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"ὁ ἔρως... ἰὰσασθαι τὴν φύσιν τὴν ἀνθρωπίνην." (Love... cures humanity's nature)  

 

Aristophanes, as recorded by Plato in The Symposium, 191D1 

 

[12] αὕτη ἐστὶν ἡ ἐντολὴ ἡ ἐμὴ [,] ἵνα ἀγαπᾶτε ἀλλήλους καθὼς ἠγάπησα ὑμᾶς:  

[13] μείζονα ταύτης ἀγάπην οὐδεὶς ἔχει, ἵνα τις τὴν ψυχὴν αὐτοῦ θῇ ὑπὲρ τῶν φίλων αὐτοῦ. 

 

John 15: 12-13 

 

[12] the spewed1 command being this: love2 one another how I loved3 you all: 

[13] no one has greater love <than> this, that anyone place his own life4 over that of his friends. 

 

John 15: 12-13 

 

Charity is the Whole 

A Commentary on Corinthians 13 

 

In the Greek, as mentioned above in the translation of John,5 the word used in the New 

Testament is the Greek ἀγαπή, a noun evidencing the highest kind of love in the Greek mind. A 

love defined by the time spent with someone, growing old together in experiences and age, 

having moved past friendship and desire. This is the love Jesus Christ states has for us when he 

                                                           
1
 Imperfect tense, given and still being proclaimed today 

2
 Imperative form, this is a command, not a suggestion. The Greek uses ἀγαπάω, the third and highest form of 

Greek love. The first two are φιλέω (a love through the bond of friendship) and ἐράω (the physical attraction found 
in body attraction). The form used here shows the love obtained through getting used to someone else and having 
moved past friendship and sexual love through years of interaction. This is love as we understand it. 
3
 Aorist, one time action that is now completed, it can no longer be done. “As I loved you when I was alive.” Jesus 

lived on earth and loved the apostles. He wants them to draw on that specific example and use it as a model for 
love. This evidences that John was indeed receiving revelation from an undead Jesus who once lived on earth but 
does so no longer. The need for the Aorist sense is justified. 
4
 A complex term, ψυχἠ was first used by Homer in the 7-8

th
 century BCE as the breath that leaves the body and 

showed a man’s death. Much like we see emphasized in film when someone dies and gives out a last gasp. During 
the 5

th
 century, the word came to mean the sprit or soul which lived in the body and left it once dead. In 2

nd
 

century Greek, the meaning had evolved to life itself; thus the translation. 
5
 See note 2 on the verses from John 15 
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said ‚love one another how I loved you all.‛6 This love, sprung up from the personal 

knowledge Jesus has of every one of us is the love that compels charity to act. The Greek word 

is still used today in the modern version of the language to say ‘I love you’7 and it was 

understood to the letter by the Corinthians present when Paul was speaking to them as intimate 

and eternal. 

The nature of man is an unavoidable trait that makes us too fond of the flesh; it makes us 

not want to sacrifice for others, or travel with them along this hard road of life. It has always 

been known that the New Testament was written in κοινή8 Greek. The words of Paul to the 

Corinthians in chapter 13th of the first book are made more important because of the culture and 

people they were delivered to. I find the words of Paul filled with meaning when, in chapter 13 

verse 1 of the book by the same name he says: ‚Though I speak with the tongues of men and of 

angels, and have not charity, I am become as sounding brass, or a tinkling cymbal.‛ John is 

telling the Corinthians that his words, though powerful and meaningful, are made nothing if he 

doesn’t love them; his charity for those present fills the emptiness of words spoken by those 

seeking only to reprimand, and guides his thoughts not towards the inconveniences of his 

speech or the inadequacies of those to whom it is directed, but to the reality of their status as 

members of the church and the love found in their common goal to become better people. 

The interpretation that Paul gives us is based on an understanding of charity uncommon 

to even the modern reader. A meaning lost in time and interpretation, one which I will seek to 

show once more for its wonderful message and applicable principles. Paul continues: ‚And 

                                                           
6
 John 15:13 

7
 Σ’ἀγαποῦ 

8
 Lit. Common 
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though I have the gift of prophecy, and understand all mysteries, and all knowledge; and 

though I have all faith, so that I could remove mountains, and have not charity, I am nothing.‛9 

Despite the clarity of the term, charity’s true meaning has always eluded readers. Charity, after 

all, is the greatest of all Christian virtues, yet it escapes us because it is misunderstood, 

underrepresented, and avoided. However, we are told that charity is love, and we intend to 

place it at the topmost of our priorities or at the base of our belief. I would argue that charity is 

neither the top of our world nor the base of it, charity is everything we are; for as Paul would 

put it, we are ‚nothing‛ without it. The Bible prophet furthers his argument by stating that 

‚though I bestow all my goods to feed the poor, and though I give my body to be burned, and 

have not charity, it profiteth [sic] me nothing.‛10 We must ask: do I not have charity if I do feed 

the poor or give my ‚body to be burned‛ by those who seek to destroy me for my beliefs?  

There is a chance that we do not; for charity is not action, it is an attitude, and if our 

attitude is one of disdain for the deed or those we are doing it for, even those who seek to 

destroy us, it is immediately rendered useless by our own demeanor. Acts of charity are the 

product of a thought-promoted action, and only if that action is done with the feeling of charity 

does it make us benefit; otherwise, it is useless. Charity is what we do as Christians, the very 

essence of our lives and the Gospel we are trying to live. However, if you are complacent in 

your fervor, and complaining during, or even after, your serving, we are no better than 

hypocrites,11 and have again our reward in the deed done, but not in heaven.12 

                                                           
9
 1

st
 Cor. 13:2 

10
 1

st
 Cor. 13:3 

11
 From the Greek ὑποκρῖτής; one who acts a part in a play. Metaphorically, one who acts one way in front of 

people but another when they are not present. It is a compound of two words: ὑπο, meaning basically 'under', and 
κρῖτής, meaning a 'judge' (of theatrical plays). Thus, the hypocrite is always under immediate judgment 
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We find ourselves in a debacle: how can we do charitable deeds and ensure we do so 

with a charitable soul? Paul continues: ‚[4] Charity suffereth long, and is kind; charity envieth 

not; charity vaunteth not itself, is not puffed up, [5] Doth not behave itself unseemly, seeketh 

not her own, is not easily provoked, thinketh no evil; [6] Rejoiceth not in iniquity, but rejoiceth 

in the truth; [7] Beareth all things, believeth all things, hopeth all things, endureth all things.‛13 

This is the Admonition of Paul quoted by the thirteenth article of faith: ‚We believe in being 

honest, true, chaste, benevolent, virtuous, and in doing good to all men; indeed, we may say 

that we follow the admonition of Paul—We believe all things, we hope all things, we have 

endured many things, and hope to be able to endure all things. If there is anything virtuous, 

lovely, or of good report or praiseworthy, we seek after these things.‛14 In effect charity is what 

good men do for people, and what good men endure for their acceptance of the values 

associated with charity itself. The only way to be charitable then, with the possibility to enjoy 

the benefits associated with it beyond this life, is to also be humble and submissive, meek and 

all-enduring. 

 It seems rather desperate that Paul would address in this way men as self-centered and 

profit driven as the Corinthians of the 1st century. Not too long before his visit to the Christian 

members of this city, Corinth had suffered utter destruction at the hands of the Macedonian 

empire, having only been restored a short time prior by Rome. These men were self-purposed, 

driven by an economy that was booming in and of its own right. Charity seemed utterly lost in 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
12

 Matthew 6:2, 16 
13

 1
st

 Cor. 13:4-7 
14

 http://lds.org/library/display/0,4945,106-1-2-1,FF.html 
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this commercial city, and yet Paul reminded them that the idea was not only already present in 

their hearts, it was impossible not to feel it. 

Charity is derived from the Latin Carus, meaning something dear to us, something that 

we love and care for. It is the root of care, Caring and Careful in English, the root for Cariño 

(Dear), Caro (expensive, for we care more for that we pay most for) in Spanish and Caro (Dear) 

in Italian, the same for the French Cher. However, in English, charity has become something 

given to someone we don’t know. In the US we don’t want people’s charity, their second hand 

pity. However, the Pure Love of Christ is Charity, and we must apply it; though first we must 

be charitable towards ourselves, indulging in the pleasures of life as children and upcoming 

adults. Life, as it is, shows us that first we must be our own universe, and then we must extend 

that love to others; first family members, then that one whom we love, and later all other people 

we may come in contact with throughout our lives, if we are lucky enough to become servants 

of men. 

Our love for humanity increases as we attempt to understand the meaning of our own 

lives, as we find out who we are and what we are meant to do. If we love, we will be charitable, 

the two concepts are inseparable, and thus Paul continues: ‚[8] Charity never faileth: but 

whether there be [sic] prophecies, they shall fail; whether there be tongues, they shall cease; 

whether there be knowledge, it shall vanish away. [9] For we know in part, and we prophesy in 

part. [10] But when that which is perfect is come, then that which is in part shall be done 

away.‛15 Hence Paul reveals yet another secret: that charity, like our free will, is perfect. It is 

                                                           
15
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st

 Cor. 13: 8-10 
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always present, always acting upon us in one way or another, because charity is what we do for 

what or who we love, and everyone loves someone or something. 

The wisdom of Paul is further revealed in the next verse since, as I stated, charity is a 

progressive concept; something that evolves as we grow and understand differently as we 

mature. ‚[11] When I was a child, I spake [sic] as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a 

child: but when I became a man, I put away childish things. [12] For now we see through a 

glass, darkly; but then face to face: now I know in part; but then shall I know even as also I am 

known.‛16 

Once more we begin charity as children do, for ourselves, looking out for our own 

interests, then for that of our families, then for that of our friends, finally for that one whom we 

will love forever and/or the rest of humanity. Paul tells us that self-centered adults are no better 

than children, thinking only of the immediate center of their universe. Indeed, we could say that 

self-centered adults are worse than children, for children know no better, while adults do.  

Let us not mistake a child’s capability to give selflessly to another for charity; one may 

argue that children are charitable because of their ability to make charitable deeds. Is it so? As I 

have already discussed, the act of charity can be done by anyone, though understanding what is 

being done as a sacrifice is reserved for those who have ‚put away childish things.‛ 

Understanding then, is the difference between the child and the adult, the reason why children 

give so liberally and adults don’t. This doesn’t make children better or worse, it makes them 

children. Once more, it is the adult that acts with the mindset of a child that it is Paul’s concern 

here, and what should be our concern as beings of further understanding. 
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 Cor. 11-12 
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We see then, that charity is everything we do in life. Although, if we look at the same 

principle in another way, charity is nothing; we should not be out looking for it, or striving to 

attain it. Charity is a result; the result of a process of love and understanding. Attain love, and 

you will be charitable. One can only attain love through understanding and interaction. Much 

like we cannot ring a gold Olympic medal around our neck without the years and effort put 

into the training necessary for the feat, we cannot claim to be charitable without the tools and 

the processes necessary to arrive at our destination of unconditional love. Charity then is not 

part of Christianity, it is the whole. 

  Thus the last words of Paul in chapter thirteenth of Corinthians ring truer than 

all others, for they apply to everyone, Christian or not, believer or not: ‚[13] And now abideth 

faith, hope, charity, these three; but the greatest of these is charity.‛ Charity is everything we do 

every day for someone else; and yet it should be as nothing, because we should love humanity 

with such ardor that we serve it as a raw need. This is the reason why Jesus Christ gave his life 

for us, because he knew us to the most intimate detail: every joy, every sin, ever good and bad 

deed. Jesus commuted with us every step of our lives, and from that intimate understanding 

comes his pure love, his charity. The greatest commandment of all is that we love like he loves 

us; trying to commute with those we seek to serve. There is no charity without love, and you 

cannot love someone you don’t know. 

The only real cure for man’s nature, as I quoted at the beginning, is love, that love that 

comes from understanding one another. When we are honest with one another, faithful to one 

another, patient, loving, caring, slow to anger, when we do small things like picking up a 

wrapper on the ground to throw it away, sit down with someone to grieve with them, turn the 
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light on for our children in the dark when they are afraid, or buy a small rose for our spouses 

when we think they are having a bad day, we are charitable; and true charity, as Paul put it, 

never faileth, because love is unconquerable, it defeats the worst of ourselves, and gives way to 

the eternal part of our souls. 

 

Juan A. Caballero Prieto 


