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We really cannot underestimate the significant influence that Christ-like 

love is to have in our relationships in the body of Christ. Let me remind you 

of just how prominent this theme is in the book of I Corinthians.  

� I Cor 8-10 – Love is to be supreme in the exercise of our Christian 

Liberty.  

� I Cor 11 – A loving attitude toward one another is to permeate our 

experience of coming to the Lord’s table together.1 

� I Cor 12-14 – Love is pressed to the very center of Paul’s discussion 

on spiritual gifts (chapter 13).  

 

As we dive further into this topic of spiritual gifts, I want to make a few 

introductory remarks—especially as we discuss some of the miraculous gifts 

like tongues, healing.  

 

1. Trinity is not a charismatic church in the sense of pursuing or being 

preoccupied by some of the more miraculous gifts.  

2. Believers have a range of convictions on these matters and we need 

to be charitable and willing to learn from each other. 

3. I want to strongly urge all of us to base our convictions not merely 

on our experiences, traditions, for backgrounds, but on a thorough 

study of God’s Word.  

a. Some have a background of positive experiences and 

fellowship with charismatic friends.  

b. Others have been jolted by certain forms of Pentecostalism 

that have pushed our even exceed biblical boundaries 

c. I have had both these experiences. But at the end of the day 

I can’t come to conclusions by simply weighing my 

experiences, good and bad. Rather, I need to bring myself 

                                                           
1 While the word love is not used in chapter 11, its essence is certainly seen in 

Paul’s admonition for them to prefer others ahead of self (vs. 33). 

under Scripture and study these matters as best I can with a 

humble, objective, teachable spirit that is ready to extend 

love to others with whom I can reasonable disagree.  

4. Some “non-charismatic” Christians believe that the more 

miraculous gifts have ceased—that they are no longer in operation. 

Others, like myself, have a more “open but cautious” approach to 

the gifts. My personal position is that I believe God can use any of 

the gifts as and when He chooses. However, I’m also concerned that 

some of the modern, popular expression of those gifts may not be a 

true reflection of what we see in Scripture.  

 

So having said all of that I would advise us to be discerning, charitable, and 

humble as we wrestle with God’s word on these matters. In fact, as we shall 

see, love is the key to the proper use of our spiritual gifts. So if love is 

essential in the exercise of our gifts, it most certainly should color our 

discussion of the gifts.  

 

Big Idea: Love must be regarded as superior to even the greatest gifts 

because spiritual gifts only edify the body when they are motivated by love..  

 

Let’s break down our passage into three basic points: 

 

1. In light of the diversity of gifts that God has granted to the church, 

some gifts are more prominent than others (12: 27-28).  

 

By prominence, I mean that some gifts are more weighty than 

others. This is why Paul ranks three gifts in particular in [vs. 28].  

 

 Let’s take a moment to unpack some of these terms.  

� Apostles are those who had not only been eye witnesses of the 

resurrected Christ, but were also chosen and sent by Christ for 

the express purpose of establishing the church. In this technical 



sense, there are no apostles today—none that carry the weight 

of men like Peter, James, and John who spoke and wrote the 

very words of the Lord. However, because the basic meaning of 

the term is messenger, or sent one, there are occasions when 

the term apostle is used more generally of men like 

Epaphroditus, Timothy, Silas, and Barnabas—those who worked 

closely with the apostles in their ministry.2  For example, Paul 

says in Phil 2:25, “I thought it necessary to send to you 

Epaphroditus, my brother and fellow worker and fellow 

soldier, who is also your messenger (apostolos) and 

minister to my need.” 

 

So I believe some today have an apostolic-like ministry in establishing 

the church among unreached peoples. However, I am learry of some 

Pentecostals who like to use the term apostle as a title for 

themselves. Most often we use the term apostle to refer to those 12 

who were with the Lord and became His voice to establish the 

doctrine upon which the church is built. So its not surprising apostle 

would be ranked first among the gifts.  

   

� Prophets are next. We are most familiar with Old 

Testament prophets who spoke the very words of the Lord 

(“thus saith the Lord”) and occasionally perform miracles 

to authenticate the word they preached. Wayne Gruden 

points out that the closest equivalent to OT prophets in 

the NT is the apostles who also spoke the very words of 

Christ and occasionally performed miracles.3 Grudem 

argues that prophets in the NT have a secondary function 

in that they speak truth that accords with the apostles 

                                                           
2 2 Cor 8:23; Phil 2:25; Rom 16:7; I Thess 2:6; Acts 14:4 
3 Wayne Grudem, “The Gift of Prophecy in the New Testament and Today.” 
4 Ibid.: In the words, OT prophets speak God’s very words, NT apostles speak God’s 

very words, and NT prophets speak merely human words regarding truth that God 

has brought to mind.  

teaching yet their words are never said to carry the same 

weight as the very words of God like OT prophets and NT 

apostles. In the words, OT prophets speak God’s very 

words, NT apostles speak God’s very words, and NT 

prophets speak merely human words regarding truth that 

God has brought to mind.4  

 

Its important to note there that there is a correlation between 

prophecy and preaching. Even OT prophets were preachers—

heralds of God’s truth. I Cor 14:3 tells us that the “one who 

prophecies speaks to men for edification and exhortation and 

consolation.” So I would offer the following definition for the 

gift of prophecy in the NT: the God-given ability to speak forth 

the truth of God’s revelation to edify, exhort and console God’s 

people,5 often exposing sin by measuring the condition of God’s 

people against the plumb line of God’s Word.  

 

Its not surprising then that teachers would be third on the list—those gifted 

by God to make the truth of God’s word clear and applicable with accuracy 

and simplicity so that that others will understand.  

 

Perhaps what is most significant in the ranking of these three gifts is that 

together, apostle, prophet, and teacher, represent a 3-fold ministry of the 

Word which is essential for both the establishment and continued 

edification of the church.6 The proper functioning of every spiritual gift is 

dependent upon clear teaching from God’s Word according to the doctrine 

of Christ laid down by the apostles.  

 

Its interesting to note that in the remainder of vs. 28, Paul goes on to list a 

diversity of other gifts. Miracles along with gifts of healing were a means of 

5 1 Cor 14:3 
6 David Gardland, “ECNT 1 Corinthians,” pg. 598.  



authenticating the divine authority being the apostles teaching. Helps is the 

gift of easing another person’s burden by taking it upon oneself. 

Administrations is a gift of leadership (the term literally means “to steer or 

pilot a ship.”7 Last in this list of gifts is tongues, which we will discuss in 

chapter 14.  

 

Let me clarify that just because Paul ranks some of the gifts as more weighty 

than others, it doesn’t mean that those with weightier gifts can be arrogant 

and look down on those with less weighty gifts. Nor should those with lesser 

gifts be jealous of those with greater gifts. Here’s why: The fact that each 

gift is sovereignly bestowed by God eliminates any personal boasting on the 

basis of what we have. Our gifts are not based on personal merit but on 

God’s sovereign choice: [vs. 11, 18, 28a].  

 

Furthermore Paul goes on to with a series of rhetorical questions to 

emphasize that… 

 

2. No gift alone is sufficient for the healthy functioning of the body, 

regardless of its prominence (12: 29-30). 

 

[vs. 29-30] Paul’s point is that spiritual gifts are diverse in the body 

of Christ and that diversity is necessary. It appears as though the 

Corinthians had been ranking each other according to their gifts. 

And while Paul acknowledges that some gifts carry greater weight 

than others, it doesn’t mean that those who have certain gifts 

should consider themselves superior or insuperior to others based 

on their gifts—all are necessary!   

 

And Yet Paul goes on in vs. 31 to say, “but earnestly desire the 

greater gifts.” Vs. 31 is challenging because it could be translated 

two different ways. It could be translated as an indicative or an 

imperative. If it is indicative, it is a statement of fact: “but you desire 

the greater gifts.” Taken this way would be a rebuke to the 

                                                           
7 John MacArthur, “I Corinthians,” pg. 324. 

Corinthians. In essence, Paul is saying, “some gifts are ranked higher 

than others but not everyone can have those gifts and yet you all 

seek them. So let me show you a better way, the way of love.” 

 

Most of our translations however, translate vs. 31 as an imperative 

or command: “But earnestly desire the greater gifts.” If this this 

right then it seems awkward that Paul would tell them to seek 

certain gifts when God has already sovereignly distributed them. 

However, keep in mind that Paul is not just addressing individuals 

but the whole church. As a body they should seek the exercise and 

benefits of the those greater gifts in the body which bring God’s 

word to bear for the functioning of the entire body. Furthermore, 

our gifts don’t function automatically and so we must pursue the 

exercise of the gifts God has given to the body.  

 

Whichever way we take vs. 31, the overall point of the passage is 

not changed. Paul presses us to his point: “I show you still a more 

excellent way.” What Paul is driving at is that… 

 

3. All gifts are subject to the ministry of love (13:1-3).  

 

[13:1-3] In essence Paul is saying,  

Love is superior to the gift of tongues.  

Love is superior to the gifts of prophecy and knowledge.  

Love is superior to the gift of faith. 

Love is superior to the gift of giving or mercy. 

Love is superior to even the greatest sacrifice.  

The ministry of love is essential in the exercise of our gifts because it 

empowers our gifts to edify the body. On the other hand, our gifts 

become useless if we don’t administer them out of love for one 

another—a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal, they profit us nothing.  

 



Do you see the big picture? The Corinthians were beginning to 

experience factions and division over their diversity of gifts. But Paul is 

showing them the problem is not the diversity of their gifts. The real 

issue is learning to love one another through the use of their gifts rather 

than comparing themselves to one another.  [service vs. serving in love; 

preaching vs. preaching in love; leading vs. leading in love; etc.] The 

thrust of what Paul is saying is that in the diversity of spiritual gifts, 

some are weightier than others, but even the greatest gifts can’t 

outweigh the need for love in the body of Christ.  

 

So how do we know when our gifts are truly being administered out of 

love? When the motivating desire in exercising our gift is the benefit it 

brings to others in the body out of concern for their growth and 

edification, rather than for the attention or impressiveness it provides 

for ourselves.  

 

Next week we will see the particular characteristics of love in greater 

detail, but don’t miss the remarkable encouragement in what Paul is 

saying. Regardless of what your gift is, you have the privilege of 

participating in the ministry of Christ-like love which is superior to even 

the greatest gifts.  

 

Love is not a gift of the Spirit but a fruit of the Spirit which means it is 

for every believer to manifest through his or her unique giftedness. 

Perhaps this is one of the reasons why every member, regardless of his 

gift, should be honored in the body. When we love one another through 

our God-given giftedness we reflect the very nature of God Himself who 

is love. 


