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Discussion Guide
ConneCted to Love
ConneCting: 
45 minutes 
(the following questions are intended to provide your group with a way 
of connecting with one another so that you might partner in the work god 
is doing in your lives.)
•  in what ways did god move in your life this week? in 

what ways did you respond to him?
• what was your biggest challenge this week? in what 

ways, if any, did you invite god into this challenge?
• how honest have you been with us? (graciously 

thank group members for their honesty if they state 
they have held back.)

getting Started: 
10 minutes

• if you could change any part of the way we relate 
to one another, what, if anything, would you 
change? could you elaborate?     

diving into the text:
60 minutes 
 (the following questions are intended to provide your group with a 
simple road map through the text. feel free to use these questions in ways 
that best fit your group and the dynamics of your own meeting.)

• using the notes, discuss the nature and qualities 
of love.  

• read 1 corinthians 13.1-7 aloud. pause. read 
the text again.  

• this text was written to a church in crisis, a 
church divided along theological and relational 
lines. in what ways does paul hold forth love as 

an answer to their experience of theological and 
relational brokenness? could you elaborate?  

• do you see churches today experiencing crises 
along theological and relational lines? if so, 
what do these crises look like? what is the 
fallout?  

• in what ways, if any, might love be the answer 
to these crises?  

• it was said that love helps us relate to people as 
they are while we wait for them to become the 
people they will one day be. thinking about what 
paul says and what you have experienced would 
you agree or disagree? would you explain?  

• do you think loving in the manner paul describes 
is easy or difficult? why might this be the case?  

• when we consider the larger context of 1 
corinthians 13, paul is presenting love as the 
primary grace gift which the holy spirit longs 
to bestow upon the church (1 corinthians 12.7, 
30; 13.13). elsewhere, paul has noted that 
the ability to love is proof of the working of 
the holy spirit in our lives (galatians 5.22). in 
what ways, if any, does this truth influence your 
thinking about whether loving others as paul 
describes is possible? could you elaborate?  

• what might it look like to partner with the 
holy spirit to give him room in our lives and 
congregations so he might lead us to love in the 
way paul describes?  



• what, if anything, prevents us from giving the 
spirit this room?  

• consider closing by discussing what it might look 
like to give the spirit room to lead you to love in 
your group.

Context, BaCkground, and Commentary
Love

in the ancient world, the concept of love was 
represented by a number of words, each bearing a 
slightly different emphasis, but, in most respects, 
having overlapping meanings. while an author might 
use one of these words because of its unique emphasis, 
most often, people gravitated to using words which 
were currently in-vogue. this is the case with the high 
use of agape to refer to love in the new testament. 
while some have argued the authors of the new 
testament chose agape to refer to a divine type of 
love, the new testament itself does not bear this 
out. rather, the authors in the new testament used 
other available words for love when they could have 
chosen to use agape (John 3.35; 5.20; 21.15-17; 1 
corinthians 16.22). it is better to realize that during 
the time when much of the new testament was written, 
agape was beginning to be used more frequently in 
public discourse and writing. it was becoming the in-
vogue word for love. therefore, the authors of the 
new testament were simply using a word that was 
well known and understood in their time. this does 
not mean they did not understand the love to which 
they were referring to have deep aspects drawn from 
god’s own character. it simply means they did not have 
a specific word they used to refer to this love. instead, 
the biblical context and not the word chosen by the 
author provides these deeper meanings and overtones.  
in seeking to define love in the ancient world, the 
argument has been made that ancient people understood 
love in logical rather than emotional terms; that 
is, love was an act of duty or obligation having 
no association with one’s affections for another. 
however, this was certainly not the case in the ancient 
or today in our modern world. love has many facets, 
some of which involve duty and obligation, but, in 
every case, the motivation which leads and empowers 

the accomplishment of these duties and obligations is 
found in fond affections for the other.  
in scripture, love is presented as the root of social-
community and religious life, the expression of selfless 
devotion to another (deuteronomy 6.5; leviticus 
19.18; matthew 22.37-40). god himself is presented 
as the model and source of this type of love because love 
is the very essence of god’s being and experience (1 John 
4.8; matthew 3.17). further, love is the foundation 
for social and religious life because it is god’s love which 
draws him near to people (John 3.16; romans 5.8-9; 1 
John 4.9; ephesians 2.1-5) forming the model of how 
people are to draw near to one another (John 13.34-
35; 1 John 4.11-21). after describing the practical 
outworking of this love in the social realm, paul notes 
that love is the most critical theological virtue, standing 
eternally.  
because of the centrality of love to the life of god and 
our own life with god and one another, learning to love 
and practicing love become central to the expression 
of faith and life as god intended it. however, love is 
difficult both in its emotional and expressive dimensions. 
however, one does not love out of one’s own strength 
but comes to be able to love due to the in-dwelling spirit 
of who loves through the believer (1 corinthians 13; 
galatians 5.22). therefore, moving toward love and 
emphasizing its centrality for faith and life becomes a 
Journey of opening oneself to the deep inner work of the 
holy spirit in the context of relationship with god and 
others.  

the text 
1 CorinthianS 13.4-8a: Love is. . . 
1 corinthians 13 is a passage which we often hear read at 
weddings. while the text beautifully fits such occasions, 
it surprises many that paul wrote these words with 
conflict rather than celebration in mind. 1 corinthians 
is written to a church which is splintering theologically 
and socially. as the founding pastor, paul wades into 
the fray from a distance in an effort to bring unity. 1 
corinthians 13 is part of a larger address concerning a 
debate about spiritual gifts and their use in the church. 
at the heart of this debate were questions like: “which 
spiritual gift is the best gift?” and “who should have 



and practice which spiritual gifts?” questions like 
these arose in a congregational context where certain 
believers were elevating themselves over others because 
they had specific gifts others did not, and where these 
gifts were used in such a manner that congregational 
gatherings were chaotic at best (1 corinthians 12.15-
30; 14.26-40).  
in the middle of paul’s discussion about spiritual gifts 
one finds 1 corinthians 13, a discussion concerning 
love which paul offers as the most excellent way and 
one of the greatest gifts (1 corinthians 12.30). one 
cannot miss these introductory words because they 
indicate that paul understands love to be a tangible 
and real outworking of the holy spirit dwelling 
among god’s people. one might go so far as to say that 
the ability to love as paul describes is nothing short of 
a spiritual gift, a manifestation of the spirit for the 
common good (1 corinthians 12.7), but one which is 
bestowed upon all believers and central to the life of 
faith. in fact, without the expression of love, all other 
gifts become worthless (1 corinthians 13.1-3).  
paul seeks to describe this love which he presents 
as so central to the life of faith and congregational 
life in general. in doing so, he piles up 15 verbs 
which indicates love is multilayered and complex in 
its expression. in paul’s description, he begins with 
what love is and then follows with what it is not 
before rounding out his description by noting what is 
always associated with love. many of these verbs work 
in pairs. it is in reading them in this manner that one 
discovers the richness and flow of paul’s thought.  
paul begins by noting that love is both patient and 
kind. these are the passive and active expressions of 
love. patience is the practice of bearing with someone 
over time while kindness is the expression of goodness 
and compassion. together they form an image of love 
meeting someone where they are and Journeying with 
them as they are, not asking for immediate change or 
performance but rather giving freely and generously 
what a person needs to change. paul then shifts to 
describe what love is not. he notes it is not envious 
or boastful. these two verbs are a pair. they portray 
a person who neither longs for what another has nor 

boasts about what he has. love is not proud, nor does it 
dishonor because it is not self-seeking. in other words, 
love does not elevate itself or behave in ways which shame 
or deprecate others because it is not behaving in a way 
where self is the obJect of attention and devotion. love is 
not easily angered, nor does it keep a record of wrongs. 
in other words, real love has a high threshold for being 
aggravated and aggrieved, but when such occurs, scores 
are not kept to be settled. love does not delight in evil 
but reJoices in truth. simply put, love does not delight 
when ill befalls another or when a person behaves in 
inappropriate ways, but it celebrates when what is right 
and Just is found in the life and experience of another. 
this love always seeks to guard and protect others. 
it always fills in gaps of knowledge and experience 
with trust. it always hopes for the coming day of full 
redemption and waits patiently for the arrival of that day 
without fail.  
while one might note that paul’s description of love is 
not an exhaustive accounting of the biblical accounting of 
love, it certainly covers a wide swath of its core meaning 
and practice. in paul’s mind, love is best understood as 
practiced, but this does not mean he devalues feeling. 
the pathos of love is alluded to in paul’s statements 
concerning reJoicing, trusting, and hoping, and these 
all involve emotional elements. rather than asserting 
emotion has no place in love, it is better to understand 
that the practice of love is central to any relationship. 
love must be expressed to be love. however, one cannot 
discount that fond affections are also present motivating 
and empowering such loving expressions.

reaL Life with BLake:
we are hardwired to connect, but connecting is hard. 
good thing Jesus has made it possible and the holy 
spirit makes it a practical reality in my life or it would 
never happen at all! there is Just one problem remaining. 
connecting is messy, so much so i often withdraw from 
the very thing i want so badly, relationships. in the 
beginning everyone is wonderful. . .and then you get to 
know them. you know what i mean. people are weird. 
some of this is because i go through life normalizing my 
feelings and behavior. we all do. but accounting for 
this, some people are still really weird, and hard to get 



we still come at one another with agendas and efforts 
to control. god hasn’t finished rewiring us yet. this 
relationship dynamic of messiness often sends us running 
and screaming from people. . .and churches. everything 
starts out great. people seem wonderful, and then we 
get to know them and don’t want anything to do with 
them. so, we exercise our right to walk away. we start 
a new relationship. we go to a new church. we begin 
a new marriage. however, if we want to be lonely no 
more, we must stop exercising our right to walk away. 
we have to stay with people, and this is hard, but love 
makes it possible. the problem is, the love which makes 
it possible is a love which is beyond us, but this really 
isn’t a problem. the love required is a love which is of 
god, from god, and by god in and through us. simply 
put, the spirit can love others through us, lead us to 
love others through us. what is needed from us is staying 
put. if we can stay put, we give the spirit fertile ground 
to love through us and we discover we are lonely no 
more. this week, we encourage you to consider staying 
put in your relationships. in the ancient church, this 
staying put was referred to as a vow of stability. simply 
put, people vowed not to move or run away from their 
present context or relationships but to give the spirit 
the ground he needed to do what only he could do in 
our relationships. this runs contrary to how we as a 
consumer culture think, but this shouldn’t surprise us. 
god is not creating a consumer culture. vows of stability 
can be expressed several ways, but the most common 
modern form is membership. when rightly understood, 
membership is a vow to stay put, a vow to be family, to 
give the spirit ground in our lives. you might consider 
pursuing membership with union center as an expression 
of this vow. if this is something you might be interested 
in, you can contact the office for more information.  
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along with even with the spirit at work in both of us. in 
spite of the spirit’s deep work, people are cranky, mean, 
abrasive and more. wait. maybe this is me. regardless, 
relationships are still hard and extremely messy, because 
god hasn’t finished his work in us. so, we experience a 
redeemed ability to connect with some leftover bits of 
control, manipulation, and kingdom building. sometimes 
i can look past it all. sometimes i can’t and i want to run 
away. so i do. i suppose that is within my purview. i can 
always walk away, but i am learning that if i really want 
relationships i can’t exercise this ability to walk away. 
i have to stay put and work through the mess. while i 
would like to report that simply looking at someone and 
saying, “stop it!” brings about great results, i would be 
lying. the same could be said for me. multiple attempts 
to look in the mirror and tell that fellow to Just stop 
have been met with little to no success. so, what are we 
to do?  
if we can now connect but connect remains hard and 
creates such mess, how can we connect? it is here i am 
discovering the power and necessity of love. love helps 
us deal with the relational mess our brokenness creates. 
peter says it this way, “love covers a multitude of sins” (1 
peter 4.8). another way of saying this is, love helps us 
deal with people as they are while we wait for what they 
one day will be. however, love which makes connecting 
with messy people possible is a love which is more than 
being polite and tolerant of one another. that kind of 
love doesn’t cut it which is probably why i struggle to 
connect because this is the way i learned to love. rather, 
the love which helps us connect is a love which mirrors 
god’s love. it is deep, strong, and abiding. it is a love 
which i am not capable of giving, but this is not really 
a problem because the spirit is willing and desirous of 
loving in this way through me. because this is true, my 
loving of others is really more about my openness to the 
spirit than my ability to love.  

reaL Life with you:
we were made to connect, but we find connecting hard 
even though god has made it possible once more. part of 
this is because when we connect we discover relationships 
get messy. we are not yet the people we will one day be. 


