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February provides a good excuse to dig into what the Bible tells us of love. With 

Valentine’s Day and its symbols of romantic love, such as candy, hearts, and flowers on 

the horizon, it’s a perfect opportunity to see what the Bible can teach us about love— 

love that may include romance but also goes well beyond it. 

 

There are at least five kinds of love described throughout the Hebrew Scriptures: 

1) Romantic and erotic love, such as in Song of Solomon; 

2) The brotherly love between unrelated adults, such as between David and 

Jonathan; 

3) The love between parent and child, such as with Abraham and Isaac; 

4) Israel’s love for God, such as in Deuteronomy 6:4, 5; 

5) God’s ‘steadfast love’ (khesedh, in Hebrew), such as in the Psalms and as 

exemplified in King David’s receipt of God’s love. 

 

Love in the New Testament is frequently captured with the Greek term agape, meaning 

a universal and all-embracing love. Agape love is referred to most frequently in John’s 

Gospel and his letters (I John, II John, III John). It captures the relationship between the 

Father and the Son. This sense of love contrasts hugely with eros, the term for the 

sensual love found in Greco-Roman literature of the day but not in the New Testament. 

Agape is also a contrast to the Greek phileo, which refers to love for one’s parents and 

siblings, such as in Matthew 10:37, and between other unrelated adults. 

 

But it is agape, used in one of the most well-known texts of the Bible, Paul’s first letter to 

the Corinthians, chapter 13, that is our focus now. Paul has just had many challenges 

with this obstreperous and arrogant Christian community in Corinth. His treatise in 

these verses is intended to convey that love is the supreme characteristic and driver of 

those who follow Christ. While chapter 13 is often said in wedding vows, these 

ceremonies can pull it out of context and prevent us from seeing what Paul is most 

trying to do. The Apostle to the Gentiles wants to wake up the Corinth Christians to 

how they need to treat one another—with Christly love. 

 

While the Corinthians are big on worship services, Paul tries to help them understand 

that you can’t worship God without the active expression of love for your neighbors. 



 

 

Paul tries to help this new Christian community understand it is the actions of 

their members that count—as I Corinthians 16:14 makes clear: 

 

14 Let all that you do be done in love. 

 

Christians often refer to this building-up process as ‘character formation,’ and Paul is 

certainly trying to do that with a people who feel superior to him. He must put aside 

his own ego in trying to help the Corinthians heal the divisions in their church. Thus, 

this is a tremendous letter for us as a church body to study if there are any issues 

trying to divide our members. 

 

Paul’s understanding of love goes beyond mere feelings to a rigorous demand for 

love to be put into concrete actions by followers of Christ. His first verses explain 

how pointless certain religious practices are without love! (These practices include 

speaking in tongues, which was not just human eloquence but thought to be a means 

of divine communication with angels and heavenly beings. So, even this, without 

love, was pointless to Paul.) 

 

Continuing to unpack a more concrete idea of love, Paul defines it in two positive 

ways (patient and kind) and five negative ways (i.e., what love is not: envy, 

boastfulness, arrogance, indulgence in shameful behavior, self-seeking). 

 

We could go on to discuss love in other parts of the Bible, but this is a terrific chapter 

to give more thought to at a time when romantic movies, nostalgia, and marketing 

try to define love as simply an emotion that depends solely on other humans for its 

validity. The Bible gives immense foundational power to love. Love is God and 

comes from God. Love enables us to give generously. Love strengthens us and yet 

makes us infinitely tender toward others. That’s the real deal kind of love—for 

Valentine’s Day or any other day of the year. 

 

Madelon 

 

PS. If you’re interested in learning more about these facets of love, check out the 

two previous February vlogs (2019 — “Why Linking Valentine’s Day and a 

Biblical Book isn’t Crazy!” and 2021— “February, Love, and Eagles”) on the 

BibleRoads site. Enjoy using the “Blog Search” feature to research individual Bible 

characters and specific topics in any of the previous 187 vlogs. 


