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I Am The Greatest 
(1 Corinthians 13:1-13  January 3, 2021) 

 

 
 
No surprise here – but growing up – I was a comic book nerd. I had a huge collection 
of superhero comics. 
 
And my fellow nerds and I were known to indulge in debates over – if you could choose 
just one super-power – what would it be? 
 
Flight, super-strength, invisibility, invulnerability? 
 
In case you were wondering – the answer is of course – super-speed – but we can 
argue the finer points later. 
 
There is a sense in which this is exactly what was happening in Corinth – but in regard 
to spiritual gifts. 
 
Which gift is greater? Clearly my gift is greater than your gift. 
 
The gift that one significant group in the church settled on as the greatest is one that 
is an interesting choice to me – the gift of tongues. 
 
Personally, if I had to choose a flashy gift – I would have chosen miracles or healing. 
 
They chose tongues – probably because to them the gift was angelic – if you had it – 
it showed everyone else that you were almost angelic – one of the truly spiritual elite. 
 
This morning we will see Paul say – wow are you off base. 
 
Imagine being given the choice of two spiritual super-gifts. 

I Am The Greatest

— 1 Corinthians 13:1-13 —
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Gift 1 – you can do miracles – move a mountain into the sea. 
 
Gift 2 – you can forgive someone who wronged you. 
 
Which is the greater gift? 
 
If we are honest – mountain moving seems really impressive, forgiveness is so 
ordinary. 
 
Paul says – it is not even close. 
 
Here is the point of this morning’s message: 
 

 
 
If you want greatness – choose love. 
 
I use the word choose – deliberately. This is agape love – a choice to love. 
 
We find this discussion in 1 Corinthians 13. 
 
1 Corinthians 13 is one of the best-known passages in Scripture. 
 
Most Christians and non-Christians probably know it as ‘the wedding passage’. Love 
is patient, love is kind, love does not envy … 
 
However, I think Paul would be surprised that this became the go to wedding passage. 
He does not mention marriage, husbands or wives – yet this description of love is read 
and spoken of at many if not most weddings. 
 
But among Christians – it is also known as is the ‘just when do miraculous gifts 
cease passage.’ 

If you want greatness – 
choose love
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Again, I think Paul would have been surprised by this. Yes, he does say the partial 
gifts of prophecies, tongues and knowledge will cease when the telios – the perfect 
or mature or complete – comes. But providing the exact timing of when they cease 
was not at all his purpose. 
 
Paul’s motivation and main point in this chapter is not – the secret to a great marriage 
is love – nor is it – let me tell you when the gift of tongues will cease. 
 
His point is: 
 

If you want greatness – choose love. 
 
Let me remind you of how this chapter fits. 
 
It is clear that some in the church thought certain spiritual gifts were evidence of 
greater spirituality. 
 
In particular tongues – but flashy gifts like prophecy, miracles and healing are up there. 
 
Having these gifts supposedly showed you were great. 
 
Paul is stunned at how off base this. 
 
In a sense these three chapters answer one question. 
 
What demonstrates greatness – the gifts of the Spirit or the fruit of the Spirit? 
 
What shows true greatness in the kingdom – having a gift like tongues, miracles or 
healing? – OR – demonstrating fruit like love, kindness and gentleness? 
 
Paul is absolutely clear – no contest – the fruit of the Spirit is the true sign of greatness. 
 
This comes out in so many ways. When Paul gives the qualifications for Elders – no 
miraculous, flashy gift is mentioned. 
 
Danny has healing – he’s in as an Elder. 
 
Xi man is a prophet – tick. 
 
Rhoi is a tongue speaker – mark him Elder material. 
 
No. The flashiest quality is able to teach. 
 
Instead, what you get is a list of character qualities – above reproach, self-controlled, 
gentle, hospitable. 
 
True greatness is seen in character not giftedness. 
 
Paul makes this clear in these three chapters. 
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Chapter 12 Spiritual gifts should exalt Christ and edify His church 
 
Paul gave the two tests of a true spiritual gift. Does it exalt Christ and does it edify His 
church? 
 
Character seeks to glorify Christ not self – and build up the church not self. 
 

Chapter 13 Love is greater than any spiritual gift 
 
Here in chapter 13 – Paul is clear – love is greater than any spiritual gift. 
 
Whatever anyone thinks the greatest gifts are – love is greater. 
 

Chapter 14 So, pursue love and desire the gifts that exalt Christ and 
edify His church 

 
Paul applies these principles in chapter 14. 
 
Here is what we will see this morning: 
 
As great as miraculous gifts are – love is greater 
 
Paul says: 
 

Don’t settle for something that is merely angelic – be Christ-like – exhibit the 
selfless love that Christ demonstrates. 
 
Don’t settle for something that is passing away – invest in something eternal – 
love that never fails. 

 

Spiritual gifts should exalt Christ and edify His church 12 

Love is greater than any spiritual gift 13 

So, pursue love and desire the gifts that exalt Christ and 
edify His church 14
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We begin by looking at: 
 

Love is greater because the choice to love is Christ-like 1-7 
 
What is the most powerful – God-like act in history? 
 
Romans 5:8: 
 

God proves his love for us in that while we still were sinners Christ died for us.  
 
God – who is holy and just – choosing to love rebels – to the point of entering this 
fallen world and humbling Himself to the point of death on a cross. 
 
That is greater than parting the Red Sea, raising Lazarus – that is greater than the act 
of creation. 
 
The problem is we humans are impressed by the wrong things. 
 
God became man to live among us and die for us – and we said – well that doesn’t 
impress us – do some party tricks – heal or walk on water. 
 
We look at the cross and instead of seeing the greatest possible manifestation of the 
power of God – we see weakness. 
 
God gave the Apostle Paul the ability to heal. Healing was not hard – people just had 
to touch his handkerchief. 
 
But, for him to forgive Barnabas or John Mark or those who stoned him – that is real 
spiritual power. That is hard. 
 

Miraculous gifts don’t impress God 1-3 
 
1 Corinthians 13:1–3:  
 

If I speak human or angelic tongues but do not have love, I am a noisy gong or 
a clanging cymbal. If I have the gift of prophecy and understand all mysteries 
and all knowledge, and if I have all faith so that I can move mountains but do 
not have love, I am nothing. And if I give away all my possessions, and if I give 
over my body in order to boast but do not have love, I gain nothing.  

 
God gave these gifts – they don’t impress Him. 
 
It is like a parent who gives a child an iPhone 12 for Christmas. It might impress his 
friends – but it doesn’t make the parent say – wow you are great. They say – I gave 
that to you. 
 
What impresses the parent is when that child chooses to show them love. 
 
Spiritual gifts are meant to glorify Christ – but people being people – flashy gifts tend 
to draw attention and admiration to the one with the gift. 
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But Paul says – whatever gift you have – unless it is motivated and undergirded by 
love – it is no sign of greatness. 
 
Paul gives a series of – even ifs – using the most spectacular and exaggerated of the 
miraculous gifts and some of the more impressive non-miraculous gifts. 
 
Paul is not necessarily saying he has these gifts – he is saying – even if I had them – 
without love – I would be nothing – I would not impress God. 
 
Even if I did speak in tongues – the known human language kind we find in the Bible 
– or even the angelic kind you Corinthians claim – without love – it is just noise. 
 
Even if had the gift of prophecy such that I understood all mysteries and had all 
knowledge (and in this life I can’t) – without love I am nothing. 
 
Even if I had the gift of faith that worked miracles even a miracle as stupendous as 
moving a mountain – without love I am nothing. 
 
The next two gifts are non-miraculous and might even seem acts of love – the issue 
is the motive. 
 
In the context they are gifts – the gifts of giving and serving – but done to highlight how 
impressive I am – not flowing from love. 
 
Even if I had the gift of giving – even to the point that I gave everything away – without 
love it would be of no gain. 
 
Even if I gave over my body – to the point of death – in order to boast about Christ – 
but do not have love, I gain nothing.  
 
Now, I need to comment here that some of the early manuscripts say – if I gave my 
body to be burned. 
 
Without going into it – I think the evidence is in favour of boast rather than burn. 
 
Paul is saying even if I gave everything to glorify – to boast in Christ – without love – 
even this is nothing. 
 
We can serve Christ and the church with selfish motives – wanting to be noticed – to 
earn reward. 
 
In terms of eternity – in terms of pleasing God – it gains you nothing. 
 
Paul’s point in these verses is clear. 
 
Churches and the people in them are fickle. 
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I was reading an article recently about how a famous NFL player began attending a 
church in the US – and how it disrupted the services. People were more interested in 
the famous player than worshipping Christ. 
 
People talk about MacArthur’s church or Chandler’s church – as if going to see those 
leaders was the point of attending. 
 
People are drawn to great gifts and those who stand out. 
 
Paul says – even if you have the flashiest, most impressive gifts imaginable – without 
love that person is not truly serving Christ and will not please God. 
 
This is such a danger for every church. 
 
Every church and tradition have heroes and fans and superstars. 
 
But what should give you spiritual cred is love. 
 
What God looks for is genuine love. 
 
He gives spiritual gifts as He determines – not based on merit or ability – but as He 
wills. Love is a fruit that comes from within. 
 
So, as to the question of who is great in the kingdom? 
 
The Corinthians said – angelic tongue speakers. 
 
We might say – the great preachers, missionaries, evangelists, theologians of the age. 
 
Maybe. Maybe they are. 
 
But, Jesus they are only great if they love God and love their neighbour. 
 
The point is it doesn’t matter how spiritual you appear, how great you are in the eyes 
of men, how impressive your gifts are – what makes someone truly great is if their 
lives are motivated by love. 
 
Matthew 6:1–4:  
 

“Be careful not to practice your righteousness in front of others to be seen by 
them. Otherwise, you have no reward with your Father in heaven. … Your 
Father who sees in secret will reward you.  

 
Here in 1 Corinthians Paul also makes this clear – 4:5:  
 

So don’t judge anything prematurely, before the Lord comes, who will both bring 
to light what is hidden in darkness and reveal the intentions of the hearts. And 
then praise will come to each one from God.  
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On that final day when the books are opened and the thoughts and motives of men 
are laid bare – some of the great men and women will be exposed – secret sins, wrong 
motives, hypocrisy. 
 
And many of those who receive the great rewards will be unknown to history – they 
had more minor gifts – but they served faithfully with their only motive being love and 
the glory of God. 
 
Perhaps I can paraphrase these verses in this way: 
 

Even if I preached like Spurgeon but did not have love, I am a noisy gong or a 
clanging cymbal. Even if I had the gift of theological understanding beyond 
Calvin, and even if I had faith like George Mueller so that I could open 
orphanages but did not have love, I am nothing. And even if I gave away all my 
possessions like C.T. Studd, and if I gave over my body in the service of Christ 
in order to boast like Jim Elliot – but did not have love, I gain nothing.  

 
Miraculous gifts might impress man – but they don’t impress God: 
 

But choosing love does please God 4-7 
 
Verses 4-7: 
 

Love is patient, love is kind. Love does not envy, is not boastful, is not arrogant, 
is not rude, is not self-seeking, is not irritable, and does not keep a record of 
wrongs. Love finds no joy in unrighteousness but rejoices in the truth. It bears 
all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.  

 
Although this passage is read at weddings – it is interesting in one sense that it is. 
 
Most couples get to the altar because of eros love an attraction kind of love. 
 
Eros love says – wow you are great. You look great, you seem great – so I feel in love. 
 
But, the word for love here is agape love – a choice to love. 
 
In a church – what is needed among the members is agape love – choosing to love in 
spite of the failings and flaws of others. 
 
You don’t feel like forgiving someone who hurt you – you choose to forgive them. 
 
This is the kind of love with which God loves us. 
 
The Bible is very clear that Jesus did not look at us and say – wow that person is trying 
hard – helped a grandma out, fed a stray cat – overall they are pretty good – someone 
worthy of My love. 
 
No. In Romans 3:9–12 we are told there is no one good, no one seeking God – not 
even one. 
 



 9 

There is nothing in us that attracted Jesus to us. 
 
We weren’t righteous – we weren’t good – we were enemies of God – sinners who fall 
short and Jesus proved His love by dying for us. 
 
When you understand this – then you show this love to others. 
 
1 John 4:7–11:  
 

Dear friends, let us love one another, because love is from God, … God’s love 
was revealed among us in this way: God sent his one and only Son into the 
world so that we might live through him. … Dear friends, if God loved us in this 
way, we also must love one another.  

 
Because God loved us enough to send Christ to die for us – we who understand that 
will choose to love others in the same way. 
 
But this is about the hardest thing we do as Christians. 
 
Teaching the Bible is easy compared to forgiving and serving someone who hurt you 
– but that is Christ-like. 
 
Hollywood says – love is never having to say you are sorry. 
 
No – real love is always saying you are sorry and then forgiving others who don’t say 
they are sorry. 
 
The world doesn’t get this. Muhammad Ali said this of himself: 
 

“I’m not the greatest. I’m the double greatest.” 
 
Why did he think he was so great? 
 

“I’m the boldest, the prettiest, the most superior, most scientific, most skillfullest 
fighter in the ring today.” 

 
Strength, beauty, power – things the world is impressed by – I got ‘em. Ali added this: 
 

“It’s hard to be humble when you’re as great as I am.” 
 
He is so wrong. In terms of spiritual greatness – humility would have been far greater 
than anything he did in the ring. 
 
That is why love is greater than any gift. 
 
As JC Ryle put it: 
 

Love is rightly called the Queen of Christian graces. 
 
Look at this love. 
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Love chooses to be patient. 
 
When the other members of the church let us down, fail us, drive us crazy – then we 
choose patience – forbearance – overlooking those wrongs. 
 
Love overlooks these things. Love chooses patience. 
 
Love chooses kindness. 
 
We have to choose to repay unkindness with kindness. 
 
No church will survive without this. 
 
We remember this is one Christ died for. 
 
Choose kindness. It sounds simple – it is profoundly difficult – but it transforms a 
church. 
 
Thank you – I appreciate you – how can I help you – words to live by – words to live 
by. 
 
Love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude. 
 
Paul Tripp says – if your marriage is struggling and you want to know who to blame – 
go look in a mirror. Then you are looking at the problem. 
 
If there is an issue with someone in the church – much of the time – look in the mirror. 
 
We hate these traits in others – envy, boasting, rudeness – but it is so easy to let them 
develop in ourselves. We have to fight these traits. We have to make sure we are not 
rubbing others the wrong way. We have to choose humility and sacrifice. We have to 
choose to put others ahead of ourselves. 
 
Love is not self-seeking.  
 
The words that will save a friendship – I was wrong – I’m sorry. 
 
The words that will kill a friendship – I am right – you should be sorry – you’re lucky to 
have me. 
 
In 30 years of counselling – I can barely remember anyone coming and saying – I was 
wrong – it is almost always – I’m only here so you can tell them they are wrong. 
 
Love is not irritable or keep a record of wrongs. 
 
It is so easy to rub the wrong way or be rubbed the wrong way. 
 
It is so easy to store up the perceived hurts and wrongs and unleash them at a time 
they will damage the most. 
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Choose love not irritation or accusation. 
 
Without this – the smallest perceived hurt can split a church in two. 
 
Resentment flows as easily as water downhill. 
 
Choose love. 
 
Love does not rejoice in unrighteousness but rejoices in the truth. 
 
It is likely that Paul means – you must not delight to twist the truth – you must delight 
in telling the truth. 
 
Don’t manipulate, tell white lies, fudge the truth – be honest and open. 
 
Love chooses to bear all things, believe all things, hope all things, endure all 
things. 
 
You choose to give others the benefit of the doubt, to think the best and even if the 
worst comes – you choose to endure it. 
 
Patience, kindness, forgiveness – they don’t seem to stack up against miracles. Paul 
says – they are far greater. They are not merely angelic they a reflection of the heart 
of God-himself. 
 
Anyone who has been in a church for any length of time will tell you that to love like 
this is tough. Humanly it is near impossible. 
 
But for Christians – we can love like this because we choose to remember – that is 
how Christ loved me. 
 
The unlovable, the rebel, the failure – He chose to love me. 
 
How can I not choose to love my brother or sister – one I will be united with forever? 
 
Here is the point. We tend to value great gifts – prophecy, miracles, healing. 
 
God values love – patience, kindness, forgiveness. 
 
It flows from His character. 
 
Love is also greater: 
 

Because the choice to love is eternal 8-13 
 
First: 

 
Miraculous gifts will end 8-12 
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Verses 8-12: 
 

Love never ends. But as for prophecies, they will come to an end; as for 
tongues, they will cease; as for knowledge, it will come to an end. For we know 
in part, and we prophesy in part, but when the perfect comes, the partial will 
come to an end. When I was a child, I spoke like a child, I thought like a child, 
I reasoned like a child. When I became a man, I put aside childish things. For 
now we see only a reflection as in a mirror, but then face to face. Now I know 
in part, but then I will know fully, as I am fully known.  

 
What I am about to tell you is incontestable – Paul’s point here is that love is greater 
than any gift – because love is eternal – gifts are temporary. 
 
Miraculous revelatory gifts are for a limited time in this world – and then when their 
purpose is done – they cease. 
 
In heaven – no one will have the gift of tongues, prophecy, healing, teaching – there 
will be no purpose for them in eternity. 
 
In fact even faith and hope won’t be needed in heaven. 
 
But, love will never end. 
 
While it is clear these gifts are temporary and love is eternal, pretty much everything 
else about these verses is contested. 
 
Perhaps if I paraphrase these first few verses. 
 

 
 

Love never ends. But, the partial revelatory gifts (prophecy, tongues, 
knowledge) they will end. These PARTIAL revelations will end with the coming 
of the TELIOS revelation. 

Love never ends. But, the partial revelatory gifts (prophecy, 
tongues, knowledge) they will end. These PARTIAL revelations 
will end with the coming of the TELIOS revelation.
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The huge debate here centres on just when the gifts Paul mentions – prophecy, 
tongues and the gift of knowledge – will cease. 
 
If we can use this verse to nail down when these gifts cease – we can answer the 
burning question – are these gifts in the church today? 
 
And the crucial issue in this debate centres on one word – the word – telios in verse 
9. 
 
Depending on the translation before you – this world is translated as – perfect, mature 
or complete. 
 
The debate centres here because Paul says – when the telios has come – it is then 
that the gifts that give partial revelation – tongues, prophecy, the gift of knowledge – 
will cease. 
 
Let me be clear – there is enough ambiguity about how this word should be translated 
to stop any of us placing too much weight on our view. 
 
There are arguments in favour of each translation. 
 
Having said that – I will share my view and why I hold it – but you need to make you 
own mind up. 
 
Paul mentions three gifts – Prophecy, tongues and the gift of knowledge. As discussed 
in chapter 12 – these are all revelatory prophetic gifts. Gifts used to convey God’s 
revelation about Christ and the gospel to His people. 
 
However, Paul says – the revelation from these gifts is only partial. 
 
As well, he says these gifts will cease when the telios comes. 
 
What are the main ways to understand this? 
 
Perfect. 
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Something perfect comes and these revelatory gifts cease. 
 
What is the perfect? 
 
Part of the issue here is that when we hear perfect – we automatically think of complete 
perfection – God, heaven. 
 
That is why most say the perfect is Jesus or heaven. 
 
Let me note that it really can’t be Jesus – because the word here is neuter not 
masculine – so the most common views are the Second Coming of Jesus – or 
heaven – or perfect knowledge. 
 
The idea is that at that point we become perfect through our union with Jesus and as 
such we will not need the imperfect and partial means of revelation that belong to this 
world. 
 
The thought here is that perfect revelation can’t be found in this age. In this life – not 
even prophets can fully grasp truths like the Trinity – God’s full purposes and plans. 
 
But, the day will come when we will be fully united with Him and know everything. 
Basically, we will know Him fully and be fully known. 
 
The point to note is that if this is correct then prophecy, tongues and knowledge – 
these means of partial revelation – will continue throughout this age – which means 
gifts like tongues and prophecy should be in the church today. 
 
The strongest argument for this view is verse 12 – seeing face to face and knowing 
fully – do sound like eternity. 
 
While this is a possible interpretation there are a number of problems with this view. 

Second Coming or Heaven or Perfect knowledge 

In heaven we do not need the partial revelation of this world 
because we will have the perfect revelation that comes from 
being perfect and one with Christ

Love never ends. But, the partial revelatory gifts (prophecy, 
tongues, knowledge) they will end. These PARTIAL revelations 
will end with the coming of the PERFECT revelation.
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1. The biggest issue – and it really is a huge one – is that telios is never used to 

refer to the coming of Christ or heaven in the New Testament – nor is it used to 
speak of some perfect state of revelation. The very images this word normally 
conveys – it is not a way it is used. 
 
We hear perfect and we think of God, Christ or heaven. 
 
But, Paul never uses it to refer to any kind of complete perfection – and it is 
extremely debateable whether any New Testament writer uses it this way. This 
idea of divine perfection is really only found attached to this word in classical 
Greek. 

 
In the New Testament, even when it is used to refer to God – it is always used 
as a comparison – be perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect – you must 
discern the perfect will of God. 
 
Clearly, this can’t mean final perfection because in this life we can’t be sinless 
in our perfection. The idea is more maturity. 
 
We are told to be mature and complete in how we live. We are to strive for 
holiness as God is holy – we are to strive for the kind of perfection – godliness 
possible in this life – but it can’t be complete perfection. 

 
So to make this word mean heavenly perfection in some sense doesn’t fit the 
use. 

 
2. The idea of the partial being ended by something perfect is not particularly 

natural. 
 
It would be more natural to say tongues and prophecy were imperfect or flawed 
but will one day be ended by the perfect. 
 
The flow does not fit well with the idea of perfect. 
 

3. This view does not fit the illustration Paul gives. The transition from partial to 
perfect will happen instantly at the end of this age – but in Paul’s illustration it 
is a gradual transition – growing from childishness to manhood. 

 
So, while this is a possible view – I don’t think it is the best view – mainly because it 
requires a use of telios – the complete heavenly perfection – that is not found in 
Scripture. 
 
Mature. 
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The idea here is that as the church matures – it no longer needs the immature means 
of revelation and leading that was necessary in its early stage. In other words tongues 
and prophecy were for the early church only. 
 
As the church was developing it needed Apostles and Prophets and the revelation 
from tongues and knowledge – to tell it about Jesus and the gospel. 
 
But, once the church became mature – these were no longer needed. Now Elders can 
lead the church based on the whole counsel of God found in the Bible. 
 
The strongest evidence for this view is that mature is the most common nuance of this 
word telios in the New Testament. Paul does often uses this word in contrast to 
immaturity – childlikeness. 
 
Ephesians 4:13:  
 

Until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of God’s Son, growing 
into maturity with a stature measured by Christ’s fullness.  

 
Philippians 3:15:  
 

Therefore, let all of us who are mature think this way. And if you think differently 
about anything, God will reveal this also to you.  

 
Colossians 1:28:  
 

We proclaim him, warning and teaching everyone with all wisdom, so that we 
may present everyone mature in Christ.  

 
Colossians 4:12:  
 

Maturing of the church 

As the church matures it no longer needs the gifts that were 
necessary when it was in its immature state 

Love never ends. But, the partial revelatory gifts (prophecy, 
tongues, knowledge) they will end. These PARTIAL revelations 
will end with the coming of the MATURE revelation.
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Epaphras, who is one of you, a servant of Christ Jesus, sends you greetings. 
He is always wrestling for you in his prayers, so that you can stand mature and 
fully assured in everything God wills.  

 
In each of these passages Paul clearly uses the word in the sense of mature. 
 
This is also the use in the only other places he uses this word in 1 Corinthians. 
 

 
 
1 Corinthians 2:6:  
 

We do, however, speak a wisdom among the mature (clearly not perfect), but 
not a wisdom of this age, or of the rulers of this age, who are coming to nothing.  

 
1 Corinthians 14:20:  
 

Brothers and sisters, don’t be childish in your thinking, but be infants in regard 
to evil and adult (mature) (clearly not perfect) in your thinking.  

 
Also, this view fits very well with the illustration Paul uses of moving from childishness 
to maturity. 
 
But, despite these points, this view also has serious problems. 
 

1. Maturity is a very poor contrast to something partial. If Paul wanted us to 
understand his use as mature, he would use the words for immature or childish 
– as he does elsewhere. But here he uses a word that can only mean partial. 
 

2. This view doesn’t fit the illustration in verse 12 well. Knowing fully and seeing 
face to face sound like something significantly more than just maturity. 

 

1 Corinthians 2:6:  

We do, however, speak a wisdom among the mature, but not a 
wisdom of this age, or of the rulers of this age, who are coming to 
nothing.  

1 Corinthians 14:20:  

Brothers and sisters, don’t be childish in your thinking, but be 
infants in regard to evil and adult (mature) in your thinking. 
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3. I’m not sure you can say the church after the age of the Apostles is obviously 
more mature than the early church. Even today we long to be like the early 
church in Acts. 

 
That brings us to the third view. 
 

 
 
Complete 
 
While not quite as common as mature – this is the other main New Testament use of 
telios. 
 
I want to suggest this view best fits the use of the word and the context. 
 
Tongues, prophecy and knowledge are all revelatory gifts. Truths about Christ and the 
gospel were revealed through these gifts to build up churches in the time before the 
Bible was completed. 
 
But they were necessarily partial. No prophecy contained all the truths God intended 
the church to have. 
 
Churches like Corinth had no collected New Testament, but they did have prophets 
who were able to convey the necessary truth and parts of the complete revelation. 
 
No New Testament church had what you have. For example they didn’t have the book 
of Revelation describing church history, this world’s end and movement into eternity. 
 
They got a revelation here, an epistle there at times a whole gospel came – but none 
had the totality of New Testament revelation. 
 
Churches had enough to understand who Christ was and what the gospel was – but 
the full details were lacking. 

Completion of revelation - complete New Testament 

When the full revelation - the entire New Testament - was 
completed, the temporary partial gifts were no longer needed 
and ceased

Love never ends. But, the partial revelatory gifts (prophecy, 
tongues, knowledge) they will end. These PARTIAL revelations 
will end with the coming of the COMPLETE revelation.
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It took the final revelation, writing and collecting of the New Testament to have the 
complete revelation of God to His church. 
 
This is why Paul uses the phrase in part when referring to the gifts of tongues, 
prophecy and knowledge. 
 
And what ends them is the complete revelation. 
 
This most likely refers to all the books of the New Testament. Once the final book – 
the book of Revelation – was written – what God intended the church to know was 
complete. 
 
What you have in your hand is the full truth needed in this age. 
 
Once the Bible was finished the tools by which that knowledge was made known were 
no longer needed – they ceased. 
 
There is nothing that any prophecy can add to the complete revelation of God. 
 
The idea of partial and complete is in my opinion easily the best way to understand 
this pair of words. 
 
The illustrations also flow naturally from this. 
 
Verse 11: 
 

When I was a child, I spoke like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a 
child. When I became a man, I put aside childish things.  

 
Child is analogous to the church before the whole New Testament was written. 
 
He contrasts the three gifts with childlikeness. 
 
Tongues is like speaking like a child. 
 
Prophecy is like thinking like a child. 
 
Knowledge is like reasoning like a child. 
 
The speech, thinking and reasoning of children is partial – and only becomes complete 
with adult maturity. 
 
In the same way, the prophecy of the early church is incomplete partial knowledge. 
The full mature knowledge comes with the completion of revelation. 
 
2 Timothy 3:16–17:  
 

All Scripture is [given], so that the man of God may be complete, equipped for 
every good work. 
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This is a different word for complete – but the sense is similar. 
 
Now that we have the whole Scriptures – we have everything necessary for life and 
ministry. 
 
Verse 12: 
 

For now we see only a reflection as in a mirror, but then face to face. Now I 
know in part, but then I will know fully, as I am fully known.  

 
Don’t think of the high-class mirrors of today. These were polished bronze and the 
reflection was very poor and incomplete. 
 
The idea is that the partial revelation is like looking into a poor-quality mirror. You see 
enough – but not everything. 
 
But, the complete revelation is like looking face to face – you have everything before 
you. 
 
In the Scriptures we have everything we need in this life to understand God, Christ, 
the gospel and His plan. 
 
Look, I know these verses are a hot topic – but don’t put too much emphasis on them. 
 
Although most continuationists say telios here has to be translated as perfect – truth 
is you could make a case that translating this as mature or complete could also refer 
to eternity. 
 
Similarly, although most cessationists argue for a translation of complete or mature, 
some argue for perfect. 
 
They say Paul does indeed refer to the time of Christ’s return, but tells us that the 
knowledge gained from revelatory gifts will come to an end at that time, without 
indicating when the gifts themselves will cease. 
 
No matter how you view it, this passage can’t be the one you make your whole case 
on. 
 
I have told you what I think – you decide. 
 
But I think of this passage like this. 
 

Even if I can exegete 1 Corinthians 13 perfectly and destroy all opposing views 
with ease – but have no humility and don’t do it in love – I am a noisy gong or 
a clanging cymbal, I am nothing. 

 
This passage is just one plank in deciding if miraculous gifts are here today or not – it 
is not the whole ball game. 
 



 21 

Finally, yes miraculous gifts will end: 
 

 
 
But love will never end 13 
 
Verse 13: 
 

Now these three remain: faith, hope, and love—but the greatest of these is love.  
 
Paul envisions three time periods. 
 
Childhood – the time in the early church when revelatory gifts were needed. 
 
Adulthood – the time when church has the full revelation of God. 
 
It seems this is the time he refers to here. Now (in this present age). And while the 
partial gifts have ceased – the church still needs gifts like these three gifts: faith, hope, 
and love. 
 
But then he casts his mind to the final time: 
 
Eternity — the time when only the greatest of these – love will continue. 
 
Faith and hope are gifts from God – but as great as they are they are gifts for this age. 
 
Faith will become sight, and hope will finally be realized. 
 
Love is the one blessing that will span from this age into the age to come. 
 
As the Father loved the Son in eternity past – so the love of Father for Son and the 
people united to the Son will last for all eternity. 
 

As great as miraculous gifts are – love is greater 

Love is greater because the choice to love is Christ-like 1-7 

Miraculous gifts don’t impress God 1-3 
But choosing love does please God 4-7 

Love is greater because it’s eternal 8-13 

Miraculous gifts will end 8-12 
But love will never end 13
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Love never ends. This is another reason why love is the greatest. 
 
1 Corinthians 13. It is a wonderful passage. 
 
Can you preach on it at a wedding? Sure – I have. 
 
Can you make an argument for when tongues and prophecy cease? Sure – I have. 
 
But, neither of these are the main point. His point is: 
 

If you want greatness – choose love. 
 
When the books are opened on the final day and the deeds of each of us examined – 
there will be no – wow you had the gift of prophecy – big reward for you – nor will there 
be – wow you were a preacher – lots of eternal accolades for you. 
 
No – it will not matter what your gift was – the question will be – were you faithful with 
the gift you had and did you exercise your gift in love. 
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I Am The Greatest 
(1 Corinthians 13:1-13  January 3, 2021) 

 
Main Point: If you want greatness – choose love. 
 
 
General Questions: 
 
1. What is the main thrust of 1 Corinthians 13? Why is marriage or the end of gifts a 

more tangential point? 
 

2. What is the greatest show of power God ever did? Why? 
 
3. Why is character greater than giftedness? Why is the extreme giftedness of vv. 1-

3 nothing without love? 
 

4. Why are men and women drawn to great giftedness? 
 
5. Why is choosing to love so hard? So, how can we choose to love? 

 
6. What are the 3 ways telios in verse 9 is translated? 

 
7. What is at stake in the way we translate this? 

 
8. How do you understand Paul’s meaning here? 

 
9. Why must we be careful how much weight we give to these verses? 

 
10. Why is love eternal? 
 
 
 
Application Questions: 
 
1. How can we value love and character in the church? 
 
2. How can we encourage love and character in ourselves? 
 
3. How would you answer someone who is adamant about one interpretation of these 

verses? 
 
 
 


