
An Essential Possession 
 

Introduction: Often in order to emphasize how important something is 

we will talk about how useless certain things are without it. For instance, 

a gasoline powered vehicle without any gas won’t work. A flashlight 

without batteries is useless. We will look today at something that is just 

like that.  
 

I. Context of the Passage 

A. Greater context-previously in the book 

1. Party spirit-1 Cor. 1:11, 12 The Corinthians were arguing 

with each other about who they followed. Some said 

Paul, some Apollos, some Cephas and some Christ. Paul 

rebukes them and tell them they are all of Christ. 

2. Immorality- In chapter five Paul tells them they need to 

discipline a man of out of the church for gross immorality. 

The Corinthians had become so proud they could not see 

the obvious sin in their midst. 

3. Relationships with one another were not always in a good 

way. The Corinthians were taking one another to court. 

They were not resolving their disagreements among 

themselves (chapter 6). They had concerns about 

marriage (chapter 7). They struggled with knowing how to 

relate to meat offered to idols (chapters 8, 9). They were 

warned to remember what happened to Israel of old 

(chapter 10) because of their idolatry and immorality.  

4. The order of the church is covered in chapters 11, 12, and 

14. Paul talks about head coverings, the Lord’s supper 



and some the abuses taking place with it and with the 

spiritual gifts in the church. 

5. In chapter 15 Paul speaks of the reality and significance of 

the resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ and their 

resurrection to come. He finishes with some 

miscellaneous instructions in chapter 16. 

B. Immediate context 

Chapter 12-Paul comes to chapter 12 as well as later in 

chapter 14 to talk about spiritual gifts in the church. There 

seemed to be some concern in the church at Corinth about 

gifts in the church. Apparently, some wondered why they 

didn’t have the same gifts as others did.  They thought they 

might not even be part of the church since they didn’t have 

certain gifts, or if they were that they were less significant. 

He uses the analogy of the church being like a body to help 

illustrate his response. As a body has multiple members, 

God has given the church multiple gifts. Each gift is crucial to 

the functioning of the church even as each member of the 

body is crucial to the functioning of a body. No gift makes 

one better than another. Christ distributes gifts in His church 

as he sees fit. He ends the chapter by saying now he is going 

to show them a more excellent way. He is now going to 

show them what is more important than spiritual gifts and 

being concerned about what one we have. 

II. Content of the Passage 

A. Gifts without love v. 1,2  

1. tongues 

a. Of men-Paul here begins here by stating in verse one 

by saying, “If I speak in the tongues of men and of 

angels…” He is stating that if he speaks in the tongues 



of men, languages of men. He is referring to what he 

has just talked about. The gift of tongues. The gift was 

an ability to speak in a foreign language known by 

men. (12:11).  

b. Of angels-language of the angels that men cannot 

speak and do not comprehend. (2 Cor. 12:4). Paul 

alludes to this here. He speaks of being caught up into 

Paradise and hearing inexpressible words that no man 

was permitted to speak. This may be a reference to the 

words of angels. Paul is here in verse one seeking to 

emphasize that no matter what ability he has to speak 

if it is not done in love, it is useless. You are nothing 

but a loud noise. Your speaking is in vain. 

2. Faith-Paul is not here talking about faith as a spoken 

about in Eph. 2:8 or Heb. 11:1. He is here speaking about 

the gifts of faith. Jesus makes two interesting statements 

in Mt. 17:20 and 21:21, 22 to help us understand this. He 

first refers to the disciples’ inability to cast out demons. 

What was wrong? They did not believe they could do it. 

He makes a similar refence regarding the fig tree. He told 

them again that if they had the faith, they could cast 

mountain into the sea.  

Paul is here saying in verse two that even if they had all 

the gifts of faith (miracles, healings, etc.) a could move 

mountains like Jesus said, but don’t possess love I am 

nothing. I have no value in what I am doing. We can have 

all the gifts God gives His church but if they are not 

exercised in love, they are worthless. 

B. Graces without love v.3 



1. Benevolence-though it could be considered a gift (Rom. 

12:13) benevolence can also be a virtue. It is very 

important to God. (Prov. 14:31; 19:17). He has a special 

place in His heart for the poor and needy. He desires us to 

be generous (Prov. 11:25; 22:9) and blesses us for it. Paul 

here says it is not only being generous but giving 

everything, he has. If I am generous as I can possibly be 

but without love, it will not benefit me at all.  

2. Giving our bodies-Paul finishes by saying that if he gave 

his body to be burned (or that I may boast). There is some 

difference among commentators as to Paul’s exact 

meaning here, but he does appear to be talking about 

dying for the gospel. Even if he were martyred for the 

gospel but did not have love it would gain him nothing. 

Application 

1. Paul gives us here the core of Biblical Christianity. All the things he 

lists in v. 1-3 are good things pleasing to God. Yet, apart from 

doing them in love they are worthless. Love is the chief 

characteristic of God’s people. Jesus said that the whole law 

depends on loving God and our neighbor in Mt. 22:34-40. John 

said in 1 Jn. 4:7, 8 that the one who does not have love does not 

know God. We must do all we do in love. If we do, then we truly 

know Him. 

2. Christianity is not made up of simply externals. Are the externals 

important? Yes, God has given them to us. We cannot overreact 

and say that the externals are not necessary, we just need love. 

We must seek the Holy Spirit’s help in doing both. For example, 

we hold to the 1689 London Baptist Confession. It states what we 

believe the Scriptures teach in various areas. Such a confession is 

extremely important. We cannot, however, so emphasize these 



truths that we neglect to love others as Christ and Paul said. Nor 

can we be content in saying that now we know these truths that is 

all we need. These truths apart from the love of God and Christ 

are of no value.  


