
WHAT IS LOVE? 
 

There is a word we need to redefine.  This word is critical to our understanding of God, the Biblical story, 

how we relate to one another; even our very reason for being.  This word changes how we treat our 

kids, how we function in our marriages, and how we relate to God.  It is impossible for us to begin 

speaking about following Jesus without a good understanding of this word. 

The word is “love.”    

The problem we face is that “love” has numerous uses in our culture, and none of them are close to how 

Jesus used the word.   So we need to break down our cultural understandings of “love” and then build 

the word “love” back up.  First let’s examine Cultural Love.  Then we’ll contrast that with Jesus Love. 

Cultural Love 

Recently I was sitting across from my wife in an amazing restaurant.  After my first bite of the chocolate 

cake I had ordered, I exclaimed, “I love this cake!”   Later that same evening we went to see a movie.  As 

we left the theater a young girl walking in front of me declared to her friend, “I loved that movie!”  Both 

of these are examples of one of the ways we use the word “love” in our culture.  It occurs in a coffee 

shop when we glance across the room and see someone reading the newest best-selling novel, and 

excitedly tell our table while pointing, “I loved that book.”  Or it happens when we catch a glance of a 

magazine cover featuring a picture of the new hot celebrity couple with their adopted kid, and reflect 

aloud, “I love them.  They’re so great.”  We use the word “love” in this way to describe things that bring 

us a burst of joy or satisfaction.   This form of cultural love is spur-of-the-moment.  It does not imply a 

deep commitment.  We use it when something makes us happy.  It is a declaration of appreciation.  

There is a good chance that even though I “loved” the chocolate cake that night, within a week I will 

have completely forgotten about it.  Saying “love” in this way is simply stating a present preference.     

We also use the word “love” culturally to celebrate our dependence on something.  For example, every 

morning I make a pot of coffee.  I wait attentively as the black gold brews.  When I take my first sip, 

relief washes over me, and all is right with the world again.  I am alert and feel alive.  It is not unusual at 

this point for me to add my voice to the chorus of people on Facebook composing love sonnets about 

the glory of coffee.  “I love coffee,” my new status will read.  “Coffee is beautiful.  Need it.  Want it.  Love 

it.  Can’t live without it.”  In this case “love” is not simply a fleeting preference.   I am describing 

something I have a commitment to, something I desire routinely, something I have let define me.  I am a 

coffee drinker.  This use of the word is not limited to coffee of course.  We also use it to refer to 

chocolate, sleeping in, jogging, beer, or a thousand other things that bring us a satisfaction we hate to 

go without.  Saying “love” in this form is telling the world: not only are we thankful for the object of our 

affection, but that we identify ourselves with it; that it fills a deep need.  We are a part of a tribe that is 

defined in some way by what this thing or person provides for us. 

Finally, we use the word “love” to express our desire to exclusively trust another intimately.  For 

example, in modern romance tales it’s common for a male character to struggle to say the word “love” 



to his female counterpart.  Getting the word to come out of his mouth is painful because he knows it will 

take the relationship to the next level of vulnerability.  Or, there is the perpetually heartbroken female 

character that gushes the word to every boy she meets, as if invoking its magic were necessary to create 

a saying it were necessary for being in a relationship with another person.  This romantic “love” is more 

than just a defining personal choice about what fills our needs.  It is a declaration that a unique level of 

intimacy and understanding has been reached and that we have placed trust in the person we love.   It is 

a statement that we are now vulnerable to the other and expect the other to not hurt us.  It speaks to 

the other, “I don’t want you to share this with anyone else but me.  What we have between us is special.  

Don’t take my heart and crush it.”  This use of the word is not simply a momentary burst of joy, although 

that incarnation can be a byproduct of love.  And while we are dependent on the object of this love in a 

way that defines us, it is deeper than that; we have risked opening ourselves up and expect the other 

not to harm us.   

Let’s pause here for clarification.  In our culture we use the word love in three different forms: to 

describe momentary bursts of appreciation for satisfaction, to express our dependence on something 

we use to identify us, and to express that we have vulnerably opened ourselves up to others and trust 

them not to hurt us.   

When Jesus said that His followers should be people who “love the Lord with all [their] heart[s], soul[s], 

and mind[s]” and “love [their] neighbor as [themselves],”1  He was not using any of these cultural 

understanding of the word “love.”    Jesus Love is a different sort of a love altogether.   

Sadly, I find that I have confused all three Cultural Loves with Jesus Love.  For example, when I am at a 

rocking awesome worship service with thousands of people, and the music is jamming, and the drums 

are in my chest, I will sing at the top of my lungs about how much I “love” Jesus.  But more often than 

not this is simply a momentary burst of appreciation for the satisfaction the worship is giving me.    

Or when life has been rocky and the world seems to be against me, I will find my “love” for Jesus 

deepens.   I will say it over and over.  I will shout to the world, “Jesus is beautiful!  Need Him!  Want 

Him!  Love Him!  Can’t live without Him!”  But this is not Jesus Love.  I simply am declaring that He is 

getting me through this moment of pain and that I wouldn’t know what to do without the support He is 

providing me.   

Or there are those times in life when I feel a deep connection to God.  This “love” might come in a deep 

moment of confession.  In the midst of repenting of some way I have failed Him, I will cry out, “I love 

you Jesus and I want to know you more.”  It is a statement of vulnerability and intimacy, a declaration 

that I have opened myself up to Him and trust Him with my secrets.  This is not Jesus Love. 

Jesus Love 

“So how is Jesus Love different than these cultural forms of love?” you ask.  

                                                             

1 Matthew 22:34-40 



To find that answer let’s look at the one passage in the Bible that breaks love down for us – 1st 

Corinthians 13. 

The church in Corinth had an issue with Spiritual Gifts.  They thought that some gifts, like speaking in 

tongues or prophecy, were cooler than other gifts.  This problem was exposing people in the church to 

envy, frustration, pride, and many other disruptive temptations.  Paul addressed the problem in 1st 

Corinthians 12-14, but he didn’t start by attacking the problem head on.  Instead, Paul first spoke to the 

Corinthians about how they were a team, created to work together “for the common good” (1st 

Corinthians 12:7).  Then he explained that if they were going to hold one God-empowered gift over any 

other, it should be love.  Paul then broke down for the Corinthians what Jesus Love looks like. 

1st Corinthians 13:1-13 

If I speak in the tongues of men and 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 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 tongues, they will be stilled; where there is knowledge, it will pass away.  

For we know in part and we prophesy in part, but when perfection comes, the imperfect 

disappears.  When I was a child, I talked like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child.  

When I became a man, I put childish ways behind me.  Now we see but a poor reflection as a in a 

mirror; then we shall see face to face.  Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I am 

fully known.  And now these three remain: faith, hope, and love.  But the greatest of these is 

love. 

There are a few things we need to take note of in this passage that will lead us to a clearer 

understanding of Jesus Love.    

First, notice that Jesus Love is the ingredient that gives things substance.  Paul explained that we might 

give everything we have to poor, but that if this is not done with a foundation of love it is nothing.   We 

might die a martyr to the cause, but if we don’t do it with Jesus’ love as our driving force than we have 

gained nothing from it.   Jesus therefore is the component that gives our actions substance.   

Next, notice that Jesus Love is sacrificial.  To be patient is to put aside our own need for progress and 

wait on someone else.  To be kind is to lay down our own desires and replace them with compassion for 

another.   To reject pride is to put aside our need to constantly feed our self-esteem and instead, in 

humility, see others as better than ourselves.  To love in this way demands that we lay something of 

ourselves down.    Jesus Love requires we sacrifice.  



Next, we should note that Jesus Love is not our natural tendency.  Paul does not say, “Love is just being 

yourself.”   Jesus Love is contradictory to our nature.  We are not patient.  We are not kind.  We are 

easily angered.  We are selfish.  To love is to put aside our natural self-serving instincts and embrace a 

different path.  

Finally, notice that Jesus Love requires no return on investment.  The love Paul describes is unendingly 

patient.  It “always” trusts, protects, and hopes regardless of what the object of love does.  This love is 

not a transaction.  It is in no way dependent upon what is given in return.  It is a reckless sacrifice.  It is 

unconditional.   

How then might we define Jesus Love? 

To love like Jesus is to selflessly give ourselves to another. 

Jesus Love submits.  It focuses completely on the other with no expectation of return.  It is an unending 

commitment because it is unconditional.  It is not about the giver in any way, but is rather a complete 

focus on the receiver.   It makes all cultural forms of love seem selfish and hollow.   

Therefore to love our neighbors as ourselves is to give ourselves to our neighbors as their servants, 

sacrificially seeking their best over our own.  It is to yield our dreams in hopes of advancing theirs, to lay 

down our needs to meet theirs, to humble ourselves and elevate them.   

To love God is to fully surrender to Him.  It is to die to our desire, and pursue His will instead.  It is to 

abandon the advancement of our self-esteem and admit that we are not His equals; that He is God, and 

that we are the created.  It is to confess our powerlessness and profess His power.  It is to understand 

our place and His. 

This love is not about momentary bursts of happiness.  Those might come and go, but they do not sway 

this love.  This love is not about being thankful that our needs met.  Our desires may never be realized, 

our longings never fulfilled, our hunger never satisfied; still this commitment of love is unchanging.  And 

this love is does not demand safety.  It is not a declaration of trust.  When we love in this way we are 

completely vulnerable.  We open ourselves up to others knowing that though they might hurt us, reject 

us, mock us, and wound us we will continue to devote ourselves to them.    

Toward the end of the passage Paul explained that to love in this way is to mature into who we are 

intended to become.  He said, “When I was a child, I talked like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned 

like a child.  When I became a man, I put childish ways behind me.”  To learn to love like Jesus is to grow.  

In our natural selfish state we are incomplete, unfinished.  To love is to become who we were created to 

be.   

Paul also said that this Jesus Love is necessary to honestly know another person and to be known.  All 

other forms of intimacy without this love are incomplete.  Paul explained, “Now we see but a poor 

reflection as a in a mirror; then we shall see face to face.  Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, 

even as I am fully known.”   In our natural selfish state, before learning Jesus Love, we don’t honestly see 

people for who they are.   All we are able to see is what we might gain from them: what momentary 



burst of happiness they might bring us, or how they might fill a need, or how they might safely satisfy 

our desire to be intimately known.  When we look at them we see a how our own needs and wants 

might be fulfilled – we see a poor reflection of ourselves.   But when we love like Jesus loves we put 

aside ourselves and we are able to see people clearly.  And because we are not concerned with what we 

get in return, we are able to be completely vulnerable with others.   

The greatest example in the Bible of this Jesus Love is the cross.  Taking up the cross Jesus put aside His 

own desires and well-being.  He rejected seeking what was best for Himself, and instead sought what 

was best for us.  He proclaimed to God, “Not my will but yours be done.”  He laid down His life for our 

benefit.  He suffered and died so that we might live.   

In our striving to love like Jesus we must struggle to imitate the cross.  This is what He was talking about 

when He said, “Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends.”  (John 15:13)  

The greater our love, the more it is like Jesus’ selfless sacrifice for us on the cross. 

This is what it means to love like Jesus – to selflessly give ourselves to one another.   

That is where all conversation about following Jesus must begin. 


