy our relationship with the Lord, it is a relationship unlike any other relationship we have in this life.  We can’t see Him, smell, Him, touch Him, hear Him or taste Him.  Our “knowing” of Him is partial.  We see Him, but as through a mirror, dimly.


But, the way it is now is not the way it is always going to be - not by a long shot!  Paul assures us that “then” we will see “face to face.”  Whom will we see “face to face”?  God!


It may look as if Paul is talking about “general knowledge” being complete in Heaven, as in, “We’ll know everyTHING in Heaven.”  But, the final phrase, knowing “fully just as I also have been fully known” tips us off that the “knowing” in view is a relational thing.


Here, in this life, our knowledge of God is partial, incomplete, mediated.  There, our knowledge of God will be immediate, complete, and clear (just as His knowledge of us has been complete, Galatians 4:9).


All well and good.  But why has Paul included a reference to a future complete knowledge of God in a chapter devoted to exhorting us to adopt the way of love?


The answer is wrapped up in a principle about relationships, one that we see throughout Scripture: we become like those with whom we associate.


We see that truth throughout the wisdom literature of Proverbs.  And, even in 1 Corinthians, Paul warned the church, “Bad company corrupts good morals.” (15:33)


The opposite is also true.  There is an elevating effect that comes when we nurture edifying relationships with mature people.  Hang with wise people and you’ll become wise.  Spend time with people who love Jesus and you’ll find your heart enlarging to love Jesus more.  Choose friends who love Scripture because it teaches them about God, and you’ll find yourself growing into a powerful person of the Word, too.


In this chapter dealing with love, Paul tells us that our future consists of a perfect relationship with God Himself, who IS LOVE.  So, our final destination is to become loving people as we become people who know the Lord.  That, in fact, is exactly what John says in his first letter. 


“Beloved, now we are children of God, and it has not appeared as yet what we shall be.  We know that, if He should appear, we shall be like Him, because we shall see Him just as He is.” (1 John 3:2)


The argument of the verse is that right now we don’t know God all that well (even though we have always been known completely by God).  In the future we will know God as completely as He has always known us.  Our ultimate destination is intimacy with God.  Therefore, our ultimate destination is to become loving people.


AND, since that is our eventual destination anyway, our reasonable call is to press on to know the Lord NOW, and cooperate with Him in fulfilling our destiny by traveling the way of love!  Why not adopt as a primary life-goal the cultivation of love, since that is your destiny?


The conclusion of this great chapter brings us to a well-known verse, and what one commentator calls “the best known and most difficult text in the paragraph.”
Love’s Superiority vs. Faith And Hope (v. 13)

The Everlasting Graces


“But now
 abide faith, hope, love, these three ….” (v. 13a)


These three virtues remain, while the spiritual gifts do not.  As we have seen, spiritual gifts are temporary.  And it makes no sense to give ourselves completely to that which is temporary, to what is passing away.


So Paul lists the three Christian virtues which outlast the gifts - faith, hope, and love.  Paul would say that because of their eternal significance, they are to be cultivated most earnestly.  Certainly, we know that we are to cultivate the grace of FAITH.

Ranking the Everlasting Graces


Faith


Here, “faith” is not the miracle-working faith of verse 2, but faith in the fuller sense of a creature trusting the Creator.  The permanent stance of the created is to be dependent.


It is the grateful acceptance of God as He is, a trusting reliance on His goodness to care for our every need.  And, as Paul says here, faith will be, into eternity, a mark of the relationship between God and man.


Hope


Then, Paul mentions hope.  Men and women cannot live without hope.  And hope, like faith, is a grace that will extend into eternity.  Now, our hope is linked to some element of uncertainty.  But it will not always be that way.


One day, hope will be fulfilled.  But even into eternity, hope will never die, because there will always be a future.  Our hope is now what it will always be - that God will fulfill our fondest dreams.


He is the One in whom we properly place our hope now.  And He will always be the One in whom we place our hope for future safety and significance.


Love


And love, too, is eternal.
  While faith and hope concern the individual, love embraces the community.  It is relational, and as we saw in verse 7, it is the root out of which the other two spring - “love believes all things, hopes all things.”

Love adds color and texture to life, and determines the direction and nature of every act.  Paul wouldn’t want to leave the impression that since the gifts are for the present, love is for the future.  Love is very much for NOW.


He would want us to know that you can be a good Christian without tongues or prophesy.  You can’t be a good Christian without Faith, Hope, and Love.


This passage is the apostle Paul at his most passionate.  He is urging us to make sure that our ladders are leaned against the right wall.  What are we giving our lives to become?  Are we developing the graces of faith, hope, and love?  If the most important commodities are the longest-lasting commodities, then we need to be giving everything we are and have to the development of faith, hope and love.

Conclusion:  


And what should we make of the final phrase of this chapter - that LOVE is the greatest of the “big three”? What does Paul mean by that?


“…..but the greatest of these is love.
” (v. 13)  


Faith is definitely critical if we would walk with Jesus!  There will never be a time when we will not need to exercise a trusting reliance on God to sustain us.  HOWEVER, have you ever thought about the fact that God doesn’t trust anyone.  Being self-sufficient, He does not entrust Himself to anyone. If He did, He wouldn’t be God!


Hope likewise is eternal, and is also crucial for the Christian.  Hope that God will work on our behalf in the future sustains us in the present, and will sustain us even in Heaven.  HOWEVER, God doesn’t hope for anything.  He doesn’t hang His hopes on whatever anyone else might or might not do.  He doesn’t wring His hands in Heaven.  If He did, He wouldn’t be God!


BUT, if God did not love He would not be God.  Love is the essential activity of God, and when we love (however imperfectly), we are doing what God does - and THAT is why love is the greatest of all graces.


Learning to LOVE - to love God and to love those around us - is the highest goal of the Christian.  To love is to live the life of Jesus.  Love makes a man a man of God and a woman a woman of God.


Against which wall are you, am I, leaning our ladders?  The Corinthians were climbing the ladder of spiritual gifts, thinking that when they got to the top, they would have arrived at spiritual maturity.


Paul warns them - and us - that there is a more reliable, sturdier wall - the wall of love.


What is your supreme emphasis in life?  To be a disciplined, responsible Christian?, to behave in right ways?, to cultivate your spiritual giftedness?, to a to raise a decent family?,  to stay out of trouble?


All commendable goals.  But, in Jesus’ mind nothing held a candle to the importance of love.  So much so that when asked what was the greatest commandment God ever gave, He responded with, 


“YOU SHALL LOVE THE LORD YOUR GOD WITH ALL YOUR HEART, AND WITH ALL YOUR SOUL, AND WITH ALL YOUR STRENGTH, AND WITH ALL YOUR MIND....AND YOUR NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF.’” (Luke 10:27)


Love is the call of Jesus to you and me this morning and for the rest of our lives!  Will you answer the call?

� The Message paraphrase of this passage reads, “Love never dies.  Inspired speech will be over some day; praying in tongues will end.  Understanding will reach its limit.  We know only a portion of the truth and what we say about God is always incomplete.  But when the Complete arrives, our incompletes will be canceled.  When I was an infant at my mother’s breast, I gurgled and cooed like any infant.  When I grew up, I left those infant ways for good.  We don’t yet see things clearly.  We’re squinting in a fog, peering through a mist.  But it won’t be long before the weather clears and the sun shines bright!  We’ll see it all then, see it all as clearly as God sees us, knowing Him directly just as He knows us!  But for right now, until that completeness, we have three things to do to lead us toward that consummation: Trust steadily in God, hope unswervingly, love extravagantly.  And the best of the three is love.”


� In the New Testament, this verb () is almost always literal.  But, see Luke 16:17.


� We could never say he is condemning them.  After all, he devotes all of chapters 12 and 14 to discussing how they are to be exercised properly in the setting of the church.


� There is a curious shift in the Greek grammar in describing the eventual cessation of prophecy and knowledge vs. the eventual cessation of tongues.  Some have seen the shift (from the passive voice to the middle voice for tongues) as saying that tongues will cease sooner than prophecy, and “of themselves.” (so Toussaint and MacArthur; against Gordon Fee)  I personally don’t find the grammatical argument all that convincing.  But, on other grounds, I am of a mind that tongues-speaking is no longer offered as a normative spiritual gift by the Holy Spirit today.  I would further say, with a great deal of conviction, that tongues-speaking is not where the Spirit is putting His main energies today!  If it has not ceased altogether, then it has certainly ceased in its importance even beyond what Paul would have argued for.  And Paul argued that tongues-speaking was not very important for the church (1 Cor. 14) at all.


� In the early church, evidently those gifted to “discern spirits” in the congregation would either validate or repudiate the message of the one who spoke “a word of knowledge.”  With the coming together of the canon of Scripture, such revelation (and likewise the gift of discerning spirits) was made unnecessary, confirming Paul’s comment here that “knowledge will pass away.”


� Likely this, because Heaven won’t come to us when we die.  We will go to Heaven. As another has said, “Gifts are for the time between the times” - between Christ’s first and second coming.


�  “Because the sun rises, all lamps are extinguished.” (Barth)


� My all time favorite categorical syllogism, learned in a college philosophy class comes from Lewis Carroll, author of Through the Looking Glass:


Since babies are illogical, 


and no one is despised who can manage crocodiles, 


and all illogical persons are despised


Therefore, babies cannot manage crocodiles.





� All old world mirrors were of polished metal, and Corinthian mirrors were famous for their brilliance.


� The word used to describe how we see “dimly” is the word from which we get our English word, “enigma”  -Greek 


� There is debate as to whether “and now” is a logical or temporal remark.  My own opinion is that Paul is primarily speaking of chronology, as in “Now abide (and will abide forever in contrast to spiritual gifts) faith, hope, and love.....”  But he may have intended a logical sense as well, “Now, by way of conclusion let me say that faith, hope and love abide.....”


� cf. Romans 5:2-5; 1 Thess. 1:3; 5:8; Gal. 5:5,6; Col. 1:4,5; Heb. 6:10-12; 1 Peter 1:21f.


� Significantly, agape is the last word in this chapter.





