
1 Love
‘But the fruit of the Spirit is love …’

The context

Before we go on to examine the biblical definition of love we should
note that Paul is seeking to teach the Galatians about the work of the
Holy Spirit in the Christian life. Earlier he had spoken to them of the

work of the Spirit in conversion: ‘Are you so foolish? After beginning with
the Spirit, are you now trying to attain your goal by human effort?’
(Galatians 3:3). The Holy Spirit seeks to bring about that transformational
life by working through the intellect, emotions and will of the individual
Christian. It is nevertheless, the work of the Spirit of God and not merely
human endeavour, which will ultimately produce such qualities. So it is out
of a life that is inhabited and influenced by the Holy Spirit that such fruit
organically develops.

What is love?
It is significant that the list of the fruit of the Spirit begins with love as it is
not only first in position but foremost in priority. Love is a powerful force
and in biblical terms it is something that will endure forever. We now come
to outline a proper understanding of love. In order to do this we need to
take our keynote from the Bible. The world’s understanding of the nature
of love is either inaccurate or inadequate because people in their sinful
condition, estranged from God and at enmity with God, cannot have a
truly spiritual perspective on this issue. 

Some people who profess to be Christians are confused about Christian
love, as they seem to think that anybody who loves is a child of God.
Certainly John says, ‘Everyone who loves has been born of God’ (1 John
4:7), but in the same epistle (which must be taken as a whole unit) he says
that there must be corroborating evidence of belonging to God. In chapter
three, for example, he says ‘No one who is born of God will continue to sin’
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(v.9). This suggests that an obedient and holy life demonstrates kinship
with Christ. In chapter five he says, ‘Everyone who believes that Jesus is the
Christ is born of God’ and this clearly means that believing in Jesus’
sacrificial and sufficient death identifies an individual as belonging to God. 

There are three Greek words that refer to the concept of love. Firstly,
there is the word phileo from which we get the word philosophy, which is a
composite of two Greek words, phileo and sophia. Phileo means ‘love’ and
sophia means ‘wisdom’. Hence the word philosophy means love of
wisdom. This is a platonic love, which is used in the context of friendship
and companionship. Jesus uses the word phileo in John 15:19 where he says
that those who belong to him will not be loved by the world. Secondly, the
Greek word for sexual love is eros from which we get the English word
‘erotic’. It speaks of a desire for gratification. Thirdly, we have the word
agape and this is the word that is used to describe the love of God for us, and
the kind of love he expects from us. Agape is a selfless love that is not
contingent upon conditions and reciprocation. This is the kind of love
Jesus speaks of when he speaks of the love between him and his heavenly
Father (John 15:9–13). It is also the kind of love he expects to prevail within
the family of God. In fact he commands it: ‘this is my command: Love each
other’ (John 15:17).

There have been many great works of literature (poetic, dramatic and
prosaic) based on the theme of love but I would argue that the greatest
description or definition of love ever written is located in 1 Corinthians 13.
It is a passage of Scripture that is often read at wedding services and for all
its familiarity within the Christian tradition spanning two millennia it has
endured the test of time. It is still potent enough to induce goose pimples,
making one feel that the quality of their love falls far short of the ideal it
upholds and stirs one’s heart to greater resolve to love better in the future.
Because the Holy Spirit is describing and defining love in this passage and
because we are seeking to gain insight into ‘love’ as fruit of the Spirit, it is
important to take a close look at this passage of Scripture.

‘If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I am only a resounding
gong or a clanging cymbal. If I have the gift of prophecy and can fathom all mysteries
and all knowledge, and if I have a faith that can move mountains, but have not love, I am
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nothing. If I give all I possess to the poor and surrender my body to the flames, but have
not love, I gain nothing.

Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. It is not
rude, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. Love
does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. It always protects, always trusts,
always hopes, always perseveres.

Love never fails. But where there are prophecies, they will cease; where there are
tongues, they will be stilled; where there is knowledge, it will pass away …

And now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is love’ (1
Corinthians 13:1–13).

Essentially this beautiful passage establishes the supremacy of love and the
indispensable place it must have in the life of the church, which we do well
to remember consists of individual believers. The great gifts that the Holy
Spirit deigned to bestow on the church such as tongues, prophesy and
discerning knowledge are nothing without love. 

This chapter then goes on to describe the characteristics of love and
encapsulates in such a short space the distilled essence of this supreme
virtue. Love is not ephemeral; it is something that has an enduring quality.
It is presented as greater than faith and hope! 

This chapter really speaks for itself and no commentary can do it justice.
However, we want to draw attention to some of its statements as they
clarify the true nature of love. The word ‘love’ here is the Greek word agape,
which is used in the New Testament for the deep and constant tenderness
shared between the heavenly Father and Jesus. Jesus speaks of this abiding
affection when he says, ‘If you obey my commands, you will remain in my
love, just as I have obeyed my Father's commands and remain in his love’
(John 15:10). This abiding affection between the Father and the Son is
reinforced in John 17. There in his great prayer Jesus says: ‘I have made you
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known to them, and will continue to make you known in order that the love
you have for me may be in them and that I myself may be in them’ (John
17:26). God has this same agape love for us, and it is a love which was
demonstrated in Christ’s life and majestically displayed in his death. ‘This
is how God showed his love among us: He sent his one and only Son into the
world that we might live through him’ (1 John 4:9). But this word agape is
also used with regard to how Christians ought to relate to each other. ‘A
new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you
must love one another. By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if
you love one another’ (John 13:34–35). Agape love is a love by choice and is
different to philos, which is a love by chance. It is a love of the will and not
just emotion.

It should be a natural outworking of the Christian faith to love one
another because the ‘Christian’, as the name implies, belongs to God and
Scripture tells us that ‘God is love’ (1 John 4:8). If God is love and if God the
Holy Spirit possesses the heart of the believer then that fruit of love will
ripen and become evident to all.

Having a healthy attitude 
With regard to the passage from Paul’s first epistle to the Corinthians we
should say that love is the context for the proper operation of whatever gifts
God has bestowed on the Christian in the local church. Apparently the
Corinthians had lacked perspective and did not have a healthy attitude to
the exercise of the gifts of the Spirit. They placed great emphasis on the
gifts and seemed to have obvious shortcomings when it came to
understanding and exercising love for Christ and their fellow Christians. It
is quite frightening to think that one could exercise such gifts as tongues
and prophecy without love. It is chilling to think that one could have great
spiritual discernment and insight and yet lack love. Imagine having ‘faith
that can move mountains’ and knowing nothing of love! If love is not the
motive for giving all one’s material wealth to the poor it amounts to
nothing! Martyrdom is meaningless if it is not an act of love! 

The Corinthian passage tells us what love is and also what love is not!
Positively it describes love as ‘patient’. Love waits without being frustrated
and demonstrates an ability to endure delay, hardship and provocation.

Love

The fruit of the Spirit  29

The_Fruit_of_the_Spirit.qxp  23/8/07  16:53  Page 29



Love is characterised by perseverance and forbearance. Then it describes
love as ‘kind’. So it is something which might be identified by generous,
gracious, compassionate and charitable characteristics. 

Then negatively the passage continues to define love by contrasting it
with attributes that are opposite to its essential nature such as envy,
boastfulness, pride, rudeness, self-seeking and anger. These vices violate
love! We learn from this portrait of love that true love does not harbour
grudges and resentments. It takes no pleasure in anything wrong or bad.
Rather it takes great joy in what is truthful and good. It is something that
seeks to safeguard, and its instinct is to confidently believe. Love is
optimistic and expectant. It is determined, steadfast, steady and resolute. It
being all of that we soon come to realise why we need the power of the Holy
Spirit to produce it within us.

As Christians we are both beneficiaries and benefactors of love. In our
fallen nature we are essentially bankrupt, but God, the ultimate benefactor
of love, invests in us through mercy and grace. It is out of such a vast deposit
of love that we come to have reserves of love for God and for others. This is
the fruit of the Spirit’s work.

The Love of God
God’s love for humanity is demonstrated in creation and his providential
care. It is seen in the Old Testament in his patient, persistent, faithful and
forgiving covenant relationship with a rebellious people. In the New
Testament it is displayed in the incarnation, ministry and death of Jesus for
a hostile people. 

Love exists within the Godhead as Paul says to the Colossians, ‘For he has
rescued us from the dominion of darkness and brought us into the kingdom
of the Son he loves, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins’
(Colossians 1:13–14). This love is expressed at the baptism of Jesus when the
voice from heaven said, ‘This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well
pleased’ (Matthew 3:17). We see love in action in the incarnation of Christ
who condescended to be born into humanity in humble circumstances. It is
this kind of Christ-likeness that Paul exhorts in Philippians:

‘Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: who, being in very nature
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God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself
nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. And being
found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death—
even death on a cross!’ (2:5–8).

God’s love for men is revealed in his ministry where there are numerous
accounts of loving acts such as compassionate healing. God’s love is about
service and sacrifice and this ought to motivate us to love others through
sacrificial service. Love is compassion in action. Love is an invisible quality
made visible through action. Christ’s ministry was one of reconciliation
between the sinner and God through faith in him. We see how Christ was
moved emotionally by the disobedience of people when he laments over
Jerusalem: ‘O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets and stone
those sent to you, how often I have longed to gather your children together,
as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, but you were not willing’
(Matthew 23:37). That love was expressed in his association with sinners.
The event of redemption in the history of humanity as displayed in the
death of Christ at Calvary is a dramatic delineation of God’s immense love
in action. As Paul put it to the Romans, ‘God demonstrates his own love for
us in this: while we were still sinners, Christ died for us’ (Romans 5:8).

LLoovvee  iinn  aaccttiioonn
Let us consider in some detail an incident that demonstrates the
compassionate character of Christ. In Mark 1 we read of an incident in the
life of Christ that reveals something special about his loving nature.

‘A man with leprosy came to him and begged him on his knees, “If you are willing, you
can make me clean.” Filled with compassion, Jesus reached out his hand and touched
the man. “I am willing,” he said. “Be clean!” Immediately the leprosy left him and he
was cured’ (Mark 1:40–42).

Here is the story of a leprous man who met the Lord and Master of
mankind. He was a man with a serious and contagious disease of the skin
that at its worst damaged nerves and caused disfigurement. The word
‘leprosy’ in the Bible refers to various dermatological disorders. We don’t
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want to get hung up on technicalities, so suffice to say that whatever
condition this man was in, it caused him to come to Christ and plead for
cleansing. We do not know the full extent of the problem. He may have been
hideously disfigured or not but we do know that as a leper, he was deemed
to be unclean and as such he was an untouchable outcast from society. 

This incident reveals the compassionate character of Christ. We see love
in action. By focusing on it we see what Jesus did for that man and it
stimulates us to think of what he has done for us through a loving touch.
May it also inspire us to believe that his love can radically transform the
lives of others, especially those that are rejected by society! Compassion is
more than sorrow or pity. The Pocket Oxford Dictionary defines
compassion as ‘pity inclining one to help or be merciful’. Christ-like
compassion brings to fruition that inclination to help. It is love reaching
out!

This leprous man met the Lord and Master in his wretched and pitiful
condition and begged him on his knees. Another gospel account tells us he
‘fell with his face to the ground and begged him’ (Luke 5:12). The posture
this man assumes and the compassionate response of Jesus is an indication
that the skin-disorder was nothing less than what we know as leprosy. The
context makes it difficult to think of it as anything less and it is certainly
not some kind of rash! It is reasonable to assume, therefore, that his
condition was chronic. In fact Luke tells us that he was a man ‘covered with
leprosy’ (5:12). It is worth bearing in mind that Luke was a physician and
would have observed the detail very keenly indeed. 

Leviticus 13 outlines regulations concerning infectious skin diseases.
Leviticus 14 outlines the detailed regulations to be observed in relation to
cleansing from infectious skin diseases. They relate to ceremonial
cleansing (after a person has been examined by the priest) and after
healing has taken place. In other words they were not a ritual cure! The
Judaic law clearly stated: ‘The person with such an infectious disease must
wear torn clothes, let his hair be unkempt, cover the lower part of his face
and cry out, “Unclean! Unclean!” As long as he has the infection he
remains unclean. He must live alone; he must live outside the camp’
(Leviticus 13:45–46). Yet this man came into the middle of a crowd and
within arms length of Jesus.
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