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1 CORINTHIANS 13 
COMMENTARY 

________________________________________________________________ 
 

1 If I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, but do not have love, I have 
become a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. 2 If I have the gift of prophecy, and know 
all mysteries and all knowledge; and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, 
but do not have love, I am nothing. 
 
ch. 13 Questions are legitimately raised about the origin of the content of 1 Corinthians 

ch. 13, given its broad importance in the spiritual life of many Believers throughout religious 
history. Did the Apostle Paul write this composition previously, or had he written something 
similar previously, now integrating it into his letter? Or, is the material of 1 Corinthians ch. 
13 something that he was specifically inspired to write as he was addressing the situation in 
Corinth? Some think that the material of 1 Corinthians ch. 13 was likely something once 
independent of this letter, and then others think that the material of 1 Corinthians ch. 13 was 
specifically composed for the Corinthians. A variety of commentators and examiners advise 
that while there has been a “love affair” (Fee)1 of sorts with 1 Corinthians ch. 13, that we need 
to all do our best to approach what this chapter meant to the Corinthians, and some of the 
issues they were facing—even with some certain modern applications present. Stephen C. 
Barton usefully advises, 

“What Paul says here about love is concrete instruction for a particular situation (cf. 
8:1b). It is not ‘merely rhetorical’ or ‘sentimental’ or ‘idealized’—as it becomes so often in the 
modern world when 1 Corinthians 13 is read at weddings! Rather it is a social praxis, 
performance of which will serve as an antidote to the attitudes and behaviors in the 
[assembly] which are in danger of tearing it apart.”2 

Evaluating the letter of 1 Corinthians for what it communicates as a piece of ancient 
rhetoric, Ben Witherington III indicates, “Chapter 13 is a digression. Though it is an epideictic 
piece exalting love, it is used in a deliberative argument to exhort the Corinthians to let love 
be their guiding principle in all that they say and do and, more specifically, to stress the 
manner in which all gifts, such as those discussed in ch. 12, should be used.”3 David Prior, 

 
1 Fee, 626. 
2 Barton, in ECB, 1342. 
3 Witherington, 264. 
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recognizing how modern readers have to take the ancient statements of 1 Corinthians ch. 13 
and make them relevant, appropriately observes from his evangelical Christian standpoint, 

“When applied to a local church, it becomes dynamite. It uncovers all the weaknesses, 
gaps, failures and sins in any Christian community. It is a particular challenge to any church 
which has seen outward success in ministry. These words cut us down to size; they humble 
us, because we begin to see what really matters to God. They re-direct us as the body of Christ 
to our true calling. It is probably good for any congregation to assess its life together from 
time to time in the mirror of this chapter.”4 

It is probably safe to say that 1 Corinthians ch. 13 has been greatly valued by many people 
in today’s Messianic movement, but just like many evangelical Christian Believers, we have 
tended to not often consider its contents for what it meant to its original Corinthian audience. 
Still, regardless of how any of us approach or apply some of the details Paul offers in ch. 13, 
all of us need to recognize how without the quantitative manifestation of love among brothers 
and sisters in Messiah Yeshua, anything else we do or can claim may not amount to that 
much. 

Obviously, one of the huge issues present within 1 Corinthians ch. 13—which certainly 
is present within evangelical Christianity, but even at times within parts of the Messianic 
community—involves the validity of the spiritual gifts (vs. 8-10). This writer identifies as a 
continuist and not a charismatic, although both positions advocate the ongoing validity of the 
spiritual gifts, contrary to the views of cessationists.5 The difference between continuists and 
charismatics is not over the continued presence of the gifts of the Spirit within the Body of 
Messiah today; neither group believes that the “gifts are dead.” Continuists, however, will 
focus on the thrust of v. 13—“But now faith, hope, love, abide these three; but the greatest of 
these is love”—far more than speaking in tongues, a manifestation of prophecies, or some 
kind of Divine healings. For, without the definitive and transformative presence of love 
within the Body of Messiah, and an environment which welcomes God’s people into His 
presence and care—other things might not amount to what they think they amount to. 

13:1 Paul admonishes the Corinthians with a word which definitely hits at those who 
gave any sort of importance to speaking in tongues as representing the pinnacle of their 
spirituality: “If I speak in the tongues of mortals and of angels, but do not have love, I am a 
noisy gong or a clanging cymbal” (NRSV). Immediately, one should be reminded of the Torah 
imperatives of loving God and neighbor (Leviticus 19:18; Deuteronomy 6:5) of being the 
greatest of commandments (Matthew 22:36-40; Mark 12:29-31; Luke 10:25-28). Frequently, 
from both academics and congregational preaching, there tends to be some probing of the 
term agapē or “love” from 1 Corinthians 13, which the KJV often renders as “charity,” and what 
in particular is important about such agapē love. 

 
4 Prior, 226. 
5 For a spectrum of approaches and opinions, consult “The Charismatic Gifts Debate,” in Gregory A. Boyd 

and Paul R. Eddy, Across the Spectrum: Understanding Issues in Evangelical Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 
2002), pp 212-224; Wayne A. Grudem, gen. ed., Are Miraculous Gifts for Today? (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996). 
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Various thoughts have been proposed surrounding the term agapē in contemporary 
Christian thought and opinion. When I first heard the term agapē, in my adolescent years of 
the 1980s, it was when my parents were involved in the Walk to Emmaus (a weekend retreat 
intended for spiritual renewal and growth, widely present within evangelical parts of the 
United Methodist Church). My sister and I were frequently told that we needed to prepare 
“agapē,” usually in the form of cards, notes, and mini-artwork, as tokens of our love and care 
for either our parents or friends we knew would be involved in the Walk to Emmaus. 

Commentators on 1 Corinthians will broadly emphasize that the term agapē does have a 
unique quality to it, while at the same time stressing that the places where agapē appears 
really guide its importance for Bible readers. Witherington states how “This love differs from 
both natural human affection (philia, so-called brotherly love) and erōs (desiring love, usually 
related to physical attraction).”6 Anthony C. Thiselton notably draws out not only differences 
between agapē and erōs, but expresses an association between agapē and the Hebrew ahev: 

“Paul wishes to disengage [agapē] from the sensual, emotive, erotic, or even ecstatic 
nuances which the noun [erōs], passionate love, and less often the verb [agapan] can convey in 
secular or non-Christian religious Greek texts. [agapan] enters Paul’s thinking as the usual 
LXX translation for Heb…(‘aheb), to love.”7 

A basic conclusion regarding the significance of agapē love, within the Apostolic 
Scriptures, is that this is the form of love which Yeshua the Messiah requires of His followers. 
While the term agapē can be differentiated from philia or erōs, it is those key places within the 
Apostolic Scriptures where agapē is employed, which should direct how important this term 
is. Roy E. Ciampa and Brian S. Rosner appropriately explain, 

“The key sources for...understanding are the love commands of the Old Testament and 
Christ’s example of self-sacrificing love for others (Lev. 19:18; Deut. 6:5; Rom. 13:9; Gal. 5:14; 
Rom. 5:8; 14:15; 2 Cor. 5:14; Gal. 2:20; Eph. 2:4; 5:2, 25). There is a long tradition of unpacking 
the meaning of the command to love one’s neighbor (Lev 19:18). Love is a central theme of 
Paul’s Christian ethical teaching (Rom. 12:9-10; 13:8, 9, 10; 14:15; Gal. 5:13-14; Eph. 1:15; 4:2, 16; 
5:2), and in Romans 13:10 Paul makes clear that he understands his teaching on love to be a 
reflection of Leviticus 19:18, which he considers a summary of the law.”8 

Ciampa and Rosner state that this is “self-sacrificing, other-oriented love. This is what 
has come to be referred to as agapē love.”9 In the view of Thiselton, “love [agapē] denotes 
above all a stance or attitude which shows itself in acts of will as regard, respect, and concern for 
the welfare of the other. It is therefore profoundly christological, for the cross is the paradigm 
case of the act of will and stance which places welfare of others above the interests of the self.”10 At 
the same time, it does have to be weighed how Craig Blomberg says, “we must beware of 

 
6 Witherington, 269. 
7 Thiselton, 1034. 
8 Ciampa and Rosner, 619. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Thiselton, 1035. 
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overexegeting this term.”11 In 1 Corinthians ch. 13, any manifestation of the spiritual gifts, in 
the lives and congregational experience of the Corinthians, has to be counterbalanced with 
the presence of agapē or “love.” Gordon D. Fee is right to conclude, “It is not a matter of these 
things or love, or even these things motivated by love, but these things by a person whose 
whole life is otherwise also given to love. If not, that person’s life before God adds up to zero.”12 

The Apostle Paul was someone who bears witness to having spoken in tongues (14:18), 
but he clearly recognized its limitations in his statement, “If I speak human or angelic 
languages but do not have love, I am a sounding gong or a clanging cymbal” (HCSB). The 
Phillips New Testament notably renders v. 1 along the lines of this representing more of an 
eloquence of speech: “If I speak with the eloquence of men and of angels, but have no love, I 
become no more than blaring brass or crashing cymbal.” A commentator like Craig S. Keener 
thinks, “More likely, angelic speech merely reinforces the hyperbole of one able to speak ‘all’ 
tongues.”13 Yet, some examiners are prone to mention Testament of Job 48:1-3 in the 
Pseudepigrapha, addressing how the daughter of Job was apparently gifted with the ability to 
speak in known, angelic languages: 

“Thus, when the one called Hemera arose, she wrapped around her own string just as 
her father said. And she took on another heart—no longer minded toward earthly things—
but she spoke ecstatically in the angelic dialect, sending up a hymn to God in accord with the 
hymnic style of the angels. And as she spoke ecstatically, she allowed ‘The Spirit’ to be 
inscribed on her garment.”14 

Many have thought that Paul’s reference to “I am become as sounding brass, or a tinkling 
cymbal” (KJV) as involving some of the elements of ancient pagan worship, perhaps even 
some of the cults in the vicinity of Corinth. Richard B. Hays paraphrases v. 1 along these lines: 
“Even if you can speak with the heavenly language of angels, but have no love, your high-
toned speech has become like the empty echo of an actor’s speech or the noise of frenzied 
pagan worship.”15 While this cannot be ruled out, it is not necessary. Some of these same 
worship elements were used in Ancient Israel (Psalm 150:5); the point to the Corinthians is 
that their spiritual abilities, without the presence of love, might be as important only as a 
secondary instrument. The calling upon the Corinthians was to be a holy people (1:2), which 
by necessity meant that they were to walk in love—as opposed to any of those who 
inappropriately thought that they were to mainly “walk in tongues.” 

13:2 As the RSV and ESV render v. 2, Paul exclaims, “And if I have prophetic powers, and 
understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, 
but have not love, I am nothing.” Whether it is possessing some kind of supernatural ability 
to issue prophecies (predictive or admonishing), to speak forth and understand mysteries 

 
11 Blomberg, 261. 
12 Fee, 629. 
13 Keener, 108. 
14 R.P. Spittler, trans., “Testament of Job,” in The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, Vol 1, pp 865-866. 
15 Hays, 223. 



1 CORINTHIANS 13 

- 373 - 

(15:31; Daniel 2:20-22), or even the significance to somehow move mountains (Zechariah 4:7; 
Matthew 17:20; 21:21; Mark 11:23), love is superior to all. Ciampa and Rosner draw out their 
point that, “Remarkably, while Paul’s reference to ‘mountain-moving’ faith here echoes Jesus’ 
promise about the power of even mustard-seed-sized faith to move mountains (Matt. 17:20; 
21:21; Mark 11:23), what Jesus says (probably speaking more metaphorically or even more 
hyperbolically than Paul) can be done with mustard-seed-sized faith Paul can only imagine 
doing in some more perfect state in which he might have ‘all faith.’”16 Still, regardless of a 
figure like Paul having pasan tēn pistin or what “all [the] faith” may result in—without the 
presence of agapē or love, then he can actually say, outhen eimi: “I am nothing,” “I count for 
nothing” (Moffat New Testament), “I amount to nothing at all” (Phillips New Testament). 
 

 
3 And if I give all my possessions to feed the poor, and if I surrender my body to be 
burned, but do not have love, it profits me nothing. 
 
13:3 As the NIV renders v. 3, Paul says, “If I give all I possess to the poor and surrender 

my body to the flames, but have not love, I gain nothing.” The verb psōmizō involves “to feed 
with sops or tid-bits” (LS).17 The statement, “and if I give away to feed others all my goods” 
(YLT) could have especially hit hard at any of the rich or well-to-do Corinthian Believers, who 
thought that only a minimal giving or even widespread giving of their wealth to provide for 
the sustenance of the poor among them, would be sufficient to be considered redeemed. David 
E. Garland appropriately observes, 

“Feeding the poor is not enough. It must be driven by love for the poor, which is 
motivated by love for Christ, who has identified himself with the poor. If the wealthier 
Corinthians gave sops to the ‘have-nots’ gathered around the Lord’s table, or more than sops, 
the best portions of their food, but did it only as a palliative to avoid getting weak and ill (1 
Cor. 11:30), then it would be for nothing. They would still be under God’s judgment. Paul has 
impoverished himself for the cause of his apostolic ministry, but if it were not because the 
love of Christ constrains him to do so, then it would all be for nothing.”18 

Consulting the second statement in v. 3, one sees a variety of textual variants manifest. 
The RSV, for example, has “if I deliver my body to be burned,” whereas the NRSV which 
follows has “if I hand over my body so that I may boast.” Which is the better reading? 

The statement “and if I surrender my body to be burned” (NASU) is not at all a reference 
to cremation after death, but instead to a terrible martyrdom. There are Biblical and extra-
Biblical examples to a martyr’s death by burning, notably including Shadrach, Meshach, and 
Abed-nego (Daniel 3:19-23; Hebrews 11:34), and various figures during the Maccabean crisis 
(2 Maccabees 7:37; 4 Maccabees 18:3). 

 
16 Ciampa and Rosner, 632. 
17 LS, 903. 
18 Garland, 614. 
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There is a difference among some textual witnesses in v. 3, which read with kauchēsōmai, 
“I may/might boast” (NRSV/TLV), and others which have kauthēsōmai, “I will be burned.”19 
Both are entirely legitimate options, especially given the examples of previous figures who 
were burned alive for their faith in Israel’s God. But, many do feel that “and give over my body 
to hardship that I may boast” (TNIV), kauchēsōmai, is more original than “and if I deliver up 
my body to be burned” (ESV), kauthēsōmai.20 A textual alteration to burning is often thought 
to have been affected by the frequency of the Romans burning Second-Third Century 
Christian alive, which was not as normative in the First Century C.E. 

The reading “if I surrender my body to be burned” (NASU) is more narrow than “if I hand 
over my body so that I may boast” (NRSV). Handing one’s body over could involve having to 
face death by flames, but it could involve a variety of other actions. Examiners tend to be in 
agreement that the statement of 1 Clement 55:2, from the late First Century, is likely affected 
by v. 3: “We know that many among us have had themselves imprisoned, so that they might 
ransom others. Many have sold themselves into slavery, and with the price received for 
themselves have fed others.”21 In his remarks, Leon Morris synthesizes the two options: 

“Paul is saying that it is possible for a person to give his body up to burning or to slavery 
and make this spectacular sacrifice without love. That person may be moved by dedication to 
a high ideal, or by pride or the like.”22 

Regardless if v. 3 has a narrow death by flames in view, or a broad giving of one’s body 
over to slavery or some other hardship—what kind of boasting is meaningless without the 
presence of love within a Believer? Much of this involves the anticipated, future glory, 
boasting, or pride which comes in the eschaton (2 Corinthians 1:14; Romans 5:2-3; cf. 1 
Corinthians 4:4-5). We are to take glory in the Lord’s work, and what He has, is, and will achieve 
through us. But, self-sacrifice of whatever sort means nothing if there is a quantitative 
absence of love. Self-sacrifice has to be tempered by love, and not be a just an obligated action 
with latent contempt for those who are being served. Ciampa and Rosner think, “Here, 
despite what would appear in human eyes to be the most remarkable demonstration of 
spiritual commitment imaginable, the person should expect no praise or reward from God.”23 
Indeed, perhaps the only reward is knowing at a future point that a Believer got to simply got 
to serve the interests of God. 
 
 

 

 
19 Cf. Erwin Nestle and Kurt Aland, eds., Novum Testamentum Graece, Nestle-Aland 27th Edition (New York: 

American Bible Society, 1993), GNT, 463; Kurt Aland, et. al., The Greek New Testament, Fourth Revised Edition 
(Stuttgart: Deutche Bibelgesellschaft/United Bible Societies, 1998), 597; Metzger, Textual Commentary, pp 563-564. 

20 Thiselton, pp 1043-1044 who favors kauchēsōmai. 
21 Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers, 117. 
22 Morris, 179. 
23 Ciampa and Rosner, 638. 
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4 Love is patient, love is kind and is not jealous; love does not brag and is not 
arrogant, 5 does not act unbecomingly; it does not seek its own, is not provoked, 
does not take into account a wrong suffered, 6 does not rejoice in unrighteousness, 
but rejoices with the truth; 7 bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, 
endures all things. 
 
13:4 As v. 4 reads in the venerable KJV, “Charity suffereth long, and is kind; charity 

envieth not; charity vaunteth not itself, is not puffed up.” God’s love or agapē to be manifested 
in the hearts and minds of the redeemed in Messiah, is definitely to be manifested by the 
presence of the fruit of the Spirit (Galatians 5:22-23). God’s love or agapē is not just to be a 
force different than how the world operates—but how the Corinthians to whom Paul is 
writing have been operating, who have experienced divisions (1:10; 3:3), lawsuits (6:8), and 
have disregarded the poor (11:21-22), should instead be acting. As Ciampa and Rosner put it, 
“Paul’s praise of love is highly ironic, since it is primarily characterized by listing behaviors 
that implicitly reflect blame on the Corinthians.”24 

Thiselton draws a more modern comparison of self-absorbsion of those in ministry, as 
he inquires, “How much behavior among believers and even ministers is actually ‘attention 
seeking’ designed to impress others with one’s own supposed importance? Some ‘spiritual 
songs’ may appear to encourage, rather than discourage, this preoccupation with the self 
rather than with others and with God.”25 The Phillips New Testament has a unique 
paraphrase of v. 4: “This love of which I speak is slow to lose patience it looks for a way of 
being constructive. It is not possessive: it is neither anxious to impress nor does it cherish 
inflated ideas of its own importance.” 

13:5 That there are some definite actions which have been egregious problems among 
people throughout human history—not originating from love—are noted by Paul to have 
been problems in Corinth. He asserts, “[Love] does not dishonor others, it is not self-seeking, 
it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs” (TNIV). Rudeness, self-satisfaction, and 
being easily angered are not qualities of God’s love operating through people (cf. 11:18-22). 
Witherington describes how what Paul will talk about ran completely contrary to many of the 
values operative throughout the classical Mediterranean world: 

“What Paul says in this paragraph [vs. 4-7] goes directly against the enmity conventions 
that existed in the Greco-Roman world, which set up tremendous rivalries between Sophists, 
patrons, and officials, all of whom were striving for public recognition and honor. If one 
believes that honor is in limited supply and that one must have it above all else to amount to 
anything in one’s city and culture, then one must be very possessive and particular in one’s 
allegiance and must oppose others who are striving for the same goal of recognition.”26 

 
24 Ibid., 640. 
25 Thiselton, 1049. 
26 Witherington, 270. 
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Thiselton draws the modern application, “today it may...include any kind of 
monopolizing of a congregation’s time and attention in the service of the self: in the tone, 
style, and vocabulary adopted in notices or sermons, or, worst of all, the minister as 
overfamiliar chat-show host or ‘prophet’ of ill-mannered rebuke.”27 

13:6-7 It is imperative that the love or agapē “does not rejoice in unrighteousness, but 
rejoices with the truth” (v. 6), or “It does not rejoice about injustice but rejoices whenever the 
truth wins out” (NLT). Much of the material in ch. 5 preceding, for example, are hardly things 
for those who have God’s love operating within and through them, to find any degree of joy, 
satisfaction, or pleasure in! On the contrary, “It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, 
always perseveres” (v. 7, NIV). As 1 Peter 4:8 astutely admonishes, “Above all, keep fervent in 
your love for one another, because love covers a multitude of sins.” 
 

 
8 Love never fails; but if there are gifts of prophecy, they will be done away; if there 
are tongues, they will cease; if there is knowledge, it will be done away. 9 For we 
know in part and we prophesy in part; 10 but when the perfect comes, the partial 
will be done away. 
 
13:8 The supreme importance of love or agapē for the people of God, compared or 

contrasted to various spiritual gifts, is seen in Paul’s word: “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” (NIV). Love or agapē is something that is to endure beyond 
spiritual gifts, which are notably temporal, as they widely concern the function of the Body 
of Messiah in the present time. Fee stresses, “Love is the ‘way that is beyond comparison’ 
because, in contrast to the charismata, which function within the framework of our present 
eschatological existence only, agapē characterizes our existence both now and forever.”28 It 
should also be recognized that the superiority of the power of love over the spiritual gifts, 
should by no means be taken as a diminution of the spiritual gifts—just that the spiritual gifts 
ultimately have some limitations, because of where salvation history is presently found. 
Ciampa and Rosner, noting the presence of knowledge in v. 8, appropriately state, 

“The context makes it clear that what will pass away is the gift of knowledge, and not 
knowledge itself. The following verses indicate that all our present knowledge, including that 
of those with the special gift of knowledge, is partial and will be replaced by complete and 
perfect knowledge when we see God face to face.”29 

Frequently, theologians will argue that in the present experience of the people of God, 
future realities have already broken into the present by virtue of the resurrection of the 
Messiah—although more is to come in the future, at a culmination point when He returns to 

 
27 Thiselton, 1050. 
28 Fee, 641. 
29 Ciampa and Rosner, 655. 
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establish His Kingdom. Often called realized eschatology, a partial yet substantial reality of 
future Kingdom promises are already accessible in the present (i.e., Isaiah 54:13; Jeremiah 
31:34; Zechariah 13:3-6), with much more to be anticipated as the consummation of the age 
approaches. Garland observes, “In 2 Corinthians, Paul reminds his readers that their 
experience in the Spirit’s power is only the beginning of what is still to be attained. The real 
transformation of the Christian into the glory of Christ does not take place until the 
resurrection and the new creation.”30 

Those who hold to a cessationist position believe that gifts of the Spirit, such as 
prophecy, tongues, or knowledge, ceased or terminated with the generation of the Apostles 
and/or their immediate successors. Continuists, in contrast, hold that these gifts represent 
an incomplete selection of something more perfect and encompassing, which will be known 
to the redeemed at the return of the Messiah (v. 10). This is a decisive moment in future history 
when we behold the Lord face to face (v. 12).31 While the cessationist position has widely 
dominated dispensational Christian circles—and certainly more publicly in recent decades, 
with the similar public emergence of Pentecostal and charismatic Christian voices—it is 
surprising to many how there are quite a few theologians who are indeed continuists, 
affirming that the gifts of the Spirit are more operative in our present time than not. On the 
whole, it is safe to say that a fair number of today’s Messianic teachers and leaders are more 
continuist than not, as well. 

But is there a difference between continuists and charismatics? Not in the sense that 
both believe in the operative presence of the gifts of the Spirit. Charismatics, however, might 
look at an assembly seemingly devoid of prophecy, tongues, and knowledge, and think that 
the Holy Spirit is not functioning. Continuists would first look for the presence of love or 
agapē in an assembly, and then from there recognize that when people need to truly see such 
gifts as prophecy, tongues, and knowledge, God will see to it (cf. 1:7). Hays appropriately 
indicates, 

“Paul does not write about love in order to debunk tongues and other spiritual gifts. His 
point is not that love should supersede spiritual gifts but that it should govern their usage in 
the [assembly]—as chapter 14 will clearly demonstrate. Love is not a higher and better gift; 
rather it is a ‘way’ (12:31b), a manner of life within which all the gifts are to find their proper 
place.”32 

Fee, who is widely regarded as being Pentecostal and charismatic, asserts how for this 
passage, “This is not a condemnation of the gifts; it is a relativizing of them.”33 Indeed, in 
whatever religious setting we may find ourselves today—we should be more concerned with 
those who place a higher emphasis on gifts of the Spirit, rather than on the transformative 
power of the love of God to change the hearts and minds of His people. 

 
30 Garland, 620. 
31 Cf. Ibid., 623. 
32 Hays, 222. 
33 Fee, 642. 
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13:9 That the operation of the spiritual gifts in the present is incomplete is emphasized 
by Paul in his statement to the Corinthians, “For we know in part and we prophesy in part.” 
A clause he uses twice is ek merous, which the BDAG entry for meros indicates for this verse 
involving, “what is ‘in part’ = imperfect.”34 The RSV actually renders v. 9 along these lines: “For 
our knowledge is imperfect and our prophecy is imperfect.” That there is presently only a 
partial or incomplete experience that God’s people can have, is entirely due to how history 
has not yet arrived at that point where we have experienced “the redemption of our body” 
(Romans 8:23) subsequent to the resurrection. The operative presence of the Holy Spirit in 
the lives of God’s people in the present, though, is to be regarded as a pledge of much more to 
come (2 Corinthians 1:22; 5:5). It is very likely that there were Corinthian Believers who 
thought that the operative presence, of the gifts of the Spirit, was an indication that they had 
reached a seeming pinnacle of being—when this was definitely not the case, with more still 
on the agenda of salvation history. As Thiselton describes, 

“In Paul’s view any ‘absolute’ of revelation is anchored in the cross and the resurrection 
within the framework of OT revelation and further disclousures as anticipation of the End 
when the whole picture becomes unveiled at the last judgment. Only then does ‘knowledge’ 
become definite, unrevisable, and no longer corrigible.”35 

One of the highly commendable virtues, of today’s Messianic movement, is that we are 
quite consciously aware of how history is moving toward a significant point of culmination: 
“all Israel will be saved” (Romans 11:26) and all of the Messianic Kingdom prophecies 
associated with it. We know that we have not reached the future age to come. However, we 
could probably be more open to the Holy Spirit enacting more of the realities of that future 
age within our assemblies today! 

13:10 That the present function of the spiritual gifts is incomplete or partial, and that 
something more significant will come, is seen in Paul’s word, “but when the perfect comes, 
the partial will be done away.” The spiritual gifts are rightly to be recognized as involving the 
power of the future age to come, breaking into the present evil age (cf. Galatians 1:4), but such 
power is partial or limited. As Barton puts it, “The charismata make possible what would not 
be possible otherwise in the time prior to the coming of the kingdom of God: anticipatory, 
partial sharing in the life of heaven.”36 Soards goes a little further, in while recognizing the 
present incompleteness of the spiritual gifts, how the future to come should highlight how 
people will have their actions in the present evaluated by the Lord: 

“Paul promises the survival of that which is perfect and declares the eschatological end 
of imperfection...[T]he statements should cause the attentive reader to recall Paul’s 
statements in 1 Corinthians 3:10-15 concerning what kinds of things will survive God’s 
scrutiny on the Day of final judgment.”37 

 
34 BDAG, 633. 
35 Thiselton, 1064. 
36 Barton, in ECB, 1343. 
37 Soards, 274. 
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Without the presence of love or agapē operative in the Corinthians, what does it really 
mean for them to have what are actually incomplete spiritual gifts functioning among them? 
Will such spiritual gifts help accomplish things which the Lord will be pleased with when He 
returns? Fee raises the telic focus of the usage of the spiritual gifts in the present, as “between 
the inauguration of the End through the death and resurrection of Jesus with the subsequent 
outpouring of the Spirit and the final consummation when God will be ‘all in all’ (see 15:20-
28).”38 The spiritual gifts, which hardly ceased with the death of the Apostles and their 
immediate successors, play a significant role in aiding the saints in the here and now. They 
play a significant role in history moving to the point when the Messiah returns, and the 
redeemed eventually arrive at the Eternal State. But they are still incomplete, in comparison 
to the abiding presence of love. 
 

 
11 When I was a child, I used to speak like a child, think like a child, reason like a 
child; when I became a man, I did away with childish things. 12 For now we see in 
a mirror dimly, but then face to face; now I know in part, but then I will know fully 
just as I also have been fully known. 13 But now faith, hope, love, abide these three; 
but the greatest of these is love. 
 
13:11 Paul, perhaps reflecting to some degree on his own life, admonishes the 

Corinthians, “When I was a child, I used to speak like a child, reason like a child, think like a 
child. But now that I have become a man, I've put an end to childish things” (Common English 
Bible). The NRSV slightly paraphrases gegona anēr as “became an adult.” While many 
Believers have seen this quoted to them personally, to probably emphasize that they indeed 
need to grow up into adulthood—pertaining to any number of facets of immaturity that may 
dominate them—the Corinthians were delivered this so that they might focus less on the 
spiritual gifts, and more on the love or agapē required of God’s own, and how they were to 
reach for a future where they will see God “face to face” (v. 12). In the estimation of F.F. Bruce, 
“The Corinthians must recognize that the things to which they attached paramount 
importance were the transient concerns of spiritual immaturity and learn to set the highest 
value on the things that endure for ever.”39 

Another way of approaching what is communicated is stated by Witherington, who 
takes “When I was a child...” from more of a salvation historical framework of it representing 
the present period, to be followed by a future, more comprehensive period: 

“Verses 11f. should probably not be understood as saying that it is childish to speak in 
tongues or to prophesy, since Paul himself still does such things. He is saying that there is an 

 
38 Fee, 643. 
39 Bruce, 128. 
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age appropriate to such things and that now is that age. When the completion of the age finally 
comes, then it will be time to set aside what was appropriate and needful in that age.”40 

13:12 Paul tells the Corinthians, “For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face. 
Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I have been fully known” (ESV). He is 
obviously communicating from his standpoint as a limited mortal, who even with the 
presence of the spiritual gifts, is among all those who “see[s] through a glass, darkly” (KJV). 
The term ainigma is noted by LS to actually mean, “a dark saying, riddle.”41 The Phillips New 
Testament actually has, “At present we are men looking at puzzling reflections in a mirror.” 

Even though by God as Creator, Paul is one who has been “fully known,” from Paul’s 
perspective, until God’s people reach the eschaton and the return of the Messiah (1:7-8; 15:23-
28), will God’s own be able to actually “fully know.” Paul forthrightly invokes the terminology 
prosōpon pros prosōpon or panim el-panim (Numbers 12:6-8; Deuteronomy 34:10), as the “face 
to face” experience that Moses had, is something to be replicated in the future, in the 
experience of Yeshua the Messiah as the returned King with His people. 1 John 3:2 alludes to 
the further reality, “Beloved, now we are children of God, and it has not appeared as yet what 
we will be. We know that when He appears, we will be like Him, because we will see Him just 
as He is.” Even with those having died in the faith present with the Lord (2 Corinthians 5:8), 
the eschatological scene Paul is speaking of involves further dimensions of the resurrection 
and the Messianic Kingdom. Blomberg astutely recognizes that what Paul speaks of can only 
be understood by us, until after the return of the Messiah, and how past cessationist 
interpretations have been most wanting: 

“Although later interpreters have at times felt otherwise, nothing in Paul supports any 
consciousness of his writing near the end of an apostolic age or the close of a biblical canon. 
And the metaphors in verse 12 fit poorly which such interpretations. After the Bible was 
completed, Christians did not see God ‘face to face’ (only ‘face to book’!) or know him to the 
degree that he knew them. When we recall that 1:7 pointed out the ongoing role of the gifts 
until the return of Christ, there can only be one possible interpretation of ‘perfection’—it is 
the life in the world to come after Jesus reappears on earth.”42 

13:13 As the famed KJV rendering of v. 13 puts it, “And now abideth faith, hope, charity, 
these three; but the greatest of these is charity,” emphasizing the supreme value of love or 
agapē for the people of God. For myself as a continuist, believing in the ongoing validity of the 
spiritual gifts, the significance of v. 13 necessarily overrides any importance people might 
give to speaking in tongues, Divine healings, prophetic words, words of knowledge, etc. If the 
abiding presence of love or agapē is not uplifted as paramount, then I know that for myself, I 
will not be edified. What will it truly profit an assembly of Messiah followers, if people are 

 
40 Witherington, 271. 
41 LS, 21. 
42 Blomberg, 260; Ibid., pp 262-263 where he discusses the fallacies of the cessationist position and abuses 

of the modern charismatic movement. 
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looked down upon for not speaking in tongues or prophesying—attitudes which can manifest 
as a certain consequence of love not being fully present? 

A continuist, perhaps more than those from Pentecostal or charismatic traditions, would 
believe that one can feel the presence of and experience the working of, the Holy Spirit, in a 
more formal religious environment, and not just in one where all prayers or worship are 
spontaneous. One can have formal worship and liturgy and prayer and the charismatic gifts; 
they do not have to all be mutually exclusive. The abiding presence of love is what is most 
imperative. Today’s Messianic people need to take special note of this, as we certainly 
employ a wide array of traditional and customary Jewish forms of worship in our services. 
Some consider traditional liturgy with a Torah scroll and canting to be dead religion. Yet 
others can feel the reverent presence of God during a Torah service on Shabbat, as they are 
reminded of His love for them. 

Paul’s word in v. 13 bears some resemblance to what he said earlier in 1 Thessalonians 
1:3: “constantly bearing in mind your work of faith and labor of love and steadfastness of hope 
in our Lord Yeshua the Messiah in the presence of our God and Father.” And, the imperative 
value of love is surely emphasized in 1 John 4:8, 16: “The one who does not love does not know 
God, for God is love...We have come to know and have believed the love which God has for us. 
God is love, and the one who abides in love abides in God, and God abides in him.” The 
command for brothers and sisters, God’s own, to love one another can never be exhausted 
from a Biblical standpoint (John 13:34-35; Romans 13:10; 1 Corinthians 8:1; Galatians 5:6; 
Ephesians 4:16; Philippians 1:9; Colossians 3:14; 1 Peter 4:8). It is indeed to be that ultimate, 
unifying virtue, which is to guide us to the grand future that our Creator has in store. As Hays 
appropriately concludes, 

“[F]aith, hope, and love are the enduring character marks of the Christian life in the 
present time, in this anomalous interval between the cross and the parousia. Faith is the trust 
that we direct toward the God of Israel, who has kept faith with his covenant promises by 
putting forward Jesus for our sake and raising him to new life; hope focuses our fervent desire 
to see a broken world restored by God to its rightful wholeness (Rom. 8:18-39); and love is the 
foretaste of our ultimate union with God, graciously given to us now and shared with our 
brothers and sisters.”43 
 
 
  

 
43 Hays, pp 230-231. 
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