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I. Historical Background & Context 

a. Historical Background 

i. Corinth was a city that was re-founded and established by Julius Caesar 

around 46 B.C. It became a governmental seat for people such as Achaia 

and it became famous for the Isthmian games that was only second in 

popularity to the Olympian games which Paul would use as a kingdom 

illustration for the Corinthians (1 Cor. 9:24-27). By the first century, 

Corinth had become the foremost commercial center in southern Greece, 

and it was known as a wealthy city due to its tariffs and commerce, and as 

a crossroads for the ideas and traffic of the world. Aside from its wealth, 

the ancient city was also known for its immorality. There was a temple of 

Aphrodite that was known to have over a thousand prostitutes. Also, due 

to the city’s reputation, writers like Plato would use phrases such as 

“Corinthian girl” as an expression for a prostitute. This led to a proverb 

that was used as a warning, “Not every for every man is the voyage to 

Corinth.” Thus, Corinth was a city in which the people were proud and 

self-centered due to its wealth and immorality. 

b.  Passage Context 

i. The church in Corinth was founded by the Apostle Paul during his second 

missionary journey recorded in the book of Acts (Acts 18:1-18). In his 

second letter to the church (we call first Corinthians), Paul responds to 

issues written by those who were likely members of the church who had 

informed Paul of issues the church was facing (1 Cor. 1:11) and issues that 

the church raised that Paul needed to help them solve (1 Cor. 7:1; 8:1; 

11:17; 12:1). 

ii. The Apostle Paul spends the first part of this letter arguing/correcting the 

members of the church in their apparent self-centeredness. In view of 

Paul’s arguments thus far in 1 Corinthians it is not surprising that in each 

of these cases Paul’s approach is to make it clear that true spirituality and 

giftedness are not compatible with arrogant boasting and competition 

bases on one’s place in the body of Christ or in society, or with parading 

one’s gifts before others (1 Cor. 11:18-22; 12:14-26).  

iii. Finally, as “the more excellent way” outlined in 1 Cor. 13 makes evident, 

the criterion for establishing the appropriate application of this theology is 

that of “love,” the character of which is outlined in 1 Cor. 13:4-7 (cf. Its 

application in 1 Cor. 12:4-11; 14:6-19). Henc, apart. from faith in Christ 

working itself out in love for the body of Chris, participation in the Lord’s 

Supper and apparent possession of spiritual gifts do not ensure one’s right 

standing before God. In fact, they bring one under the judgment of God 



since only love, as the outward expression of faith and hope remains 

forever.  

 

II. Qualities and Superiority of Love 
a. After admonishing the Corinthians in their arguments of spiritual gifts, Paul then 

starts of this chapter by giving us 3 things about Love: 

i. Love is superior to any gift or knowledge someone can have, or any 

service that they do 

1. The Corinthians thought their gifts, knowledge, and service made 

them superior in the church, but Paul’s argument is that it amounts 

to nothing (1 Cor. 13:1-3) 

ii. Love is for the benefit of others and not ourselves 

1. Love (Agape) - the quality of warm regard for and interest in 

another, esteem, affection, regard, love (without limitation to very 

intimate relationships, and very seldom in general Greek of sexual 

attraction 

a. Of human love it is without indication of a person in whom 

one is interested  

2. God is the example of this love 

a. The Father, Son, and Spirit have existed eternally in perfect 

fellowship (John 1:1; 1 John 5:7) 

b. It was God’s love for us that cost him the loss of his son, 

Jesus Christ (John 3:16) 

c. Christ serves as our example (Phil. 2:3-8) 

iii. The characteristics/attributes of Love is defined and Set 

1. In this section (1 Cor. 13:4-7), Paul gives us 16 characteristics of 

love that completely define love in totality 

2. 8 Positive Characteristics/Attributes - Patience, kind, rejoices in 

truth, bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures 

all things, it never fails 

3. 8 Negative Characteristics/Attributes – Not jealous, does not brag, 

not arrogant, doesn’t act unbecomingly, does not seek its own, is 

not provoked, does not take into an account a wrong suffered, does 

not rejoice in unrighteousness 

4. Every verb (characteristic/attributes) is present and active meaning 

that they are always taking place when someone is loving 

5. Christ perfectly modeled these characteristics in the incarnation 

(John 1:14) 

III. Positive Characteristics of Love – Pt. I (4a) 
a. Love is Patient and Kind 

i. Patient - to bear up under provocation (action or speech that makes 

someone annoyed or angry, especially deliberately) without complaint, be 

patient, forbearing 

1. To remain tranquil while waiting 

2. The capacity to be wronged and not retaliate  



3. Patience is Long Suffering 

4. Patience is one of God’s attributes in the Old Testament (Exod. 

34:6; Num. 14:18; Neh. 9:17; Ps. 7:11; 85:15; 103:8; 145:8; Joel 

2:13; Jonah 4:2; Nah. 1:3) and in Paul (Rom. 2:4; 9:22) 

ii. Kind – merciful 

1. Kindness recognizes that everyone carries a heavy load 

2. Kindness is seen as the active counterpart in patience  

3. Kindness is also one of God’s Old Testament attributes (Ps. 25:7–

8; 31:19; 34:8; 68:10; 86:5; 100:5; 106:1; 119:68; 136:1; 145:9; 

Jer. 33:11) and in Paul (Rom. 2:4; 11:22; Titus 3:4) 

iii. These first two attributes/characteristics of love represents love’s 

necessary passive and active response toward others. Patience and 

kindness can help move others pass their pain into the experience of God’s 

love that he gives us when we are wrong (Eph. 4:32) 

IV. Negative Characteristics of Love – (4b-6a) 
a. 8 Negative behaviors that love does not manifest 

i. Jealous - to have intense negative feelings over another’s achievements or 

success, be filled envy 

1. Paul used this earlier to show that they were being fleshly (1 Cor. 

3:3) 

2. To be jealous is for us not to see the blessings we all have in Christ 

(1 Cor. 1:4; Eph. 1:3) 

ii. Brag - to heap praise on oneself, behave as a braggart or windbag 

1. the rhetorical or literary form of boasting, on the element of 

exaggeration, obtrusiveness, offensiveness, unsettlement, or 

flattery, on the mere show as opposed to genuine culture 

2. Paul is using this word to underline the status seeking in the church 

of Corinth (1:29-31; 3:21; 4:7; 5:6) 

3. This is directly opposed to Christ-like Love 

iii. Arrogant - to cause to have an exaggerated self-conception, puff up, make 

proud 

1. Paul already used this in contrast with love (1 Cor. 8:1) 

2. Knowledge and experience only puff us up 

iv. Act Unbecomingly - to act contrary to the standard 

1. behave disgracefully, dishonorably, indecently 

2. Paul uses this term in Romans 1:27 & 12:21 in referring to 

something that is not openly done, displayed, or discussed in 

reserved society because it is considered ‘shameful, unpresentable, 

indecent, or unmentionable’ 

3. Paul uses the word Rudeness (Act Unbecomingly) found 

expression in the problem of women in worship (11:2–16), the 

disorders at the Lord’s Supper (11:17–22), and the general 

organization of worship (14:26–33) 

v. Seek its Own/Self-Seeking - to devote serious effort to realize one’s 

desire or objective, strive for, aim (at), try to obtain, desire, wish (for) 

1. All of this is done for the purpose of one’s own desires 



2. Jesus came to do the work of the Father and to serve others and not 

himself (John 6:38; Mark 10:45; Matt. 20:28; Gal. 1:4; 2:20; Eph. 

5:2, 25; 1 Tim. 2:6; Tit. 2:14) 

3. Paul uses this of himself in his letter to them (1 Cor. 10:33) 

4. The Corinthians were struggling with this (1 Cor. 8:9; 10:23-24) 

vi. Provoked - to cause a state of inward arousal, urge on, stimulate 

1. Especially provoke to wrath 

2. Become irritated or angry 

vii. Take into Account a Wrong Suffered/Does not contemplate evil 

1. Take into Account - to determine by mathematical process, 

reckon, calculate 

2. Wrong - pertaining to being socially or morally reprehensible, bad, 

evil 

3. Suffered - experience or be subjected to (something bad or 

unpleasant) 

a. On the contrary, love does not even think about or suspect 

someone of an evil act in an attempt to love 

b. The one who loves does not take notice of the evil done 

against him/her in the sense that no records are kept, 

waiting for God or man to settle the score 

c. God does not do this of us when he counted us righteous 

(Rom. 4:3–11, 22–24; 2 Cor. 5:19) 

viii. Does not rejoice in Unrighteousness 

1. Rejoice - to be in a state of happiness and well-being; glad 

2. Unrighteousness - the quality of injustice, unrighteousness, 

wickedness, injustice 

a. To take delight in something evil 

b. Having joy in the failures or misfortunes of others 

V. Positive Characteristics of Love – Pt. II – (6b-7) 
a. Paul does a hard contrast and finishes the positive characteristics/attributes of love 

i. Rejoices in the Truth 

1. Rejoice - to be in a state of happiness and well-being; glad 

2. Truth – the content of what is true 

a. The content of Christianity (Word of God) which is the 

ultimate truth 

b. Love implies the commitment to the biblical notion of 

justice 

c. When righteousness wins out, those who love rejoice 

ii. All Things - pertaining to totality with focus on its individual components, 

each, every, any 

1. In all respects, in every way 

iii. Bears - to keep confidential, cover, pass over in silence 

1. of love that throws a cloak of silence over what is displeasing in 

another person 

2. Love never gives in to the pressures of the world 

3. Love endures and stands in the face of opposition 



iv. Believes - to consider something to be true and therefore worthy of one’s 

trust, believe 

1. believe (in) something be convinced of something with that which 

one believes (in) indicated 

v. Hopes - to look forward to something, with implication of confidence 

about something coming to pass 

1. A future expectation that changes our attitude in our present 

circumstances 

vi. Endures - to maintain a belief or course of action in the face of 

opposition, stand one’s ground, hold out 

vii. Love Never Failes - to move with relative rapidity in a downward 

direction 

1. of something that, until recently, has been standing (upright) fall 

(down), fall to pieces 

2. of things, esp. struct structures fall, fall to pieces, collapse, go 

down 

3. There will never come a time in which love collapses  

VI. Conclusion/Personal Application 

a. Conclusion - God is love (1 John 4:8) so he sets the standard and perfectly shows 

the characteristics and attributes of love. In his incarnation (John 1:14), Christ 

perfectly displayed this love to us so that we can do it to others. He said we will 

be known by our love (John 13:34-35) which he showed the disciples by washing 

their feet (John 13:3-20). This kind of love is foreign to the world, and it is the 

love we are called to display which is perfectly laid out here in these verses. Love 

is always superior to anything we can do; love will never fail because it bears, 

believes, hopes, and endures, and only love will remain in the end (1 Cor. 13:13)  

b. Application 

i. What positive characteristics/attributes of love do you struggle with 

showing the most (Patience, kind, rejoices in truth, bears all things, 

believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things, it never fails)? 

ii. How will you intentionally seek to depend on God to get better at 

displaying it? 

iii. What negative characteristics/attributes of love do you find yourself doing 

to others (Not jealous, does not brag, not arrogant, doesn’t act 

unbecomingly, does not seek its own, is not provoked, does not take into 

an account a wrong suffered, does not rejoice in unrighteousness)? 

iv. How will you intentionally seek to depend on God to help you not display 

that characteristic(s)? 


