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Lesson 5: 

What is Love?  
 

I. Introduction:   

 

A. What do each of these quotes insinuate about the author’s perception of love? 

 

1. “I am a marvelous housekeeper.  Every time I leave a man I keep his 

house.”  ~Zsa Zsa Gabor 

 

2. “Women marry men hoping they will change.  Men marry women hoping 

they will not.  So each is inevitably disappointed.” ~Albert Einstein 

 

3. “Whenever I date a guy, I think, is this the man that I want my children to 

spend their weekends with?” ~Rita Rudner 

 

B. Why is it important that Christians couples have a biblically informed view of 

love? What is the danger if they do not? 

 

When it comes to marriage Christians and non-Christians disagree on many points, but 

we all agree on the centrality of love.  This “agreement” is cosmetic, as love is defined by 

the eye of the beholder.  Therefore, we need to anchor our understanding of love in God’s 

Word.  To do so we will turn to 1 Corinthians 13:4-7 to answer the foundational 

question  “What is love?” 

 

 

II. Background: 

 

Characterized by strife, jealousy, and infighting, the Corinthian church managed to divide 

themselves over just about every issue, including spiritual gifts.  Instead of seeing each 

member as vital to the existence of the entire body, they viewed certain gifts as 

substandard or irrelevant.  In his letter, Paul corrects their thinking by teaching that God 

has sovereignly placed each gift in the body to accomplish His good purposes. 

   

In chapter 13, Paul continues his exhortation by focusing on the proper exercise of the 

spiritual gifts.  The possession and use of the gift do not automatically make the results 

worthwhile; rather, the Christian must exercise his gift in the “excellent way” – the way 

of love.  After establishing love as the foundation of all ministry in verses 1 through 3, 

Paul explicates love in a Corinthian-specific way.  Though this is not an exhaustive 

treatment of the subject of love, it does correct the shortcomings of the Corinthians and 

many others.  

 

In this extensive study we will examine fifteen characteristics of true love, so that you 

will be able to know whether or not you are genuinely displaying this most important 

virtue within your marriage. 
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III. Text: 

 

1 Corinthians 13:4–7 Love is patient and kind; love does not envy or boast; it is not 

arrogant 5 or rude. It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; 6 it 

does not rejoice at wrongdoing, but rejoices with the truth. 7 Love bears all things, 

believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.  

 

Note: Unlike most English translations, which include many adjectives, the Greek text 

mainly consists of verbs.  Paul does not necessarily describe what love is; he describes 

what love does.  Thus, this provides a simple test of our own love as we examine whether 

our actions are those of a loving Christian. 

 

A. Love is patient (vs. 4): 

 

1. Other uses: 

 

a. Matthew 18:25–26  And since he could not pay, his master ordered 

him to be sold, with his wife and children and all that he had, and 

payment to be made. 26 So the servant fell on his knees, imploring 

him, ‘Have patience with me, and I will pay you everything.’  

 

b. 1 Thessalonians 5:14 And we urge you, brothers, admonish the idle, 

encourage the fainthearted, help the weak, be patient with them all.  

 

c. 2 Peter 3:9  The Lord is not slow to fulfill his promise as some count 

slowness, but is patient toward you, not wishing that any should 

perish, but that all should reach repentance.  

 

 

 From the above passages, how would you define patience? 

 

 

Chrysostom, the early church Father, said, “It is a word which is used of the 

man who is wronged and who has it easily in his power to avenge himself but 

will never do it.”1 

 

2. When wronged, how do the people of the world usually react? 

 

 

3. When wronged, how has God reacted in the past? How has God shown 

patience towards us? 

 

 

4. What is the relationship between patience and self-sacrifice? 

                                                 
1MacArthur, John. 1 Corinthians. Includes indexes. Chicago: Moody Press, 1996, c1984. 
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B. Love is kind (vs. 4): 

 

1. Other uses: 

 

This is the only usage of this word in the New Testament.  According to 

commentators, this word contrasts with patience.  While patience always 

responds with love, kindness actively initiates loves. An example of these two 

words in action can be found in the following passage: 

 

Matthew 5:40-41  And if anyone would sue you and take your tunic, let him 

have your cloak as well. 41 And if anyone forces you to go one mile, go with 

him two miles.  

 

a. How does patience manifest itself? 

 

 

b. How does kindness manifest itself? 

 

 

2. Why do you suppose that one should not only not return evil for evil, but also 

show kindness? 

 

 

3. How did Jesus manifest this kindness? 

 

 

Note: In the next eight “negative” attributes of love, we find Paul making subtle 

corrective statements to the Corinthians.  As we read this, we will discover how their 

lack of love led to the dysfunctional dynamics within the church. 

 

C. Love does not envy (vs. 4): 

 

1. Other uses: 

 

a. Acts 7:9  And the patriarchs, jealous of Joseph, sold him into Egypt; 

but God was with him  
 

b. James 4:2  You desire and do not have, so you murder. You covet 

and cannot obtain, so you fight and quarrel. You do not have, 

because you do not ask.  

 

 How would you define envy or jealousy? 
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Note: Envy or jealousy comes from the root word for strong desire or zeal.  It 

means to earnestly desire what does not belong to you.  John MacArthur notes 

that jealousy has two forms. One form says, “I want what someone else has.” 

If they have a better car than we do, we want it. If they are praised for 

something they do, we want the same or more for ourselves. That sort of 

jealousy is bad enough. A worse kind says, “I wish they didn’t have what they 

have” (see Matt. 20:1–16). The second sort of jealousy is more than selfish; it 

is desiring evil for someone else. It is jealousy on the deepest, most corrupt, 

and destructive level.2  

 

2. What are some attributes, abilities, or possessions which we are jealous of? 

 

 

3. What is the relationship between jealousy and selfishness? 

 

 

4. What is the cure for jealousy?   

 

 

D. Love does not boast (vs. 4): 

 

Note: While jealousy means wanting what someone else has, bragging seeks to make 

others jealous of what you have.  One commentator notes: “Paul uses a verb that 

depicts a person as a braggart or windbag. Such a person parades his embellished 

rhetoric to gain recognition. His behavior is marked by egotism, subservience toward 

superiors, and condescension toward subordinates.” 3  

 

1. Why do people brag? 

 

 

2. What are some things which husbands and wives brag about? 

 

 

3. Why is bragging incompatible with love? 

 

 

E. Love is not arrogant (vs. 4): 

 

1. Other Uses: 

 

                                                 
2MacArthur, John. 1 Corinthians. Includes indexes. Chicago: Moody Press, 1996, c1984. 
3Kistemaker, Simon J., and William Hendriksen. Vol. 18, New Testament Commentary : Exposition of the 

First Epistle to the Corinthians. Accompanying biblical text is author's translation. New Testament 

Commentary, Page 459. Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1953-2001. 
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a. 1 Corinthians 4:19  But I will come to you soon, if the Lord wills, 

and I will find out not the talk of these arrogant people but their 

power.  

 

 

b. 1 Corinthians 8:1  Now concerning food offered to idols: we know 

that “all of us possess knowledge.” This “knowledge” puffs up, but 

love builds up.  

 

 

c. Colossians 2:18 Let no one disqualify you, insisting on asceticism 

and worship of angels, going on in detail about visions, puffed up 

without reason by his sensuous mind,  
 

From these verses how would you define “arrogant”? 

 

An example of not being arrogant: William Carey, often referred to as the 

father of modern missions, was a brilliant linguist, responsible for translating 

parts of the Bible into no fewer than 34 different languages and dialects. He 

had been raised in a simple home in England and in his early manhood 

worked as a cobbler. In India he often was ridiculed for his “low” birth and 

former occupation. At a dinner party one evening a snob said, “I understand, 

Mister Carey, that you once worked as a shoemaker.” “Oh no, your 

lordship,” Carey replied, “I was not a shoemaker, only a shoe repairman.”4  

 

2. What things can husbands and wives be arrogant about? 

 

 

3. What is the difference between bragging and being arrogant? 

 

 

4. Why is arrogance incompatible with love? 

 

 

F. Love is not rude (vs. 5): 

 

1. Other Uses:  

 

1 Corinthians 7:36 If anyone thinks that he is not behaving properly toward 

his betrothed, if his passions are strong, and it has to be, let him do as he 

wishes: let them marry—it is no sin.  

Although it may not be clear from this verse, Paul says that love it not rude. In 

the words of one commentator: “Likewise here, Paul has in mind unbecoming, 

improper, and inappropriate behavior in any situation. The Greek text 

                                                 
4MacArthur, John. 1 Corinthians. Includes indexes. Chicago: Moody Press, 1996, c1984. 
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indicates that such conduct is not in harmony with the established norm of 

decency.”5   In other words, love is tactful. 

2. What does it mean to be rude? 

 

 

3. What are some rude things which husbands or wives do? 

 

 

4. Why is rudeness incompatible with love? 

 

 

5. How does one conquer rudeness? 

 

 

G. Love does not insist on its own way (vs. 5): 

 

1. Other uses:  

 

a. John 5:30  “I can do nothing on my own. As I hear, I judge, and my 

judgment is just, because I seek not my own will but the will of him 

who sent me.  

 

 

b. Philippians 2:21  For they all seek their own interests, not those of 

Jesus Christ.  
 

 

From these passages, what does it mean to seek one’s own? 

 

 

2. How can husbands and wives be selfish? 

 

 

3. Why is selfishness incompatible with love? 

 

 

H. Love is not irritable (vs. 5): 

 

1. Other Uses:  

 

                                                 
5Kistemaker, Simon J., and William Hendriksen. Vol. 18, New Testament Commentary : Exposition of the 

First Epistle to the Corinthians. Accompanying biblical text is author's translation. New Testament 

Commentary, Page 459. Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1953-2001. 
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Acts 17:16 Now while Paul was waiting for them at Athens, his spirit was 

provoked within him as he saw that the city was full of idols.  (This is the 

only other place in the NT where this is used) 

 

While “seek its own” implies taking the initiative to gratify selfish desires, “is 

not irritable” implies an irritated, selfish reaction when one’s plans are 

thwarted. 

 

2. Is it ever okay to be angry?  If so, under what circumstances? 

 

 

3. What were the Corinthians getting provoked about (1 Cor. 1:12)? 

 

 

4. What types of situations lead husbands and wives to get angry with each 

other? 

 

 

5. Why is irritability incompatible with love? 

 

 

I. Love is not resentful (vs. 5):   

 

1. Other Uses:  While the ESV uses resentful the NASB has a more literal 

translation “does not take into account a wrong suffered.”   

 

a. 2 Corinthians 5:19 “… that is, in Christ God was reconciling the 

world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and 

entrusting to us the message of reconciliation.  

 

 

b. Galatians 3:6  just as Abraham “believed God, and it was counted to 

him as righteousness”?  

 

 

c. 2 Timothy 4:16  At my first defense no one came to stand by me, but 

all deserted me. May it not be charged against them! 

 

 

From these verses how would you define resentful or take into account a 

wrong suffered (NASB)? 

 

 

2. When someone takes into account a wrong suffered, when and why do they 

bring it up again? 

 



 8 

 

3. If someone keeps continual account of wrongs done to him by others, what 

does this indicate about how he regards his own spiritual standing with God? 

(Matt. 18:28-34) 

 

 

4. Why might this be a fitting rebuke to the Corinthians? 

 

 

5. What is the relationship between love and forgiveness? 

 

 

Chrysostom observed that a wrong done against love is like a spark that falls 

into the sea and is quenched. Love quenches wrongs rather than recording 

them.6  

 

 

J. Love does not rejoice in wrongdoing (vs. 6): 

 

1. What does it mean to rejoice over unrighteousness?  Consider the following 

verse (context: the Antichrist has just murdered the two prophets of God): 

 

 

Revelation 11:10  and those who dwell on the earth will rejoice over them 

and make merry and exchange presents, because these two prophets had 

been a torment to those who dwell on the earth.  

 

2. Why types of acts of unrighteousness might people be prone to rejoice over? 

 

 

3. Consider the following actions, asking, Is this rejoicing in unrighteousness?  If 

so, how? 

 

a. Laughing at a dirty joke. 

 

 

b. Deeply involving yourself in a book about serial killers. 

 

 

c. Watching hours of live coverage about a natural disaster, anticipating a 

high body count. 

 

 

d. Talking about the flaws and weaknesses and sins of others. 

 

                                                 
6MacArthur, John. 1 Corinthians. Includes indexes. Chicago: Moody Press, 1996, c1984. 
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4. How is rejoicing over unrighteousness unloving towards God? 

 

 

5. How is rejoicing over unrighteousness unloving towards the people who 

commit the unrighteous acts? 

 

 

K. Love rejoices with the truth. (vs. 6): 

 

1. From the following passage, how would you define ‘the truth’ (notice some of 

the contrasts)? 

 

2 Thessalonians 2:9-13  The coming of the lawless one is by the activity of 

Satan with all power and false signs and wonders, 10 and with all wicked 

deception for those who are perishing, because they refused to love the truth 

and so be saved. 11 Therefore God sends them a strong delusion, so that they 

may believe what is false, 12 in order that all may be condemned who did not 

believe the truth but had pleasure in unrighteousness. 13 But we ought 

always to give thanks to God for you, brothers beloved by the Lord, because 

God chose you as the firstfruits to be saved, through sanctification by the 

Spirit and belief in the truth.  

 

 

2. In light of 1 Cor. 13:6, how does rejoicing in truth contrast with rejoicing in 

unrighteousness? 

 

 

3. What impact does the truth of the gospel have upon the individual who 

embraces it? 

 

 

4. How does one rejoice in the truth?   

 

 

5. How does rejoicing in the truth show love to others and to God? 

 

 

Note:  In discussing these next four virtues Paul makes use of our old friend “the 

hyperbole.”  In this case he exaggerates with “all things” to make a point of the 

greatness of love. 

 

 

L. Love Bears All Things (vs. 7): 
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This is a tricky word to define because it is so closely related to “endure” later on in 

this verse.  Though the distinction is fine one, it is still there.  While endure means to 

persevere in the midst of loving, bear means to carry in the midst of loving.  For 

instance, a loving Christian will seek to carry the weak members of the body of 

Christ.  He will seek to bear their burdens. 

 

1. How has Jesus manifested this kind of love? 

 

Matthew 11:29–30  Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am 

gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. 30 For my 

yoke is easy, and my burden is light.”  

 

 

2. What are some of the weaknesses and frailties of others that we as Christians 

should seek to bear? 

 

 

3. How does love respond to the following: 

 

a. Someone whose mother died. 

 

 

b. Someone who lost her job. 

 

 

c. Someone experiencing the hurt of breaking up with his girlfriend. 

 

 

d. Someone who has a weak conscience. 

 

 

M. Love Believes All Things (vs. 7): 

 

Many people take this to mean, “believing the best about others,” but this loses sight 

of how it is used in the New Testament.  It is more likely that this refers to belief or 

faith.  In this case, Paul is saying, “Love always believes.” 

 

1. Does this verse imply that we should believe everything?  Why or why not? 

 

 

2. What is the object of belief in this context? 

 

 

3. What motivation does an atheist have for loving people? 
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4. Why is faith so central to Christian love?  In other words, how does fervent 

belief help you to love other people more? 

 

 

N. Love Hopes All Things (vs. 7): 

 

Similar to belief, this conveys the sense of spiritual optimism.  One continually hopes 

in God.  

 

1. As Christians what things should we hope for (Rom. 8:28)? 

 

 

2. In contrast, what are some things that the world hopes for? 

 

 

3. How does hope nurture endurance? 

 

 

4. How does pessimism sap one’s ability to love? 

 

 

5. How does hoping in God lift up those who are weak and suffering? 

 

 

O. Love Endures All Things (vs. 7): 

  

Similar to ‘bears all things’, this conveys a sense of persevering. 

 

1. Why do people usually stop enduring? 

 

 

2. In light of this, why would endurance be such a defining characteristic of 

love? 

 

 

3. Why would this be an important facet of love within marriage? 

 

 

4. What types of things does a loving mom (and especially a new mom) have to 

endure? How does Christ manifest this kind of love? 

 

 

5. What types of trials does a loving leader have to endure? 

 

 

IV. Thought Questions: 
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A. Simply stated, what separates biblical love from the love of the world? 

 

 

B. If you find that your life is not defined by love, what steps must you take to change 

that? 

 

 

V. Conclusion: 

 

 As has often been pointed out, if we desire to know whether we really love, we 

should take the “love test,” substituting our names for the noun “love” in 1 Corinthians 

13:4-7.  Such an exercise truly captures Paul’s intent in writing this, as it was meant to be 

an exhortation to the Corinthians, not simply the token Bible passage read at weddings.  

Love is the defining characteristic of a Christian.  In John 13:35 Jesus says, “By this all 

people will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.” 

Therefore, love is not optional for the Christian.  If you fail this “love test” and realize 

that these aspects of love do not characterize your life, then the only right and proper 

response is to repent and resolve to make it so.   


