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Introduction

The meaning of the inspired books can never be exhausted.

The more the letter of Scripture is considered, the more

clearly its spirit emerges, and what God intended to say to

men comes to be better understood through exegesis. God
revealed his love best in the last writings of the Canon, and

there the semantic of agape reaches its definitive stage.

The earlier values of agape remain constant, from its first

classical meaning of hospitality, through its fundamental

meaning in the Septuagint of fidelity and observance of the

commandments, to the properly Christian values of gift and

self-sacrifice which St. Paul emphasizes. In the writings of

St. John, however, there is one aspect of agape which is

brought out in singular relief—the aspect of manifestation

and proof. Most of St. John's uses of the word should be

translated "manifest love," "love which proves itself," or

"the economy, the development of the divine love."

The meanings of words always follow the evolution of

ideas, and the meditations of the apostles gradually enriched

the term "charity" with all the teachings of the life and

doctrine of the Savior. The new depth of the notion of

agape arose directly from the progress of Christology. The
new faith recognized in Jesus the manifestation and gift of

the Father's love. God's messenger is himself the epiphany

of God's agape, so that agape becomes at once the model

and the source, the archetype and the cause, of the love

proper to the children of God. Consequently, the Chris-

tians' charity necessarily tends to declare itself, to act, to

be productive, like the charity of the Father who is in

heaven. Believers cannot speak the word agape without sing-

ing its seminal quality, its energy, its proofs. That is why
v



vi Introduction

the world can recognize the disciples of Jesus Christ by the

manifest love which unites them with one another and which

will be, till the end of time, the "mark" of God's Church

most deeply intended by its founder.

C. S.
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CHAPTER I

Charity in the

Apocalypse
n
X

• COCXOCX-XOCXOCXXOCXOOXOCOCXXOCOCOC-XOCOCOCOCXO •

We believe—though the matter is of little importance for

the present exegesis—that the Apocalypse, the fourth Gos-

pel, and the three Johannine Epistles were all written by the

same author: the apostle St. John, brother of James the

Great, son of Zebedee and Salome. It is more important, and

more difficult, to determine the chronology of these works.

The Apocalypse was probably written at Patmos (1:9)

around 94-96; the Gospel, at Ephesus in the last years of

the first century, after the death of Domitian; and the Epis-

tles, shortly after that.

The Apocalypse uses the noun agape four times and the

verb agapan twice; the adjective agapëtos does not appear

at all. The Apocalypse is an entirely different genre from the

Epistles. An analysis of its texts concerning love will permit

us to see whether the Johannine and the Pauline notions of

agape are homogeneous. Thus we shall be able to discover

the common conception of agape as it existed at the end of

the apostolic age which closed revelation. Did Christian love

—the revealed reality which comes from the Lord—receive

a personal interpretation from each apostle, or is it a sacred

revelation faithfully transmitted by all the witnesses of

Christ and preserved as an unchangeable deposit by the

whole Church?

1



2 Agape in the New Testament

1. Christ's permanent charity for believers

To him ivho loves us and has freed us from our sins through

his own blood and has made us a kingdom, priests for God
(Apoc. 1:5).

At the beginning of the greeting addressed to the seven

churches of proconsular Asia (1:4), St. John exalts Jesus

Christ, witness and redeemer, in a magnificent threefold

title: he is the trustworthy witness of the Father's entire

revelation, the first to rise from the dead, and the sovereign

of the kings of the earth.

The acclamation—glory and power—of the seven Churches

is addressed not so much to the only-begotten Son or to the

Pantocrator as to "him who loves us." Ho agapôn hëmas, "he

who loves us," is Christ's direct title to the gratitude of the

redeemed, the new priests. The context is one of worship,

and there is a whole world of difference here between phi-

lein and agapan. Agapan is a religious, divine love which

manifests and proves itself. It is, besides, a love of predilec-

tion (hëmas, us) by which the Sovereign deliberately and

gratuitously accords his favors to his subjects.

The use of the present participle is extremely forceful; it

shows the permanence and constancy of Christ's charity.

The Son of God who delivered himself to death out of love

(Jn. 15:13) had promised his disciples that he would con-

tinue to love them after his death (agapësô, 14:21; cf. 13:1:

eis telos). Now that he has risen, his charity for his own en-

dures (15:9-10). Henceforth, his agape shares the immuta-

bility of heavenly realities. It is part of the eternal present,

and Christ can be truly described, therefore, as loving his

own forever and unceasingly.

The context allows us to fill out this exegesis. As the

"First-born from the dead," Christ is the Living One par ex-

cellence (ho zôn, Apoc. 1:18; 4:9, etc.); since he is at the

right hand of the Father, his life is the life of one who has
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been glorified. As glorified, he envelops Christians in his love,

the authentic love of the one witness faithful above all others

(v. 5; cf. 3: 14). We can put complete trust in him who came

upon this earth to bear witness to the truth (Jn. 18:37).

Finally, his love is full and overflowing, as befits the king of

the kings of earth (cf. 17:14; 19:16), who bestows his favors

with the munificence of the Sovereign of the entire universe.

Sl John's acclamation is directed particularly to the gen-

erosity and manifestations of Christ's love. There is a close

connection between "to him who loves us," agapônti, "to

him who has freed us," lysanti, and even "he has made [us a

kingdom]," epoiêsen, of verse 6. Jesus' love is proved in his

twofold gift. He has delivered us from the slavery of sin and,

as it were, broken the chains which blocked our way to

God. He has made us share in his sovereignty and raised us

to a royal and priestly dignity.

Christ's extreme generosity is comprehensible only in

terms of his love for us and, more immediately, of his death

on the cross, en toi haimati autou. St. Paul had already fre-

quently made the association between agape and Calvary,1

particularly in Rom. 8:37, where he says that Christ loved

us, Christ who also died for us (vv. 34-35). St. Paul also

often associates God's election and his charity, as the Septua-

gint did, and as St. John does too in the triple repetition of

"us": "He loves us; he has freed us from our sins; he has

made us a kingdom." The Christ of St. John has an extraor-

dinary predilection for the believers: "He loved his own"

(Jn. 13:1). Here his love is the love of the heavenly Lord

for the members of his kingdom. His transcendence is no

obstacle to the warmth and watchfulness of his charity. In

any case, the faithful can know the agape of Christ from the

twofold privilege they possess here and now: the royal

priesthood and freedom from sin. Their gratitude is im-

mense.

*Gal. 2:20; 5:2, 25; cf. 2 Cor. 5:14.
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2. The lessening of fraternal charity

Nevertheless I hold this against you that you have given up
the love you had at first (Apoc. 2:4).

Christ praises the Church of Ephesus warmly for its fidel-

ity to true doctrine—it had not compromised with false

teachers—and for its courage in persecution. "I know your

conduct, your toil, and your patience" (2:2). Conduct, erga;

toil, kopos; and patience, hypomenë, are reminiscent of 1

Thess. 1:3, and the similarity suggests that the essentials of

the Christian life were flourishing in the first city of Asia

Minor. In fact, this praise makes the great reproach which

follows it almost unintelligible. St. John says that this Church

has abandoned or neglected charity, the only virtue that

matters (1 Cor. 13:1-3). What does he mean?

The interpretation of the verse depends on what agape

and aphiëmi mean. Aphiêmi was a very common verb and it

had several different meanings. Here it could mean "re-

nounce, desert" or "neglect, disregard." Both senses were

frequent during the Hellenistic period. Aphiëmi was used of

a man who had been abandoned 2 or of a patrimony which

had been definitely renounced.3 Usually, however, it had the

simpler meaning, "to release, to let go"; 4 for example, to

open a sluice gate and let the water flow through. 5 It was a

technical term for exemption from a public charge or dis-

pensation from a public service. In 254 two citizens of An-

tinoopolis explained to the stratëgos of Oxyrhynchus that

they had well-established rights to be free (aphiëmi) from all

public duties.6 Philonidus wrote to his father, Cleon, that he

a
Jn. 10:12; Mt. 26:56.

* Cessio bonorum, cf. Jer. 12:7; P. Colomb, 123:53.

*P. Karanis, 518, 14; P. Zen. Colomb, 1: 6, 14; P. Lille, 7:17; P. Ent.

84:17.
e
P. Pet. 2:13, 15, 2; cf. 37, lb, 11; P. Ryl. 4:561, 3.

•P. Oxy. 8:1119, 17.
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should make every effort to be permanently relieved of his

duties. 7 Finally, in conformity with classical usage, the verb

meant "to neglect, to abandon out of neglect or contempt."

In the third century a.d. a woman reproached her brother,

Petechon, for not taking care of the funeral arrangements for

another of their brothers. 8 More important, in 99 Gemellus

rebuked Epagathus for not having worked the field at Apeas

and for having neglected (aphiëmi) it.
9

This reproach for negligence seems to be the best parallel

to the reproach in our text, especially if we take the similar

lukewarmness of the Church at Laodicea into account.10 In

addition, according to the juridical usages cited above, the

"relaxation" of the Ephesians is more a progressive disobedi-

ence or a shirking (cf. hypostolë, Heb. 10:39) of their rigor-

ous obligation than an absolute rejection of it, properly

speaking.

It is equally difficult to determine exactly what the Ephe-

sians have let go. St. John contrasts their present charity

with the agape they had when they were converted or when
their church was founded. They have suffered a decline in

their charity that is like the decline in the fidelity of their

young widows (1 Tim. 5:12). In the beginning their love

was fervent, and as time passed

—

dia ton chronon (Heb.

5:12)—and they practiced charity (Heb. 5:14; cf. 1 Tim.

4:7-8) frequently (Heb. 5:14), their virtue should have

developed and borne fruit.

The Church of Thyatira had grown in just this way: "I

know your achievements, your faith, love, service, and pa-

tience" (Apoc. 2:19). The Lord is asking the Church of

Ephesus to return to its former works, ta prôta erga poiëson

(2:5). We may conclude—and semantics confirms—that

there is no question about their interior fervor; their religious

enthusiasm had not diminished. Agape never has a purely

sentimental sense. Apoc. 2:5 and 2:19 expressly associate

agape and erga, "works." It is the manifestations and con-

7 P. Pet. 2:13, 19, 8.
8
P. Oxy. 7:1067, 5.

9 P. Fay. 112:13.

™Chliaros, Apoc. 3:16.
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crete accomplishments of love which are diminishing. But

love for whom?
If we refer, with E. Lohmeyer and D. W. Hadorn, to

Jer. 2:2, "I recall your youthful devotion and your bridal

love (agape)" 11
St. John would seem to have the reciprocal

love of God and the faithful in mind; he would mean their

delight in one another. "The youthful charity" of Israel and

of the Ephesians was in the beginning a total, joyful gift, but

it no longer showed the same signs of attachment and zeal.

Nevertheless, it seems preferable to understand "works,"

erga, of Apoc. 2:5, to which we must return, in the same

sense as "works," erga, of Apoc. 2: 19, where works are asso-

ciated with agape and diakonia, service, and refer unmis-

takably to "works of charity" for one's neighbor, particularly

for the poor (Oecumenius). St. John's words are a reference,

then, to the commandment of fraternal love prescribed and

accepted from one's first adherence of faith (2 Jn. 5-6). "He
who loves his brother abides in the light, and so he has no

cause for stumbling" (1 Jn. 2:10). In this sense, the whole

moral conduct of the Ephesians is affected by their decline

in charity for neighbor. Agape is the basic constituent which

gives consistency and vigor to all the virtues (Col. 3:14). If

agape gives way (aphëkes)—or if its vital breath grows

weaker—the best efforts, patience, and orthodoxy itself lose

their value. The change becomes all too evident.

In other words, the Ephesians are excusing themselves

more and more frequently from the eminent public service

imposed on every disciple of Christ as his own law (Jn.

13:35)—the service of neighbor. It is not said that agape

itself diminishes, but that it no longer gives the same signs

of its presence. Its manifestations become more and more

rare, less and less generous, and it falls the victim of a kind

of lethargy or sclerosis. The Ephesians are in the same state

as the Hebrews who were sluggish and slow to understand,

nôthroi (Heb. 5:11). Their capacity for loving divinely re-

u This would not be the "engagement period," as this expression is

usually translated, but rather the early period of the marriage.
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mains, but they are lazy about using it. Their conduct falls

far short of their potential. They sin by omission (cf. Heb.

2:8).

3. The works of Christian charity

I know your achievements, your love, fidelity, service, and

patience. I know, too, your latest achievements which out-

number the early ones (Apoc. 2:19).

No other Church was initially praised more highly than

the Church of Thyatira (cf. E. Lohmeyer), but it is difficult

to determine whether each word in the list of achievements

has its proper value or whether St. John is quoting a tradi-

tional hst of virtues. There are ten such fists in the Pas-

torals, 12 and all ten contain the word agape. All except 2

Tim. 1 : 7 associate agape and pistis, faith, and three associate

it also with hypomonë, patience. 13 Nevertheless, this com-
parison does not allow us to give charity the supreme place

accorded it in most of the Pauline epistles. Just as pistis here

is principally loyalty (Moffatt) and fidelity (Bossuet, Alio,

Wikenhauser) rather than faith properly speaking, so charity

is considered in its practical accomplishments. It is more
moral virtue than theological virtue. However, the pair

agape-pistis shows that the practical accomplishments of

charity are in direct relationship to the union of the soul

with God and Christ. The "charitable and faithful" Christian

believes in Christ and loves him personally (cf. Heb. 6:10).

There can be no doubt that in this text St. John is praising

the "works" of the Church (2:1; 14: 13); he introduces their

description with the word kai. Since the first word after

"works" is agape, agape must be considered in its acts or

manifestations, and it is more than likely that the other vir-

tues are simply exercises of love, particularly of love for

u Cf. C. Spicq, Agape in the New Testament, vol. II, pp. 406-407.
13

1 Tim. 6:11; Tit. 2:2; 2 Tim. 3:10.
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neighbor. In any case, diakonia, service, must refer to service

of the poor and the afflicted, 14 and hypomonë, patience, may-

refer to the strength of endurance which the Sermon on the

Mount and Saint Paul (panta hypomonei, 1 Cor. 13:7) both

presented as characteristic of agape.

The Church of Thyatira has done more than persevere

and hold fast; it has also made progress. Its latest works sur-

pass its earlier ones in number and quality. The community
has already reached a certain maturity, and its past can be

compared with its present. At Ephesus there had been a di-

minishing of charity (2:4), but at Thyatira religious and

moral conduct, particularly the achievements of agape, are

better than they were at the beginning. According to this

text, Christian love can be recognized by its dynamism, just

as a good tree is known by its abundant good fruit.

4. Christ's love for Philadelphia

They will know that / have loved you (Apoc. 3:9).

In Apoc. 1 : 5 the Christian faith, which recognized in the

death of the Savior his great love for those he redeemed, ac-

claimed his signal charity. Here, Christ himself makes a

declaration of love to the humble Church of Philadelphia,

and the converted Jews could recognize the Lord's love for

the community which had received them.

Once again agape is discovered through its manifest signs,

but in contrast with Apoc. 1:5, here the pronoun egô, "I,"

makes the statement very forceful. The speaker is he "who is

holy and true" (v. 7); he can be trusted absolutely. Further-

more, his love is not presented in relation to the passion or

some gift of grace; it is absolute. Any qualification would

weaken the impact of the declaration. Finally, the Lord re-

peats for his Church exactly the same words which Yahweh

"Acts, 11:29; Rom. 15:25, 31; 1 Cor. 16, 15; 2 Cor. 8:4; 9:1; Heb.
6:10; lPet. 4:10.
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had addressed to his people (Is. 43: 3) to account for his vic-

torious providence for them: kagô se ëgapësa.

5. The heroic choice of the Martyrs

"They despise (ouk ëgapêsan) life even to the point of being

willing to die" (Apoc. 12:11).

The angels celebrate the victory of the faithful Christians

who will conquer Satan through the blood of the Lamb and

their own sacrifice, which is expressed in almost the same

terms which Jesus used many times in talking with his disci-

ples.15 In his Gospel, St. John would write: "He who holds

his life dear (philôn) destroys it; he who sets no store by his

life (misôn) in this world will preserve it for eternal life"

(12:25). To describe love of life, St. John used the verb phi-

lein; but the twenty-four elders, who were probably the sing-

ers of the hymn, knew Greek better than the Evangelist and

very correctly used agapan instead. Here agapan has its

classical sense of "to prefer" and "to appreciate, to es-

teem." 16 In the negative, then, it means "to despise, to con-

demn." It is a synonym of kataphronein,17 which recalls Mt.

6:24: "A man cannot be the slave of two masters. He will

either hate the one and love the other, or, at least, be at-

tentive to the one and neglectful of the other." The martyrs

love their souls, of course, but they set no store by their life

in this world (Jn. 12:25) and do not shrink from the face of

death. Their deliberate and fully conscious contempt for

temporal life is simply another aspect of their preference for

the eternal life of the soul,18 and the angels praise their

choice. The union of charity and renouncement, which is

both evangelical and Pauline, should be noted.

15 Mt. 16:25; Mk. 8:35; Lk. 9:24.
16
Cf. C. Spicq, Agape, Prolégomènes à une étude de théologie

néotestamentaire, Louvain, 1955, pp. 3, 43, 46, 52, 55.
17 Cf. C. Spicq, Agape in the New Testament, vol. I, pp. 16 ff

.

18
Jn. 12:25; cf. Prov. 15:32.
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6. Jerusalem, the preferred city

They went up over the broad plain of the earth and sur-

rounded the camp of the saints and the beloved city (Apoc.

20:9).

Assembled by Satan, all the pagan nations surround Jeru-

salem, which is called the holy city (21:2) or the city of

God (3:12) because its members belong to God, who dwells

in the midst of them (14: 1). St. John is applying to the new
Sion, the image of the Church, 19 the name which the Old

Testament had applied to the first Sion, the city chosen and

preferred by God,20 and to Jacob (Deut. 32:15). These Old

Testament usages often contain a reference to the divine

providence and solicitude. The "camp" of the saints will not

be invaded by the hordes of the devil. Because the people of

God are beloved, they are secure. Égapemenê, "beloved," is

a title of confidence as well as of honor.

The Apocalypse stresses the opposition between Christ

and Satan. The book seems to be dominated by the divine

anger, yet the charity of God and our Savior is affirmed in it

with unequalled force. God is presented as permanently lov-

ing and caring for the Church as the "camp of the saints." 21

The importance of the declaration of love which begins

this book of prophecies cannot be overstressed. Christ is he

who loves us, ho agapôn (1:5), with a constant love which

no vicissitude can alter and which summarizes all his rela-

tions with the Church. He has proved his charity by giving

his life on Calvary, and his love is as efficacious as it is gen-

erous, since he has purified his elect from all sin and made of

them a royal, priestly people. Christians cherish his favors

and the love from which they proceed; therefore they praise

19
Ita Oecumenius, Bossuet, Swete, Alio, Moffatt, Bonsirven,

Briksch . . .

20
Sir. 24:11; cf. Ps. 78:68; 87:2; Zach. 1:14.

21 Apoc. 20:9; the perfect ëgapemenë suggests a stable condition.
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1

the Christ who has loved them, toi agapônti hëmas. This

verse expresses the faith of the primitive community and its

conception of the glorious Lord. If St. Paul had written it,

he would probably have added some theological elaboration

of the idea. St. John simply states two facts—that the risen

Christ is filled with love for his own and that the disciples'

adherence of faith is an attachment and gift of themselves to

their loving Lord. For Christians, Jesus is, without any

doubt, "he who loves us." Their sure trust gives rise in them

to an absolute confidence in Christ's fidelity and help. In

even the worst trials, each Christian's courage is sustained by
his sure knowledge of the all-powerful love which surrounds

him. The Christian's conviction is the fruit not only of his

contemplation of the cross (5:9-10), but also of the belief

suggested to him in his everyday life by the Holy Spirit

(22:17) as he hears Christ, the truest of witnesses, say and

repeat categorically, "I love you." 22

Knowing themselves to be chosen, loved, protected, and

lavished with gifts by God and Christ, the first Christians

knew that they were the beneficiaries of a signal mercy and

an honorable, fruitful new Covenant. Above all, they under-

stood Christ's agape in its strongest and most precise sense:

it is love, a reciprocal, total, definitive union. They dared

compare their relation with Jesus to the relation of a bride

to her beloved.23 The metaphor had been used in the Old

Testament,24 of course, and even in the Gospel,25 but the

Apocalypse is concerned with the last days, and it is remark-

able that agape should be presented with such tenderness in

a book which is in many respects so tragic. This union

cannot be understood except in the light of Christ's having

loved men first (1:5; 3:9). All these considerations show that

at the end of the first century agape underwent a decisive

semantic evolution, or, rather, that the ardent passion it

formerly conveyed in exceptional cases, as on the lips of the

^Apoc. 3:19. ^Apoc. 19:7; 21:2, 9.
24
Cf. Prolégomènes, pp. 113 ff.

œ Mt. 22:1 ff.; 25:1 ff.; Mk. 2:19; Jn. 3:29.
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spouse in the Canticle of Canticles or in Philo,26 became

purified and raised to the religious level, where it retained its

extreme fervor. All the many modes of man's loving can be

permeated and animated by the divine love. The good Sa-

maritan whose heart was moved by the misery of his neigh-

bor was one example of this fervent love, but the greatest

example is the crucified Christ uniting himself to his Church

as a husband loves his wife (Eph. 5:25 ff.). The Apocalypse

does more than repeat this teaching; it shows its reality as

it is lived by the people of God and shows it in so spontane-

ous and normal a fashion that there is no need for any ex-

planation.

In modern terminology, we would say that Christians

"adore" their Savior, thus adding enthusiasm to the ideas of

religion and total love. The disciples cry out their passionate

wish "to the Christ who loves us"
—

"to him be glory and

power for ever and ever" (1:6). They are profoundly aware

that they are consecrated to him body and soul; indeed, the

martyrs prefer to despise life itself and all its goods rather

than to be unfaithful to him (12:11).

Christ's charity is singularly demanding. St. Paul had al-

ready made it plain that the Lord wants a Church that is

pure, without spot or wrinkle or anything of the sort (Eph.

5:27), but the Apocalypse makes Christ intervene in local

communities to judge them on their charity (2:4, 19), the

essential virtue which contains the whole Christian life. In

fact, from the moment of his conversion the believer is de-

fined in the eyes of God by his spontaneous charity, espe-

cially toward his neighbor. As the years pass, his love should

grow and be more and more frequently exercised and dis-

played. There is always a danger that it will not be produc-

tive enough. It must produce works. Just as Christ's charity

for his own is provident and efficacious, so his disciples'

charity must perform more and more works, more and

more good actions of better and better quality—something

only the infallible Judge can truly evaluate.

*> Cf. Prolégomènes, pp. 74 ff.; 175 ff.
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There was real generosity in the Church at Ephesus, espe-

cially in its endurance in trials, which was praiseworthy in

itself but also insufficient, because it was not inspired by true

charity. The Ephesians' case is similar to 1 Cor. 13:1-4,

which states that only agape can make even heroic action

valuable. Moreover, love which does not express itself in

devotion and effective service for neighbor was found want-

ing, and this is similar to 1 Cor. 1 3 : 5-7, where agape is said

to direct all virtuous activity. For St. John, as for St. Paul,

charity is essentially active and dynamic even in very diffi-

cult circumstances. Its work, ergon, is a labor, kopos, an ef-

fort, a strain.27 After all, its model is the blood shed by the

Savior (1:5) which the martyrs followed so faithfully, even

in the face of death, archi thanatou (12: 11).

"Apoc. 14:13; cf. 2:2-3; 1 Thess. 1:3.
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Charity in the *

Fourth Gospel
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Unlike the synoptic Gospels, the Gospel of St. John does

not contain the adjective agapëtos. However, it has the verb

agapan thirty-seven times and the noun agape seven times,

six of them in the Discourse after the Last Supper.

One of the many difficulties which must be resolved by a

commentator of this Gospel before he can proceed to the text

itself is the problem of its composition, and particularly the

problem of determining the original order of the pericopes.

During the last fifty years a great variety of often overly-

daring hypotheses have been proposed to restore their logical

and supposedly primitive sequence. These fanciful conjec-

tures have tended to discredit the thesis of dislocated pages

in St. John's Gospel. Nevertheless, there are at least two ex-

amples of out-of-order pagination: 1) Chapter 5, which in-

terrupts the story of the Galilean ministry and breaks the

unity of chapters 4 and 6, should be placed after chapter 6, as

Ludolph the Carthusian pointed out. 2) In the Discourse

after the Last Supper, the Lord says, "Rise; we must be going

on our way" ( 14: 3 1 ), yet the Discourse continues in the same

setting (15:1). Later the Lord reproaches the Apostles.

"None of you asks me: 'Where are you going?' " (16:5) even

though Peter had already expressly asked him that very ques-

1 This chapter will be confined to the religious uses of agapan and
agape.

14
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tion (13:36), etc. Therefore, choosing from among the many
valid solutions we shall adopt the transposition of Spitta,2

followed by J. Moffatt and J. H. Bernard: 3 13:31a; 15-16;

13:31b-38; 14; 17.

1. The primacy and the fullness of God's love

for men

So marked, indeed, has been God's love for the world that

he gave his only-begotten Son: everyone who believes in him is

not to perish, but to have eternal life (Jn. 3:16).

It is agreed almost universally that the words of this peric-

ope, w. 16-21, are not Jesus' but John's. The Evangelist is

commenting on Jesus' talk with Nicodemus, and he wants

to state explicitly the nature of the Son's mission. He writes

as a theologian explaining the mysterious declaration, "The
Son of Man must needs be lifted up" (3:15). What does

"must needs," dei, mean? Is it some kind of tragic necessity

or is it some constraint forced upon Jesus? 4 By whom and

why and with what intention? 5

So marked indeed has been God''s love

Christ's mission and redemptive work proceed from God's

love for men, from his agape, which is the most generous,

constant and universal love there is. In the Greek text of

Jn. 3:16, the verb ëgapesen, "[God] loved," precedes the

2 Zzzr Geschichte und Literatur des Urchristenthums, I, 1893, pp.
156-204.

3 The Gospel according to St. John. Edinburgh, I—II, 1928, pp. xvi-

xxxiii.

* According to Heb. 12:2, Jesus chose the cross freely; according
to Jn. 10:18; 14:31, he chose it because of his adherence to the Father's

will.
6
St. John Chrysostom saw this connection clearly: "Do not be

surprised that I must be raised up so that you may be saved; it is in

fact the will of the father who loves you." (Col. 159)
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subject. Its emphatic position shows that the point of the

sentence is in God's charity, in the nature, extension, and

accomplishments of so exceptional a love. Agape is God's

own love, proper to God alone. The word theos, God, is

preceded by the article ho, so that it must be given its tran-

scendent sense. It refers to the Holy One, to the Creator as

distinct from his creation, kosmos, to the person of the

Father in his relation to the Son. The Old Testament had

shown that God's mercy was in proportion to his majesty,6

but St. John shows the eternal charity of God, which is the

reason for all his undertakings, manifesting itself in a twofold

intervention in history. Both the Incarnation and Christ's

death on Calvary must be considered epiphanies of the divine

agape (1 Jn. 4:9). The first words of the sentence, houtôs

gar ëgapësen ho theos . . . , could be translated, "The di-

vine charity proved itself in this way, namely. . .
."

For the world

The first thing revealed about this love is its object; it

reaches the whole world, ton kosmon. The use of kosmos

(three times in v. 17; cf. 1: 10) excludes every idea of limita-

tion. God's agape is no longer simply Yahweh's predilection

for Israel (Deut. 14:1-2 etc.), or even the heavenly Father's

love for his children (1 Jn. 3:1); here St. John means God's

love for all humanity, for each and every human being (1

Tim. 2:4). His use of agape in a phrase which expresses ideas

as far removed from each other as "God" and "the world,"

ho theos ton kosmon, brings out the paradox in his love.

Concretely, this is a world of sinners, of God's enemies, and

the divine decision to manifest his charity is made toward

men who are, above all else, guilty. "God proves his love

for us, because, when we were still sinners, Christ died for

us" (Rom. 5:8). The Lamb of God will come to take away
the sins of the world (Jn. 1:29).

•Sir. 2:18.
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That he gave his only-begotten Son

If it is surprising that God should love the whole world,

it is stupefying to realize that he delivered up his own Son to

sinners. The point of St. John's affirmation is in the corre-

spondence between God's love and his signal gift: "so marked

has been his love that he gave . .
." His love is the cause of

his gift. Used alone, the word "that," hôste, means depend-

ence or result, but with "so marked," houtôs, hôste shows an

effective realization exactly corresponding to the intention

of the person acting. It shows both manner and degree, so it

would be an error to consider it simply the introduction to

a result clause. It expresses the writer's feelings: God has

loved men in this way and to such a degree—under this stag-

gering form—that he has really and in fact given us his Son.

The human mind would never have conceived such a thing.

God gives to men the Person who is most dear to him. The
verb edôken, "he gave," refers to a free decision taken in the

other world and enduring forever. The use of the aorist

tense, which corresponds to the aorist ëgapësen, shows that

the decision was carried out in this world. The verb should

be taken in its usual sense of "to give a present," which is

appropriate for the respect which a sovereign's agape for his

subjects includes. There is no constraint in the initiative un-

dertaken by the All-powerful. He loves everyone, and he

offers his Son to believers (cf. 1:12). The divine love which

manifests itself in a precise moment of time is the Son him-

self, made flesh (v. 14) among us (1 Jn. 3:16), come down
from heaven because he has been sent.7 The verse refers pri-

marily to the incarnation, the epiphany of charity (Tit.

3:4), but God's gift is so total and complete that it includes

Jesus' death as well as his birth. St. John is stressing the

"abandon" of the gift. He uses the verb didômi, which is the

root of the verb paradidômi, used by the Apostles to describe

7 didonai — apostellein; cf. 3:13, 17, 19; 14:16; 1 Jn. 4:9-10.
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the sacrifice of Calvary. 8 In addition, he explains the typol-

ogy of the bronze serpent. "Just as Moses lifted up the ser-

pent in the desert, so the Son of Man must needs, hypsôthënai

dei, be lifted up, that everyone who believes in him may have

eternal life" (Jn. 3:14). To the "exaltation of the serpent"

correspond the coming and immolation of Jesus. If love can

be judged by its gifts, then the immensity of the Father's

charity is evident in the sending of a victim (Lk. 20: 13).

Naming Jesus "his only-begotten Son," ton huion ton

monogenë, shows not only his dignity and divinity but also

his intimacy with the Father (1:18) and the Father's great

love for him. The only-begotten Son is the Son loved before

all others, ho agapëtos (Mt. 3:17). God loves men so much
that he gives them his only Son, his Beloved par excellence

(Col. 1:13). The giving is total, and the gift shows the in-

finite extent of God's love. The Father sacrifices his own Son.

Everyone who believes in him is not to perish,

but to have eternal life

The Father's intention and purpose in sending his Son are

explained in the second part of the verse: in order that no

one may perish, that everyone may live. The double state-

ment of the idea, once positively, once negatively, amounts

to a superlative; salvation is to be universal, immediate, and

definitive. There is no clearer way of saying that the divine

agape is a "willing of good" for others. God's desire is so

real and strong that he consents to a truly absolute sacrifice

in order to achieve the "good" which is eternal life, partici-

pation in the life of God himself, the giving of love for love.

The final words, "that everyone who believes in him may
have eternal life," are the accomplishment of the intention

implied in the words, "so marked has been God's love." The
Father's love, his gift of the Son in his incarnation and death,

and eternal life are rigorously intertwined (cf. Rom. 8: 30) in

the divine plan and the economy of salvation. Nevertheless,
8 Rom. 8:32; Gal. 1:4; 2:20.
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it remains for men to take advantage of the salvation which
has been offered them. Faith, pas ho pisteuôn, is the only re-

sponse the divine initiative asks of them—faith in the person

of the incarnate Christ. According to the context, the be-

liever confesses that Jesus is the only-begotten Son only after

he has received the Lord (cf. 1:12) and seen him as the

epiphany of the Father's charity. God reconciles the world

to himself in Christ (2 Cor. 5:19). St. John says that each

person's salvation is determined by whether he welcomes or

rejects God's love offered in Christ, its revelation and victim.

Living faith believes in love. St. John expresses this idea

clearly in 1 John 4: 16; cf. 3:16, etc.

This verse has been correctly considered a summary of

St. John's Gospel, and the verb agapan has been considered

the key to all revelation—to the mystery of God, of Chris-

tology and Soteriology. Love is the union between God and

man, between eternity and history, between heavenly things

and earthly things (Jn. 3:12). In Christ the believer knows
God and lives with his life.

No text of Scripture tells more about charity than Jn.

3:16, which reveals love as an attribute of the Father. Love is

eternal because it exists before the sending of the Son; it in-

spires the plan of salvation. It is universal because it is for

the whole world. It is completely gratuitous, with no motive

other than itself. It is gentle and merciful, active and power-

ful. In its desire to prove itself, it seizes the initiative. The
facet of God's love most clearly revealed in the text is its

immensity. There is no doubt that St. John wishes to sug-

gest to his readers that God's love is infinite, as St. Thomas,

following St. John Chrysostom, understood: "This verse

gives four reasons for the immensity of God's love: 1) The
person loving; 2) the condition of the one loved; 3) the

greatness of the gifts; 4) the greatness of the fruit."

Yet despite God's remarkable and abundant love, some

men are lost. St. John tries to account for the scandal of in-

credulity in commenting, "Everyone who believes in him is

not to perish." He contrasts those who believe with those
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"who refuse to believe" (v. 18). What distinguishes those

who welcome God's gift from those who reject it?

2. The hateful choice of unbelievers

And this is how the sentence of condemnation is passed;

the light has come into the world, but men loved the darkness

rather than the light, because their actions were wicked (Jn.

3:19).

This condemnation is not an arbitrary sentence which will

be pronounced by the Sovereign Judge at the end of time,

but a decision which each person makes for himself here and

now. In making it, the unbeliever condemns himself (v. 18).

The choice is quickly made. The light comes into the world

which God wishes to save (v. 16). The light is the Word in-

carnate who remains among men forever (as the perfect

elëluthë, "has come," shows) as a witness to God and perma-

nent source of salvation. It is impossible not to have an

opinion about him. Believers welcome him, recognizing what

he is—the only-begotten Son (v. 16; 1:12). Another group

of men, however, apparently the greater number, reject his

person, his message, and his work because they prefer the

darkness. . . .

In the phrase "men loved the darkness more than the

light" the Greek text places the predicate before the subject.

The emphatic position of the unbelievers' agapa?i is in con-

trast to God's agapan in v. 16
—"So marked has been God's

love for the world"—suggesting the monstrousness of the

wicked choice. Men respond to the saving divine initiative

with a preference for darkness and perdition. They are not

victims of a blind and unconscious tendency which they

cannot resist

—

amor meus, pondus meum—but are making

a lucid judgment and deliberate choice. Agapan has its dou-

ble classic sense of "to esteem, to appreciate" and "to prefer"

(Apoc. 12:11). Most commentators correctly construct

mallon, "more," with the object, to skotos, "darkness," rather
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than with the verb agapan. The comparison does not con-

cern degrees of love. Men are not "more" attached to dark-

ness; they choose darkness "rather" (cf. 12:43) than light.

The verb is in the aorist because it refers to a concrete

choice made at a particular moment. No one can evade an

eventual meeting with the Christ who is coming. Everyone

must either welcome him or reject him. Faith, pistis, and

love, agape, define an attitude of soul and decisive orienta-

tion of life. To love darkness is to shut oneself up in dark-

ness forever, just as to believe in the light means to be

attached to light until death.

How is it possible for anyone not to love the light? St. John

gives a psychological explanation in terms of the principle

that like attracts like. If a man lives badly, he fears the

light which will penetrate his secret life, reveal and con-

demn his evil deeds (v. 20), and demand his repentance.

"Wicked actions," ta erga ponêra, does not necessarily mean
flagrant immorality or a life of debauchery, much less an

isolated act or two. The expression refers to an orientation

of life which is perversion of religion: a malignity which

can come only from the devil (7:7; 1 Jn. 3:12; 5:19). A
person who chooses evil necessarily resists the divine light.

Wickedness, adikia, blinds him and prevents him from re-

ceiving the truth (Rom. 1:18). The idea is the same as St.

Paul's earlier teaching about unbelievers: Those who perish

have not wished to receive the love of truth which would

save them (2 Thess. 2:10).

In the final analysis, a man's salvation or perdition is ac-

complished as a function of a twofold love. The divine

charity gives Christ, the revelation and the redeemer, to all

men. Some accept him by faith—and their welcoming him

has no need of explanation. Others refuse (ho apeithôn, v.

36) because their love for evil is the stronger love. Their

love makes them impervious or even hostile to the object

of faith. Everything is determined by the fundamental love

of the heart. "Where your treasure is . .
."
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3. The Father's love, source of Jesus' sovereignty

The Father loves the Son and has put all things in his hand

(Jn.3:35).

This third use of the verb agapan in St. John's Gospel is

again the evangelist's own commentary.9 There is an echo

in it of the heavenly voice heard at the Lord's baptism and

transfiguration. 10 At the Jordan and on Tabor the Father's

charity was primarily delight, eudokein, but here it is limit-

less generosity. God gives all things to his well-beloved

Son. The Son is considered in his humanity, undoubtedly,

but loved as the only-begotten Son in an evocation of the

relationship of the Trinity. Moreover, the verb "loves,"

agapai, in the present, contains no determination of time.

The love which God eternally bears his Son moves him to

confide everything here on earth to him. The gift is in

proportion to the Father's love. It is final, as the perfect

dedoken, "has put," shows. Jesus himself tells us the con-

tent of the "all things," panta, put into his hand. 11 In a word,

they are the sovereign power, the exousia, which Jesus ex-

ercises over every creature.12

Because his charity manifests itself by great favors and

the granting of the highest prerogatives, agapan can be

translated "to honor," as it is in classical usage when applied

to a superior granting his favor to a subject and treating him

generously. When the Father exalts and glorifies his Son, he

is showing him agape.

Consequently, Jesus' declaration in John 5:20, "The Fa-

ther dearly loves (philei) [D: agapai] the Son, and lets him

see everything he is doing," is not an exact parallel to our

"The section 3:31-36 must have been accidentally transposed; it is

directly connected to vv. 16-21; St. John continues his personal re-

flections.
1,1 Mt. 3:17; cf. Agape in the New Testament, vol. I, pp. 37 ff.

u The judgment (5:22, 27), life (v. 26), the disciples (6:37, 39), the

commandment (12:49); the divine name (17:11), glory (v. 24).
u Mt. 28:18; cf. 11:27; Jn. 13:3; Jn. 17:2.
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text. John 3:35 (cf. v. 16) speaks of the solemn manifesta-

tion and official gift of God's love, but John 5:20 uses the

verb philein to emphasize its confidence and intimacy. The
Son who is in the Father's bosom (1:18) sees the Father

act (5:19); the Father shows the Son everything. The com-
munication of secrets is expressed more exactly by philein

than by agapan.

4. Exegetes without love

I know you through and through; you do not have the love

of God in your hearts (Jn. 5:42).

The Scribes and Pharisees were extremely religious and

zealous for the honor of God. They pored over the Scrip-

tures, yet they were unwilling to accept the testimony of

the Father's messenger, of him whom the Old Covenant

announced. Jesus explained why they did not believe: You
do not possess authentic charity.13 "Charity" here is not so

much love properly so-called as the religion and worship

required by the first commandment. "Thou shalt love the

Lord thy God with all thy heart, with all thy mind . .
."

(Deut. 6:5). In Greek the articles before "love" and "God"
make the Lord's statement in John 5:42 the equivalent of a

quotation which refers to the true love of the one true God.

The Jews were zealous in their exegesis of Scripture, but

they were not sincerely jealous for the honor of God (cf.

Jn. 12:43). True agape implies, then, integrity and purity

of intention. Certainly it is full of fervor for the beloved.

The text indicates especially that a loyal love predisposes

to the true knowledge of faith (2 Thess. 2:10). If the lack

of charity leaves one blind,14 vital possession of agape sharp-

ens one's spiritual perception and gives a sense of divine

13 Along with the great majority of commentators we consider tou

theou as an objective genitive, "love for God"; cf. Lk. 11:42.

"Cf. Jn. 3:19; Mt. 23:6; Agape in the New Testament vol. I, pp.
119 ff.
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realities. 15 If they had had charity, these exegetes could have

studied God's plan intelligently (3:16), identified (dokima-

zein, Philip. 1:10) his only-begotten Son, and recognized

the Savior sent by God (Jn. 5:43; 8:42). Exegesis without

love leaves one unbelieving before the fact of the Incarnate

Son, but the Holy Spirit—who infuses charity (Rom. 5:5)

and "fathoms all things, even the depths of God" ( 1 Cor. 2:10)

—searches God. With this love, the reader of Scripture "rec-

ognizes" Jesus.

According to Hoskyns, this sentence of the Lord is the

most devastating of all the condemnations of the Jews. "You
are doomed, Pharisees, . . . because you disregard . . . the

love of God" (Lk. 11:42). In addition, it points out that the

abyss which separates Christ from his adversaries is insuper-

able, for Jesus was totally devoted and loving to his Father.16

5. Divine sonship and love of Christ

If God were your Father, you would love me, for it is from

God that I came and am now here (Jn. 8:42).

This sentence is often studied together with the preceding

one, John 5:42, which it is thought to complete. Jesus had

said that a man who loves God knows the Son (5:42). Here

he would be adding that a man who knows God loves the

Son. In general, this interpretation is correct, but it must not

be forgotten that the two contexts are different. From 8:33

on, the Master's entire polemic rests on the notion of au-

thentic sonship. The Jews claimed to be sons of Abraham
(vv. 33, 37) and even sons of God (v. 41); really, they were

sons of the devil (v. 44). The criterion is this: The true son

does the works of his Father (vv. 38, 41a)—he acts like his

Father, thinks like his Father, speaks like his Father. If the

Father loves and honors the Son (3:35), the Jews ought to

16 Cf. Eph. 3:17-18; Philip. 1:9; Col. 2:2. "Jn. 4:34; 17:25-26.
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love him in the same way and "receive with honor" the one

sent to them by God.

This is the usual—and classical—meaning of agapan in

this context. It does not refer to love properly speaking, but

rather to a receiving with respect and joy. The welcoming of

Him who comes (1:11) presupposes a discernment which

can recognize Jesus as Son and messenger (1:10). Agapan

implies an evaluation, a deliberate judgment which makes

one determined to honor and be attentive to the person who
comes. Authentic divine sonship proves itself by its knowl-

edge of Jesus Christ. That is why the Lord immediately

explains that the sons of the devil do not know or under-

stand his language (v. 43). Love alone, which the Jews do

not have, controls spiritual perception and intuitive knowl-

edge.

The hardest task of the exegete is to determine the link

between agape and God's paternity. If we understand that

having God for Father implies loving God, we can gloss,

"If they were sincerely attached to God as to their only

Father, they would love everything which concerns God,

and before all else they would love him who comes to them

from God." 17 This interpretation presupposes that Jesus is

more than a messenger or even a plenipotentiary. He must

be the manifestation and very person of God. We reach

the Father through the Son. It must be added that on the

moral and religious level, to be begotten by God implies

participation in his very spirit, which bastards do not have

(v. 41). The pneuma which God makes live in his children

(James 4:5) enables them both to hear—to understand the

words of Jesus (Jn. 8:47)—and to discern—to love the

person of the Son (v. 42). Once again agape ascends from

men toward God, their response to his initiative and pres-

ence.18

17
F. M. Braun.

18 A. Nygren commented neither upon this text nor upon the pre-

ceding one.
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6. The Father's approval and gratitude

The Father loves me because I lay down my life to take it

back again (Jn. 10:17).

The announcement of Jesus' death concludes the allegory

of the good shepherd (ho poimên ho kalos) and the hire-

ling (??iisthôtos), which the Lord has just applied to him-

self (vv. 1-1—16). It corrects a too narrow application of the

allegory. Jesus is not like the good shepherd; he alone is

the true and perfect Shepherd. 19 The model is always supe-

rior to the copy and the type to the antitype. Unlike the

hireling, Jesus has the entire ownership of his flock and

entire responsibility for it (v. 12). More important, he will-

ingly sacrifices himself for his flock. The emphasis is on his

initiative, which was taken in complete liberty. An ordinary

shepherd may have to risk his life, it is true. He does not run

away from a wolf or a thief, but while he fights, he tries to

save himself. The good shepherd, on the contrary, wishes

to die. Not content with exposing his life (v. 11), he gives

it voluntarily and lays it down of his own free will. What is

far greater, he immolates himself amidst the worst of tor-

tures.

According to the context, his death is an heroic act of love

for the flock. Since it is God who sends his Son as a victim

for the salvation of the world (3:16), Calvary expresses

Jesus' obedience to his Father 20 and the complete conform-

ity of wills 21 which only Christ's love for God could have

accomplished. The Lord claimed full mastery and initiative

in his sacrifice when he dealt with his judges and execution-

ers, and he submitted himself out of love to the will of his

Father. His adherence to God's plan is so profound that his

act of giving remains perfectly free and totally his own.

"This is why the Father loves me." The Greek has dia

10
Cf. Heb. 13:20; 1 Pet. 5:4.

20
Philip. 2:8; Heb. 10:5-10.

21
Jn. 4:34; 5:30; 6:38; 8:29.
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touto followed by hoti; these words express the motive or

reason for an emotion or act.22 The divine love is affected

by Christ's obedience and oblation. The relations within

the Trinity are not modified or enriched in any way, of

course, but here Jesus is speaking of the love which God
manifests to him in history since his Incarnation, when
Jesus told the Father that he had come to do his will (Heb.

10:5). Obviously, agapan is a motivated love which is the

result of a new and clearly understood fact (cf. v. 15, "the

Father knows me"). We might understand that the Father

feels "infinite satisfaction" (Godet) at his Son's love but it

is better semantics to see the Father's agape as perfect grati-

tude, like that of John 14:23: "Anyone who loves me will

treasure my message, and my Father will love him, and we
shall visit him and make our home with him." God is grate-

ful to Jesus for loving sinners and adhering to the plan of

salvation and thus proving his love.23 It is "a sacrifice that

has an agreeable fragrance." 24 Because all agape manifests

itself openly, the loving gratitude of the Father expresses

itself in the exaltation of Jesus.25 Finally, the divine gratitude

is aroused by Jesus' perfect accomplishment of the Father's

command (e?itolë, v. 18), a command which is not in any

sense an isolated precept or order, but is, rather, a word

(Jn. 12:49) and communication of a plan and proposition,

thelëma (Heb. 10:9-10) of a mission and program. Entolê,

"command," is a synonym for paraggelia, "charge" (1 Tim.

1:5).

In order (hina) to take it back again

It is impossible to give a certain interpretation of the last

part of the verse. Perhaps hina should be understood in the

weak sense of hôste, as it often is in the koine. If this sense is

correct, the resurrection—the taking up again of life—would

be a simple consequence or a particular mode of Jesus'

22
Cf. 5:16, 18; 6:65; 8:47; 12:18, 39.

23
Cf. Ex. 20:6; Deut. 5:10.

^Eph. 5:2. Cf. Ps. 116:15.
25
Philip. 2:9; Heb. 2:9.
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death: "I lay down my life but in such a way that I will take

it up again; I am and I will remain the absolute Master of

my life." This interpretation fits the general tone of the

text perfectly well. However, most of the modern com-
mentators follow St. Augustine in giving hina its full value

as a conjunction showing purpose or goal. They join it to

agapai, "[The Father] loves [me]," rather than to tithêmi,

"I lay down my life." They observe not only that the resur-

rection is a part of the divine plan and an act of the Father 26

but also that it is as much the cause of our salvation as

Christ's death is.
27

It would seem that these two aspects should not be con-

trasted. The perfect Shepherd gives his life only in order to

be forever the leader of the flock in this world and the next.

His immolation is only one step of his mission. The Father's

love of gratitude expresses itself in not leaving his Son in

Sheol and in "glorifying" him in his victorious passion.

Jesus declares that he is sure of the Father's interventions

(cf. 5:26), for, loved unfailingly, he can intercede effica-

ciously for his own (cf. Heb. 7:25).

7. Jesus' attachment to Martha, Mary, and Lazarus

Now Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus (Jn. 11:5).

See below, Ch. Ill, "Fhilein in St. John," pp. 86 ff.

8. Preferring men's approval to God's

They cared more for the approval of men than for the ap-

proval of God (Jn. 12:43).

This is the fifth of the seven uses of agapan by St. John

himself. He is explaining why so many prominent men who
have been converted to Christ do not have the courage to

26 Acts 2:24; Rom. 1:4; 6:4; Gal. 1:1.

"Rom. 4:25; cf. 1 Cor. 15:17; Heb. 10:12; 12:2.
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announce their conversions. Psychologically, they feared the

ostracism of the Pharisees, which had already been laid on

the parents of the man born blind (9:22). Religiously, they

preferred the approval of men to God's approval. The word-

ing is the same as in John 3:19, and the thought, the same

as in John 5:44; 1 John 2:15; James 4:4; Galatians 1:10;

6: 14. In this context, agapan does not mean "to take pleasure

in" (C. K. Barrett) but "to attach a price to." When it is

used with mallon, "more," as it is here, it means to choose

in preference to something else." The nuance of "to desire,"

which is frequent in the Septuagint, should not be excluded.

9. The supreme manifestation of Christ's

unchanging charity

The feast of the Passover was now approaching, and Jesus

knew that his time for passing from this world to his Father

had arrived. He had always loved his own who were in the

world and now he loved them to the end (Jn. 13:1).

This long verse of thirty-four words is not only a theologi-

cal introduction to the last part of the Gospel but also its

solemn preface. St. John loves to bring out the hidden signifi-

cance of Jesus' actions. For example, the multiplication of

the loaves and the healing of the man born blind show that

Jesus is life and light.28 Here, the washing of the feet, the

Lord's confidences to his closest disciples, his last supper with

them, and his passion (15:13) are presented as revelations of

his charity. Both his actions and his words give instruction,

and they must be interpreted one by one, as St. John in-

tended; they are expressions of the Savior's love. Objectively,

Jesus' death and resurrection are a manifestation of his glory

and divinity,29 but, subjectively, everything that the Master

said and did during his last hours on earth was inspired by
28
Cf. O. Cullmann, Les Sacraments dans VEvangile johannique, Paris,

1951.

"Jn. 12:28; 13:31-32.
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his charity. Agape must furnish the key, then, to the exegesis

of chapters 13 to 19 of the fourth Gospel. The words "to

the end," eis telos, of 13:1 are completed by Jesus' words in

19:30, "It is finished," tetelestai. During the last hours of his

life, Jesus manifested to the supreme degree the love that he

had always had for his disciples. Only the beloved disciple

could authentically interpret the Master's feelings and be

authorized to reveal them to the primitive Church.

Chapter 13, verse 1 begins with a double statement of the

chronology of events. The first is Jewish, "before the feast

of the Passover," pro tes heortës; it is distinct from Chapter

19, verse 14, "the eve of the Passover." The second, "and

Jesus knew" (eidôs), is Christian. It emphasizes first Christ's

perfect knowledge of the time and circumstances of his

death and then the sequence of events. The moment, in fact,

is completely precise; it was fixed by Providence for the

return (v. 3) of the incarnate Word to his Father. The
movement of the phrase demands both a causal and an affec-

tive nuance in the word eidôs: because Jesus knew that his

hour was at last about to come. . . . He had always known
his hour, but when it drew near (12:23, 27; 17:1) he has-

tened (Lk. 22:15) to accomplish the acts which lay ahead:

to place in the hands of his own both the Eucharist and the

ministry, his own body and the souls of others.

All these details and suggestions of time and circumstance

are related to the principal action, Christ's charity. The
object of this verse and of all the chapters that follow is to

point out Christ's love. Precisely because the chronology of

this Passover is so important, St. John defines the agape of

Jesus in terms of the Savior's entire mission on earth and in

heaven. Christ has loved his own from eternity. During his

life his love never for a moment left him, and he spent his

life showing it to his own. The aorist participle agapêsas,

"he had loved," reflects all of his ministry, his preaching,

and the miracles he had already worked, for agapan is con-

cerned with manifest acts and sisrns.
30 His love here is a

30 The verb agapan conveys this expression of love, and St. John
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1

predilection for a limited group, for "his own," tous idious.

His relations with the multitude and his public teaching are

over (12: 36). During his last hours, the Master gives himself

exclusively to his own who have been privileged to receive

his love and devotion (cf. 17:6, 9, 11, 20). The expression,

"his own," hoi idioi, is much more limited than the "com-

patriots" mentioned in John 1:11. It can be taken to mean
his disciples, mathêtai,31 since it emphasizes the idea of be-

longing,32 but it has a theological meaning also: these men
whom the Father has given and confided to me.33 Finally,

it has an affective nuance. Jesus loves in a very special way
these disciples whom he has received as a precious gift from

his Father and who have given themselves to him by the

total consecration of their lives (cf. v. 13). There is an

interior religious relationship between "to love," agapan,

and "his own," idious.

The addition, "who were in the world," tous en toi kos-

môi, seems to emphasize the disciples' need for the love and

support of their lord. They will go on living in a wicked

world, which is opposed to the glory which will be the

Lord's; they must live in solitude and trials (cf. 14: 18). The
charity of Christ had chosen some from among all men. He
had withdrawn his own from the world and brought them

together to draw them to himself. The words, "his own,"

the first elite of all believers to come, suggest the Church

itself (11:52).

St. John's affirmation rests on the immense and decisive

proof of love which Jesus was going to give his own in

sacrificing his life for them: "he loved them to the end,"

eis telos ëgapësen autous. The aorist indicative 34 refers to a

particular act, a detailed gift whose preparations and fulfill-

ment were about to be described: On the eve of the Pass-

must have had in mind the Lord's "service" of men throughout his

life (Mt. 20:28).
31 Mk. 4:34; Jn. 8:31; 13:23, 35; 15:8, etc.
32
Jn. 15:19; cf. Acts 4:23; 24:23; 1 Cor. 3:8; 6:18. Jesus loves his own

for the same reason the world hates them (15:19): They are "his."
33
Jn. 6:37, 39; 17:11.

34
Cf. 3:16; Gal. 2:20; Eph. 5:2.
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over, as he was about to leave the disciples whom he cher-

ished, Christ showed them all his charity and "in a sense

surpassed himself in his expressions of his love." 35

In these circumstances, the expression eis telos, which

occurs only this once in St. John, obviously retains its

temporal meaning, "unto the end, finally." A love that con-

tinues to such an "end," the voluntary death of a martyr, is

heroic, and eis telos also has the sense of "completely, to-

tally" (Deut. 31:24). This sense can be understood in two
ways: "definitively, indefectibly" 36 or "to the highest de-

gree, to the fullest possible extent." 37 In a phrase that is so

precise from a chronological point of view (the tenses of

the verbs, the Passover, the end of life) and at the same time

so theologically profound,38 good exegesis requires that eis

telos keep its fullest meaning. However, following Augustine

and Chrysostom, common exegesis correctly stresses the

perfection of Christ's love, or, rather, its most complete

manifestation. Jesus gave his disciples a proof of love that

was both decisive and definitive. During these tragic hours,

he forgot himself in thinking of his own, in consoling them

and reassuring them (16:33). From the moment he had

called them he had given them unmistakable signs of his

affection, but at the last supper and above all through his

death, he manifested his love for them perfectly and in an

extraordinary way, crowning all his earlier signs of love.

He was going to the limit of love, so to speak, beyond the

bounds of every measure.

This Johannine teaching on charity in 13:1 is parallel to

that of 3:16, and together the two verses constitute the

theological framework of the Gospel. In John 3:16 God
loves the world so much that he sacrifices his Son; in John

13:1 the Son himself loves his disciples so much that he

"Godet, who quotes Homer, Odyssey 23:214.
38 Eis telos in the sense of perpetual, definitive, eternal, Ps. 9:19;

16:11; 49; 10; 77:9; 103:9; Dan. 3:34.

^Polybius 1:20, 7; 12:27, 3.
38

St. Thomas analyzes witn precision, "Tria tanguntur: Festum
praesens . . . Mors Christi imminens . . . Christi dilectio fervens."
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sacrifices his life for them. There is no need in a context like

this for stressing the technical and religious meaning of

agapan which is so markedly different from philein 39 and

which agrees so closely with the meaning in the Septuagint.

Agapan here is choice and predilection first of all, and then

official manifestation and proof. The Evangelist's thought

might be glossed: Since all love of agape is active and gives

itself, perfect agape inspires total sacrifice. It includes mag-
nanimity,40 and this final note is all the more essential in

that agape is perfectly conscious, eidôs, with complete free-

dom in the bestowing of its gifts 41 and in choosing the

occasions of its manifestations. Finally, this love is unchang-

ing and definitive. He who loves with agape is never un-

faithful to his commitments. Once he has given his heart, he

loves forever.42 St. John expressly emphasizes that Jesus,

who had always loved, agapësas, his own, gave them the

greatest proof of his love, ëgapësan, at the last Passover, and

that he will continue to love them eternally, eis telos. His

death "immobilizes" his signal charity. Although its modes

of expression vary, agape is permanent and unchangeable.

In the Apocalypse, St. John calls Christ "him who loves,"

ho agapôn (1:5). Agape's stability explains the belief of the

apostles in Christ's charity, which is the whole of their

faith.43

39
Jesus' tender affection for "his own" is doubtless a sort of friend-

ship, but it remains that of a superior for his subjects (13:13); the

persons involved are too unequal for the relationship to be called a

true philia; furthermore, the Greek notion of friendship is character-

ized by harmony, reason, and measure, and Christ's agape in death is

the height of excess.
40
Cf. Agape in the New Testament, vol. II, pp. 151-152.

"The revelation of the Father's secrets, i.e. the life of the Trinity

(15:15); the bloody sacrifice (15:13); the eucharistie communication
of life (15:1), constituting a people of priests and kings (Apoc. 1:4;

5:9-10) etc.
42
Cf. Prolégomènes {Index under "Perseverance"); Fl. Josephus,

p. 186; Eph. 6:24.

"1 Jn. 3:16; 4:9-10, 16.
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10. The disciple whom Jesus loved

Whom Jesus loved (Jn. 13:23). Cf. below, pp. 91-94.

1 1-15. Union with Christ and with one's brothers

in charity

9. Just as the Father has loved me, so I have loved you. Re-

main in my love. 10. If you observe my commandments, you
will remain in my love, just as I have perfectly observed my
Father's commandments and remain in his love ... 12. This

is my commandment: love one another as I love you. 13. No
one can give a greater proof of his love than by laying down his

life for his friends. 14. You are my friends, provided that you do

what I command you. 15. No longer do I call you servants for

a servant is not in his master's confidence. But I have called you
friends, because I have made known to you all that I have

heard from my Father ... 17. These things I command you:

love one another (Jn. 15:9-17).

This entire section devoted to agape, union with Christ

and Christ's disciples, is closely related to the allegory of the

vine and forms a commentary on it. Jesus had just instituted

the eucharist as the prolongation of his presence among his

own. He compares his union with his disciples by the blood

of the "eucharisted" grape to the union of a vine with its

branches. The point of the allegory is the union. The only

vital problem for the branches is remaining united to the

trunk so that they can bear fruit.44 Jesus explains more
clearly that the union is effected by charity. The disciples

must remain in his love (vv. 9-10) and they must love one

another because of their common union in the love of him

(vv. 12-17).

44 Verses 2 through 8 each contain the idea of union; and verses 2,

4, 5 and 8 speak of fecundity.
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V. 9 "Just as the Father has loved me, so I have loved

you. Remain in my love."

The Master consecrated the last hours he spent with his

disciples to his farewell to them. He assured them that his

love for them would live forever. St. John had already re-

corded that the love which formed the extremely strong,

close bond between Jesus and his own from the moment
that he chose them (v. 16) had inspired and defined all their

relations during his public life.
45 The Synoptics 40 and the

Lord himself had made it clear that the Father manifested a

signal charity of delight and gift toward his incarnate Son.

It is love which summarizes the relationship between Father

and Son,47 and Jesus loves his disciples in exactly the same

way as his Father loves him. The Greek word kathôs, trans-

lated "as," is stronger than hôsper; it is used of things which

are similar in nature and consequently equal or analogous in

action. The great revelation of this verse is that the charity

of the Father, the Son, and the disciples is on one and the

same level and flows from one to the other without any

interruption. As the Father has loved me, so have I loved

you. You, yourselves, remain in this agape. The verse im-

plies that charity is a bond; charity creates the union be-

tween those who love one another. It tells us that "to be

in Christ" (v. 2) means to be in his love. Above all, it

presents the relationship of the Father to the Son as the type

and source of Christ's relationship to his own disciples.

There is so great a disproportion between the Son and the

disciples that the statement is truly stupefying, but it is no

arbitrary parallel or comparison. It is precisely the love

most proper to God which reaches men through the in-

tervention of Christ. God loves men in Christ, and they

participate in his love and live from it in the most real sense.

The allegory of the vine had already showed that the vine

and its branches share one nature and are permanently

46Hymas ëgapësa (15:9) recalls agapêsas tous idious (13:1).
46 Mt. 3:17; 17:5.
47
Cf. the verb in the present Jn. 3:35; 5:20; 10:17.
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united in a vital relationship. Now it is stated that Christ's

agape, like the Father's and derived from it, unites the dis-

ciples and vivifies them by maintaining them under its sway.

The Christian life, pure submission to the grasp of Christ's

charity, is defined by union with the Savior. The only prob-

lem for the Christian is to be united and inserted "in me"

(15:2). Rather, since Jesus has already taken the initiative

by forming the union, the Christian has only to persevere in

his belonging to Christ to maintain forever the union and

communion in love. Christ makes an imperative call for the

cooperation of his disciples: "Remain in my love." Agape

is in any case a stable love,48 but for Christians its perma-

nence is the permanence of the eternal charity of the Father

and the Son. St. Paul, in one of his usual active images, spoke

of "pursuing" charity (diôkete, 1 Cor. 14:1), and St. Jude

asked Christians to keep themselves in God's love (heatous

. . . tërësate, Jude 21). According to St. John, we must

establish ourselves permanently in charity, preserve the

union which has already been formed, and immobilize our-

selves in agape (cf. v. 10; Eph. 1:4). The idea recalls Wis-

dom 3:9: "Those who are faithful will cling to him in love,"

and even more John 6:56: "He who eats my flesh and

drinks my blood remains in me and I in him, en emoi menei

kagô en autôiP It is important to make use of all available

information that can throw light on the exact meaning of

the verb menein, whose theological importance is so con-

siderable in St. John.

Meno is used in the Septuagint almost eighty times, usu-

ally to translate the verbs lâmad and qu?n.49 Its first sense

is "to live," "to remain in a place or near someone," 50 and

"to be on guard, immobile." 51 It also conveys the idea of

duration and stability 52 in the sense of "to subsist, to con-

48
Cf. Prolégomènes, pp. 44, n. 7; 93 n. 5; 114-118; 136; 186.

49 Then Yâschab "to live" (Gen. 24:55; Ps. 9:8; 102:13; Zach. 14:10);

bayah "to be" (1 Kings 8:16; Ps. 89:37; Ez. 48:8).
00 Ex. 9:28; Judges 19:9; Jud. 7:20; 11:17.

"Judges 16:2; 2 Sam. 18:14; Jud. 7:5; 15:2; Tob. 8:20.
52 Lev. 13:5, 23, 28, 37; Numb. 30:5, 9, 10, 13; Dan. 6:13; Wisd. 16:5;

18:20; Sir. 37:2.
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tinue to be," 53 especially in the formula menein en, "to

remain in," 54 or the superlative menein eis ton aiôna, "to

remain forever." The superlative is often applied to divine

creation and to the Fathers (Sir. 42:23; 44:13), but it is

especially fitting for God himself, for his attributes of justice

and fidelity, for his plan and his word which last forever.55

In this sense, which may well be called theological, menein

unites the notions of existence and continuity, so that we
speak of the living God subsisting forever or of the new
heaven and the new earth which will subsist before Yahweh.56

The author of the fourth Gospel was perfectly familiar

with the profane meaning of menein, "to live, to dwell,"

which predominates in the Synoptics. The first question he

asks Jesus is, "Where are you staying?" (Jn. 1:38). John
also knows the sense, "to endure, subsist, persevere," 57 which

is used of something which remains identical with itself,58

and preeminently of Christ and his gifts which remain for-

ever.59 Mend appears forty times in John's Gospel, eleven

of them in chapter 15, and twenty-four times in his first

epistle. The great contribution of the Johannine language is

the use of the formula menein en, "to remain in," in a new
religious sense. Menein en describes the relationship between

God and Christ: "the Father remaining in me" (14:10),

and between God and Christians,60 and Christ and his dis-

ciples. "One who remains in him," ho menôn en autôi, is a

precise definition of the faithful man.

This definition had already been suggested by the wel-

coming of the word of God or of the truth which lives in

the believer,61 as John 8:31 says, "If you continue in {meinète

""Wisd. 11:25. ^Eccl. 7:15; Wisd. 7:27; 19:18; 2 Mach. 8:1.
œ
Ps. 9:8; 33:11; 102:13; 111:3, 10; 112:3, 9; 117:2; Is. 14:24; 40:8;

Prov. 19:21.
66 Dan. 6:27; Is. 66:22.
57 Sin remains (Jn. 9:41); fruit lasts (15:16); the Apostle survives

(21:22; cf. Apoc. 17:10). Through faith one does not remain in dark-

ness.
63 The grain of wheat remains as it was, autos monos menei (12:24).
56
Jn. 12:34; cf. 6:27; 1 Jn. 2:17.

60
1 Jn. 3:24; 4:12, 15.

61
Jn. 5:38; 15:7; 1 Jn. 2! 14, 24; 2 Jn. 2.
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en) my word you are truly my disciples." The authentic

disciple clings to God and Christ by faith (1 Jn. 4: 15), and

the whole purpose of the allegory of the vine is to define

the disciple by the permanence of his adherence and be-

longing: "You will become my disciples" (Jn. 15:8). The
disciple is so clearly "he who remains" that he is called "he

who says he abides in him" (1 Jn. 2:6) or "everyone who
abides in him" (1 Jn. 3:6). Perseverance in this union is

his salvation. "Abide in him." 62 That he may be able to

persevere, he possesses permanently the seed of God (3:9),

the anointing (2:27), the Holy Spirit (4:13), and agape

(3:17; 4:16). He eats the flesh and drinks the blood of the

Savior (Jn. 6:56; cf. Acts 2:42), and he observes the com-

mandments (Jn. 15:10; 1 Jn. 3:24). By existing permanently

in God and Christ, the Christian keeps himself from sin ( 1 Jn.

3:6), receives whatever he asks for in prayer (Jn. 15:7),

and bears fruit. He "who does not abide" not only can do

nothing (Jn. 15:5), but also separates himself from the com-

munity of the faithful (1 Jn. 2:19); God himself cuts him

off (Jn. 15:2).

Menein en, then, means "to exist," but to exist by or in

another; it is what St. Paul called "to be in Christ Jesus."

The union is so intimate that it suggests reciprocal imma-

nence. In fact, the same formula which expresses the dwell-

ing and abode of the disciple in Christ or God designates the

consubstantiality of the Father and the Son (14: 10-11). This

is not misleading, because the Lord asks his Father that his

own "may be as one . . . just as you, Father, are in me and

I am in you, so they, too, are to be one in us" (17:11, 21);

"that they may be one—I in them and you in me, that their

oneness may be perfect" (vv. 22-23). To abide in Christ is

to be in vital, mutual, indefectible union with him. Menein

en expresses both reciprocity and duration; it is an eternal

communion. The Father and the Son enter the believer to

establish their abode in him (14:23), and after his death the

believer will be received into the abode of the Father (14:2).
92

1 Jn. 2:28; cf. 1 Tim. 2:15.



Charity in the Fourth Gospel 39

In the allegory of the vine, Jesus stressed both the per-

manence of the union—one must never cease to exist in the

community which has been established forever—and the

agape which is itself the attachment and belonging. To abide

in Christ
—"Remain in me" (15:4)—is to abide in his love—"Remain in my love" (Jn. 15:9)—just as Jesus himself

abides in the love of the Father
—

"I abide in his love" (v.

10). Verse 17 and the first Epistle of St. John attribute the

same efficacy for life and salvation to fraternal charity.63

Since the twelve were eager to bear fruit, it is understandable

that it is more necessary for the Apostle than for anyone else

to "abide in love." 64 Charity bears fruit more than all the

charisms (1 Cor. 12-13). The primary teaching about agape

is that it is the principle of subsistence. It forms and pre-

serves the union between the Father and the Son, between

Christ and his own, and between the Father and the disciple

of Jesus. St. Paul cries out, "Nor can any other creature

separate us from God's love for us which is in Christ Jesus,

our Lord" (Rom. 8:39). This is the golden ring of charity.

Verse 10: "If you observe my commandments, you will

remain in my love, just as I have perfectly observed my Fa-

ther's commandments and remain in his love . .
."

Since God and Christ have taken the initiative in love,

only one question faces the disciple: how to remain in un-

changing charity? Jesus explains—by observing the com-

mandments. The Septuagint had already taught that agape

and fidelity are correlatives, if not synonyms. To love God
is to belong to him exclusively, to serve him and obey him.

In saying, "Observe my commandments," Jesus is calling on

the personal charity of the disciples; you will live in my love

by loving me in return with the true and effective love of

fidelity and union of wills.

The words "precept" and "commandment" are ambiguous

in that they stress constraint and obligation, but the example

68
1 Jn. 2:10; 3:14; 3:15, 17.

64
Cf. Prolégomènes, pp. 91 ff., 124.
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of the Lord—which proves that this fidelity is not impossible

or superhuman—makes their meaning clearer. According to

John 4:34 and 8:29, Jesus had only one desire, to do his

Father's will; he did exactly what would please God. His

whole life was directed by the agreement of their wills, in

the smallest details as well as in the supreme sacrifice (Lk.

22:42), and that is why the Father loved him (Jn. 10:17)

and why Jesus remains forever in his love (the verb mend
is in the present). Obedience is the expression and manifesta-

tion of love.

Far from imposing too heavy a burden on his disciples

(1 Jn. 5:3), the Lord is telling them the secret of his pure and

simple joy: "I have told you this, that my joy may be yours,

and your joy may be perfect" (v. 11). Jesus gives the exam-

ple of perfect charity. Not only does his love abide in the

love of the Father, not only does it root itself there, prove

itself (13:1), and give itself forever to the disciples, but also

it reveals to them how they can love in their turn in response

to his kindness. Going further, it reveals its most intimate

secrets.

Jesus' soul is filled with joy—a great mystery. The last

hour the "man of sorrows" spent on earth was surely tragic

above all others. It was overshadowed by his approaching

agony and torture (Heb. 12:2) and made heavier by the

betrayal of his chosen disciple. His heart was already in an-

guish,65 yet the Lord's joy remained, the result of his union

with his Father and the fruit of his agape of adherence and

fidelity (v. 10). His joy was fullness overflowing in the lov-

ing soul (v. 9) of him who had revealed the Father, of the

High Priest and Shepherd who gives his life for his sheep,

for "there is more happiness in giving than in receiving"

(Acts 20:35). This is the blessedness of charity.

K etarachthê (Jn. 13:21). Luthardt noted that "in the 17 verses of

this chapter, there is not one linking particle. This long asyndeton has

a special solemnity and betrays the Master's emotion during his fare-

well discourse. He speaks in detached phrases, as if to catch his breath

after each statement. A person who is oppressed by chargrin and tears

does not construct a 'discourse.'
"
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The Lord who was about to leave his own encouraged

them wonderfully by revealing to them the secret of perfect

joy: to abide in love and to observe the commandments. His

legacy is perfectly real. Jesus intended his own unique and

characteristic joy to pass into the hearts of his disciples and

become their own. He wanted them to know and savor the

joy he himself has in loving and remaining in unbreakable

communion with his Father.

Precisely because Christ's joy is proper to himself—as

previously the charity which the disciples were to share was
his own—it could not conceivably be some ordinary kind of

more or less deep feeling. What Jesus wanted was that the

joy of his disciples reach its complete measure and be fully

attained. His desire must not be thought of as a sudden im-

pulse spoken in passing. It is one of the most deliberately

expressed of the Lord's last wishes, and he stated it twice

again: "Thus nothing will be wanting to your joy" (16:24);

".
. . that they may taste my joy made perfect within their

souls" (17:13). His desire is possible of fulfillment only be-

cause joy and agape are intrinsically united. Like love, joy

expresses communion with God and Christ; both are attri-

butes of the disciple. If the soul becomes happy from the

moment it adheres to the Lord by whom it knows it is loved,

an entire life spent in loving fidelity must grow into joy

without end. The ever greater ascendancy of Christ's charity

over all the faculties of the soul develops the capacity for

spiritual joy to enormous fullness. Joy is the delicious fruit

of the union of branch with vine.

Verse 12: "This is my commandment: love one another as

I love you."

After having stressed the relation of the branches to the

Vine (w. 1-11), Jesus could not neglect the relation of the

branches among themselves (vv. 12-17) or, consequently,

the "commandments" the disciples must observe to maintain

themselves in reciprocal union. He was not in the least be-

ginning a new theme, but rather developing the requirements
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and consequences implicit in union and insertion in Christ.

To the first precept of living in Christ's love (w. 9-10) he

added the second of living in fraternal love. It would be

unthinkable that the vine which belongs to God and is culti-

vated by him (vv. 1-2) could be nourished by anything ex-

cept charity. Gift of the Father manifested and transmitted

by Christ, charity forms the relation between the disciples

as well as with the Lord himself.

The opening proposition is constructed like a defini-

tion, "This is . . . ," and its wording in Greek, hè ejitolë hé

emë, "my commandment," strongly emphasizes the posses-

sive "my." It might be glossed: "This is my own precept,

distinctive for those who are my true disciples" (cf. 13:35).

In verse 10 Jesus had used the plural "commandments," but

here he uses the singular "commandment" to show that this

precept is distinctive. The only condition for the continued

existence of the branches is "to remain" attached to the vine,

and the only law of life for the disciples is to love one an-

other (agapate allëlous). The verb in the present subjunctive

of duration suggests a permanent act or state, as it were, of

unchanging love. The final "as I have loved you," kathôs

ëgapésa hymas, is even more important. It is commented on

in vv. 13-16 and is directly related to the definition in v. 9:

Christ's love for his own (13:1) is like his Father's love for

him; it is of the same divine nature. Jesus had just mentioned

his own love and asked his disciples to remain in it. Referring

again to his love, he tells them to love one another because

fraternal agape is the means of remaining united to him.

Obedience to the commandments (v. 10) is reduced to fra-

ternal love. In other words, it is not a matter of sensibility or

purely interior affection but of religious love which gives

and spends itself in imitation of the Savior's love (cf. Eph.

5:2). Its first characteristic is profundity and totality (Jn.

13:1). Just as the true vine has fruitful branches, so true and

properly Christian love is active and generous. Its source is

the Father's love for the Son, so those who love one another

with agape love sub specie aetemi with a stability and fidel-
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ity that nothing can alter. Finally, the immediately preceding

verse shows that fervor and lively joy in fraternal love are

also part of Christian love. "Behold how good and how pleas-

ant it is for brothers to dwell together in unity!"

Verse 13: "No one can give a greater proof of his love

than by laying down his life for his friends. 14. You are my
friends provided that you do what I command you."

Jesus himself explicitly stated the two predominant quali-

ties of his agape. They are gift and intimacy (vv. 13-16),

precisely the qualities stressed by St. Paul in Eph. 5:25-30.

The gift is made in the form of generous sacrifice of self. No
one can give a greater proof of his love than by laying down
his life for his friends. St. John in 10:11 had spoken of the

good shepherd who lays down his life for his sheep, and later

he commented, "From this we know what love is, that Jesus

laid down his life for us" (1 Jn. 3:16). In John 15:13, how-
ever, the proposition is general and does not refer directly

to Jesus. It is an aphorism. To go voluntarily to death for the

sake of someone else has been recognized from all time as the

most expressive possible sign of strong, sincere love and its

most unmistakable proof, martyria, for "nothing is more

precious than life." 66 Agape in verse 1 3 retains the traditional

sense it has in the Septuagint of "manifestation of love." The
verse as a whole means that there is no more telling sign or

manifest proof of love than the willingness to die. To give

one's life is not only the highest degree of love but also the

most expressive sign of love's sincerity and depth. It is a

gesture that the beloved cannot fail to understand. The
philoi in this context are not so much "friends" in the strict

sense as "those loved with a generous love."

The words "for his friends," hyper ton philôn, in v. 13

should be taken passively and in the broadest possible sense:

"those whom one loves nobly and not for oneself." Verse 14

confirms this reading in presenting a condition for friend-

ship: "provided that you do what I command you," and

66 Euripides, Alcestis, 301.
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verse 10 explains further, "You will remain in my love if

you observe my commandments." There is a progression in

the thought, however. For one thing, in verse 1 3 the disciples

who respond to the charity of Christ by obedience and abide

effectively in his love are called "friends," philoi, and be-

tween friends there is always reciprocity of love. More pro-

foundly still, the opening categorical declaration, "You are

my friends," not only refers to the beloved, privileged bene-

ficiaries of Jesus' death (v. 13) but also identifies them as

"friends" in a religious sense. By being faithful to Christ's

commandments, especially to his commandment of fraternal

charity, the disciples became the "friends" of their Master

and Lord (13:13). His "you are my friends" is a real decla-

ration of love—and it was so new to the apostles that they

must have shown their surprise and so led Jesus to explain

what their friendship was.

Verse 15: "No longer do I call you servants for a servant

is not in his master's confidence. But I have called you

friends, because I have made known to you all that I have

heard from my Father."

Until then, the disciples' relations with Christ were those

of servants, douloi, to their Lord, Kyrios—already an honor-

able position, given such a Master. The Messias was himself

the Servant of Yahweh. In truth, the twelve will always be

servants, receiving orders to carry out, never on a level with

the Lord of glory. This kind of equality is proper to friend-

ship in the strict sense, but a servant has to obey without

knowing the intentions and plans of his master or the reasons

for the orders he must follow. All he has to do is carry out

his instructions without trying to understand. Jesus is call-

ing his disciples "friends" in the sense of "confidants." "I

have called you friends, because I have made known to you

all that I have heard from my Father." The statement is as

clear as one could wish. The Christ who made it was not so

much the Christ-Teacher revealing the way of salvation (Jn.

14:6), as Christ the Son of God dwelling in the bosom of the
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Father (1:18), initiating his own (13:1) into the secrets of

the divine life and into the realities which the Father has

communicated to him. The disciples are friends of the incar-

nate Word because as apostles and leaders of his Church,

they are entrusted with the secret of the mystery of the life

of the Trinity, of God's charity, and of his providential plan

for salvation in which they are called to collaborate. They
are "stewards of God's mystery." 67

The accent is on the unlimited confidence implied in the

making of so exceptional, valuable, and total a revelation.

What Jesus taught to his disciples corresponded exactly to

what he had heard from the Father. The communication was

perfect and completely different from what he taught to the

multitude. Obviously, the meaning of "I have made known
. . . everything" should not be pushed too far; it is more
intensive than extensive. As St. Thomas observes, "If Jesus

had made everything known to them, it would follow that

the disciples would know as much as the Son." Actually, the

disciples still had a great many things to learn (Jn. 16:12).

When Jesus said, "I have told you everything; I have done

everything," he was speaking the language of the heart,

which uses absolutes to convey the essential.

The meaning of "friends" has evolved, then, in w. 13-15.

From the simple, passive, profane, and completely general

meaning of "those who are loved" in verse 13, it has become
the disciples as such in verse 14 where it refers to reciprocal

attachment. The friend of Christ responds to Christ's agape

by obedience. However, this relationship is not friendship in

the technical and well-developed sense of the Greek philia,

at least not explicitly so, for Jesus himself explains: You are

my friends because you are my confidants, the recipients of

my entire confidence.68 Christ's friendship, then, is that

97
1 Cor. 4:1; cf. v. 2; Lk. 12:42; Tit. 1:7.

68 V. 15. "The true sign of friendship is that a friend reveals the

secrets of his heart to a friend. For when friends have one heart and
one soul, a friend does not seem to place outside his own heart what
he reveals to a friend ... In making us sharers in his wisdom, God
reveals his secrets to us" (St. Thomas)

.



46 Agape in the New Testament

which is established between one who reveals a secret and

one who receives it. It can exist between persons of dispro-

portionate condition, like a master and his subjects. Many
commentators correctly recall the royal title, "Friends of

the King," a title which had nothing to do with friends in

the proper sense, but was bestowed on officials, important

persons, or persons more or less in the public eye whom the

prince wished to honor. The analogy is valuable in so far as

it stresses both the contrast between servants and friends in

Jn. 15:15 and dignity of the twelve in the New Covenant.

According to the immediate context and the conception of

the ecclesiastical hierarchy in Jn. 13:3-17, these "friends of

the Kyrios" should be understood less as "chief men," dynas-

tai, or "nobles," megistônes, than as intimate counsellors,

symbouloi, and confidants.

In other words, this friendship, philia, is only one aspect

and one special case of Christ's agape, just as the disciples'

brotherly love, Philadelphia, is a mode of the charity which

the Holy Spirit infuses and which reaches to all persons,

from God to enemies. It is not correct to identify philia—
the word itself is not even used—and agape in St. John, as

most exegetes have done. One might even assert, judging

from this pericope alone, that the twelve and their succes-

sors are the only "friends," philoi, of Christ, for they are

the only ones who have been personally chosen to receive

and guard the deposit of the Father's revelations by the Son.

Verse 16: "You have not chosen me, but I have chosen

you, and the task I imposed upon you is to go forward stead-

fastly in bearing fruit; and your fruit is to be lasting. Thus
the Father will grant you any petition you may present to

him in my name." Verse 17: "These things I command you:

love one another."

Verse 16 underlines the disproportion which must always

exist between the Lord and his own. He is the one who
formed the friendship. He is the one who took and keeps the

entire initiative in this intimate, generous relationship with
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the twelve, making them by his purely gratuitous gift part

of the work of redemption, the greatest work there is, the

work of God which Jesus came in person to accomplish.

In vv. 7-8 Jesus had reminded the apostles that prayer is

their means of bearing fruit and fulfilling their vocations, for

the Vine belongs to the Father who communicates his secrets

to it (v. 15) and cultivates it so that it will bear fruit (vv. 1-2;

cf. Is. 5:1-7). Only the Father can give the branches their

proper fecundity. Jesus concludes the allegory of "the True

Vine" by a formula that recapitulates its major teaching:

"These things I command you: love one another . .
." (v.

17). Tauta entellomai hymin, hina agapate allëlous. If hina is

taken as introducing a purpose clause, the sentence should be

translated, "This is what I command you so that you may
love one another." However, as Père Lagrange has observed,

this meaning does not fit the context, since the Lord has

not prescribed anything for the sake of obtaining fraternal

charity. Hina should therefore be given the same meaning it

had in w. 12 and 16 where it is a synonym of hoti and intro-

duces the content of the precept.

This verse is materially parallel to verse 12, "This is my
commandment: love one another as I love you," but it em-

phasizes the imperative quality of the precept with the verb

"I command," entellomai, which is stronger and more per-

sonal than "this is my commandment" in v. 12. "This is an

order which / give you." However, the neuter plural demon-

strative tauta, "these things," refers to more than just the

earlier declaration of this precept of mutual love. It forms

an inclusio, repeating the teaching of the allegory of the

vine in a summary and conclusion and giving its practical

implications. It refers essentially to the basic condition and

spirit of the disciples (v. 8), who are to be and to remain in

Christ. They have been chosen for this purpose, and they

will bear fruit in joy, if they ask it of the Father. In a certain

sense, the sap of this vine is agape. The disciples remain in

Christ through love as Christ remains in the Father (vv. 9-

10). Consequently, it is love which forms the union among
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the disciples just as it is love which forms the Father's union

with the Son. After having told his own to remain in his un-

changing charity, the last thing Jesus tells them is to love

one another, for their love is the ultimate fruit of the Father's

diligent cultivation of the vine. It is the reiterated and su-

preme will of Jesus (13:34-35) and the summary of all mo-
rality. Since the Vine was the national symbol of Israel, the

allegory could not but close on the note of fraternal charity,

the only law of the new people of God.

Thus the Father loves the Son; the Son loves his own; the

disciples love one another. Love is the root, trunk, and fruit

of the vine rooted in eternity which will someday cover the

whole world (Mt. 13:31-32). The conversion and salvation

of the world begin in the eternal love (Jn. 3:16) which is

manifested in Christ. The apostles must communicate its at-

tractiveness and power through their mutual charity. How
could anything but agape be the single precept the Lord

leaves to those who believe in him?

16-17. The new commandment of reciprocal

fraternal love

A new commandment I give you: love one another; as I have

loved you, so you, too, must love one another. By this all the

world will know that you are my disciples—if you manifest

love for one another (Jn. 13:34-35).

Critics like Loisy, Bauer, and Bultmann account for a cer-

tain lack of cohesion and some juxtaposed elements in John

13:33-38 by concluding that the pericope is a verbal patch-

work, the result of a retouching of the original text. In real-

ity, the entire section is dominated by the thought of the

separation which is about to take place. Speaking both as

Master and Father (Westcott) Jesus tenderly addressed his

little children who, in their love, would seek him ardently

after his death. He left them a task which would be their

consolation until he returns (14:3)—the task of loving one
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another. The task is really a testament, a last will. It may
be considered both a means and a pledge of future reunion

with Christ (Loisy) or, more accurately, a substitute for the

personal presence of the Lord among his disciples. Better

still, the exercise of fraternal charity within the messianic

community, which is organically linked with the Savior's de-

parture, is "the normal occupation of Christians who await

the Parousia and desire to prepare themselves for the judg-

ment."

Jesus defines the duty of loving as a "precept," and the

imperative force of the word "commandment," entolë, must

surely be kept, but in context its meaning is much broader

than that of a simple command. According to the Old Testa-

ment notion, Law is first of all the expression of the divine

will; then an instruction and teaching received from the

sovereign authority to serve as a rule of conduct for men;

and finally a salvation-device, aiming in its fullness to procure

the life of an individual or of an entire people. St. John uses

entolë of the "commandment" which Jesus receives from his

Father—in the sense of mission, revelation, eternal life 69—
and of the "precepts" which the Master imposes on his dis-

ciples and which are always connected in one way or

another with agape." Clearly, fraternal love is a function, a

mission that the Master imposes upon his Church. More than

a general rule, it is a new "economy" including doctrine and

morality, an "institution" which defines both the constitu-

tion—or at least the spirit—of the Christian community and

the whole life of each of its members. St. Paul called it "the

law of Christ," ho nomos tou Christou, Gal. 6:2.

The substance of the precept—mutual love—is contained

in the words: "love one another," agapate allëlous. The Old
Testament had commanded love of neighbor (Lev. 19:18),

and Jesus had extended that love to all men, whoever they

might be (Lk. 10:29, 36), particularly to enemies (Mt. 5:43—

48). Before leaving his own, he asked them to love one an-

69
Jn. 10:18; 12:49-50; 14:31.

70
Jn. 14:15, 21; 15:10, 12; cf. 1 Jn. 2:3-5; Rom. 13:9; Gal. 5:14; 6:2.
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other. Their fraternity, adelphotës (1 Pet. 2:17; 5:9), which
constitutes them as a group apart because of their faith in

Jesus, is characterized by their Philadelphia.11 The reason the

word itself is not used is that it has no religious connotations.

Agape, on the contrary, implies that the privileged reciprocal

love among brothers (cf. Gal. 6: 10) is possible and valuable

only in so far as other Christians are loved "out of love for

God" or for Christ, as the next verse states.

The essential words of the precept, "as I have loved you,"

kathôs êgapësa hymas (cf. 15:12), specify the way the disci-

ples are to love. From the uses of agape in the Septuagint

and especially from the Master's teachings recorded in the

Synoptics, the apostles must surely have known that they

were to love one another with charity, as they were to love

their neighbor, dia tes agapes (Gal. 5:13) or en agapêi (1

Cor. 16:14). But Jesus was living his last hours in an intense

expression of agape (13:1). He had just presented a model of

love's humble service for his friends to imitate by washing

their feet (vv. 14-15). Then he again added his example to

his command, in order to show what he means by love, to

make their imitating him easier, and especially to deepen the

obligation of his own to love.

All the commentators agree that in "as (kathôs) I have

loved you," kathôs does not have the sense of degree or in-

tensity of affection. No one can love with the same intensity

and holiness as Jesus; a copy is always inferior to the original.

The love which the apostles are to show one another is to

be of the same kind and nature as Christ's. They are to love

and serve one another "in the same way" as the Master, a

way that is specifically different from all other human love

(cf. Jn. 14:27, ou kathôs). Kathôs, which is stronger than

hôsper, does not show a simple comparison or an approxi-

mately correct analogy or a superficial resemblance, but

rather a profound conformity. The example of Jesus is also

the norm and foundation of love, as is suggested by "so you

too," hina kai hymeis, which follows immediately. This is

"Rom. 12:10; Heb. 13:1; 1 Pet. 1:22; 2 Pet. 1:7.
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another case in which current grammar had to be adapted to

an original theological content. The language of revelation

has its own structure. If the reciprocal love of the disciples is

the same kind of love as the Master's love for them, then

their love must be a participation in his. Their love for one

another is decisive proof of the living relationship between

them and Jesus (v. 35). Each person must love his brother

with the same love with which Jesus loved {êgapësa is in the

aorist) both of them during his life, with the love which St.

John described in the beginning of chapter 13.

Consequently, the final "so you too must love one an-

other," hina kai hymeis agapate allêlous, is not simply a re-

statement of the commandment but an addition to it which

defines its spirit and mode. "Love one another, but with this

love which is mine, which I have shown and proved to you."

Henceforth the agape of believers is not only a divine, in-

fused love (Rom. 5:5) but also a formally Christian love

which the Master came to reveal by his teaching and his life.

In all the world, only the members of the Church can live in

his love.

This accounts for the emphasis in v. 35 on the distinctive

quality of Christian charity. "By this all the world will

know," en tontôi gnôso?itai pantes. In the future, mutual

charity will be the mark and the characteristic, perpetual,

and universal sign of the disciples of Jesus Christ. Just as the

Pharisees always wore phylacteries, John's disciples con-

ferred baptism, and each Rabbinic school had its own shib-

boleth, so the distinctive mark of Christians is reciprocal

love. The idea of "mark" presupposes an expression of agape

that is constant, clearly visible, and unmistakable. The whole

world, which may be living in hate or at least indifference,

can detect and believe this sign. It will recognize the men
who belong to another world. More precisely, the authentic,

vital relationship of disciple to Master will be revealed in the

disciples' manifest charity. The formula, "that you are my
disciples," hoti emoi mathëtai este, is very strong. "Disciple"

should be taken as the highest Christian title (15:8). A Greek
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pupil received only instruction from the rhetor or the phi-

losopher, but the disciple (talmid) of a Rabbi lived with his

master and assimilated not only his teaching but also his "tra-

dition," his style of life, and his religious faith. The disciple

of Jesus Christ is even closer to his Master. He follows him

(Mt. 8:21-22), shares what happens to him (Jn. 13:8), is

united with him,72 and, above all, believes in him—in his

person and his doctrine.73 Finally, the relations of his disci-

ples to Jesus are not so much those of students to their Mas-

ter as of believers who have given their whole faith to their

Lord by consecrating their lives to him. They are called not

only to be the first links in the chain of tradition transmitting

the teachings of Jesus but also to be his witnesses by their

way of life and by their preaching. Their truly correct

name, "his own" (13:1), shows their absolute belonging to

Jesus, and that is exactly what Jesus wanted to show by the

emphatic wording, emoi mathëtai, "disciples belonging to

me," which must be glossed by the "in me," e?i emoi, of

John 15:2. "All the world will know that you are my disci-

ples" directs the thought to the disciples as well as to Jesus.

When the disciples manifest fraternal charity, not only do

they recall the love of Jesus for them (13:1), not only do

they show themselves his authentic disciples and imitators

closely instructed by his example and precept, but also they

continue and prolong the very charity of the Savior himself.

The last wish of Jesus was that the love of God which he

showed to his own and bestowed on them during his entire

life (15:9; 17:23) would continue after his departure. His

disciples would continue the epiphany of agape forever.74

That is why he founded his Church, a group of believers

who always love one another in the way he has revealed,

which is unique and so original that every unbeliever will

recognize "his disciples" in them. Bultmann is correct in see-

ing here more than a simple historical characteristic; it is an

essential predicate of the believer, a definition of his nature.

72 Mt. 10:24-25; Mk. 8:34; Jn. 12:25. "Jn. 2:11, 22; cf. 8:31.
7i Tit. 3:4; 1 Jn. 4:9.
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With this clarification made, it becomes possible to under-

stand the newness of the precept. "A new commandment I

give you" (13:34). 1) At first reading, the properly theo-

logical designation, "new commandment," places mutual

love among the specific elements of the second economy of

salvation, the "New Covenant" which replaces and surpasses

in excellence the "old," which is finished (Heb. 8:13). 2)

Love of neighbor was a secondary precept in the Old Cove-

nant; it was not even included in the Ten Commandments.
The "innovation" in the Christian institution is the giving it

an unequalled place and making it the object of a funda-

mental and quasi-unique precept. 3) Leviticus 19: 18 had pre-

scribed love for one's neighbor—compatriots, Israelites, and

proselytes. Henceforth, agape has a new object determined

by the ties of faith, not blood. It is to be a religious love

among believers and particularly among disciples. 4) In the

Sermon on the Mount, the Lord had given the precept of

love of enemies, but at the Last Supper he asked for recipro-

cal love (allêlous, en allëlois), fraternal love which will con-

stitute the Church as a society of loving and beloved men.

5) However, the great innovation consists specifically in the

nature and mode of the new love. The disciples will love one

another as Christ loved them. "New" is the same as "as I

have loved." The essential and original element in the disci-

ples' agape is that it is rooted in Christ. 6) Consequently,

there is no question of its being some added rule or addi-

tional reason for loving, for Christ himself loves us as his

Father loves him (15:9). The mutual love of the disciples is

divine in its origin and quality; it is an infused gift as well as

a precept. One must love "in Christ," as a branch receives sap

from the vine (15:5, 10, 12). Charity is the fruit of vital

union with the vine, and it will be a "sign" of the disciple.

7) Therefore, the mode and the acts of love are changed.

It is no longer a matter of "doing good" and praying (Mt.

5:44; Lk. 6:35), but of devoting and sacrificing oneself after

the example of the Savior who loves "to the end" (13:1; cf.

Gal. 2:20). The agape prescribed on the eve of Christ's death
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is intrinsically united to the Cross (1 Jn. 3:16; cf. 2 Cor.

5: 14). Now the disciple must love his neighbor not "as him-

self," but "more than himself." 8) Finally, by the formula-

tion of the new precept during the final hours of his life,

Jesus defined perfect "justice," which he had announced in

the Sermon on the Mount (Mt. 5:20). He explained how the

Law and the Prophets are to be fulfilled—how to practice

the morality proper to members of his Kingdom (Mt.

22:40). He gave the religion he was founding its specific and

distinctive character. His commandment, entolê, of love con-

stitutes the Church as truly as does the eucharist, his testa-

ment, diathëkë, in blood.75 The eucharist, which he had just

instituted, will always be the memorial of his going (1 Cor.

11:25), just as agape will always remain the sign of his pres-

ence. The eucharist is a meal of union among his disciples ( 1

Cor. 10:17), just as agape is the bond among believers (Jn.

17:21). The fraternal agapes (Jude 12) of the community

are agapes of charity as well as of the eucharistie meal, "until

he return" (1 Cor. 11:26) and drink with his own the new
fruit of the vine in the kingdom of his Father (Mt. 26:29).

That is why charity, like the eucharist, is a substitute for

the presence of the visible Christ (13:33). Charity was pre-

scribed during the farewell dinner at which the eucharist

was instituted. Both are perpetually re-given witnesses to the

love of God for the world, in Christ, but acts of fraternal

love will be an especial epiphany of the divine agape. Christ

wanted the Christians' reciprocal, original love to reveal his

presence and action forever.

From the semantic point of view, agape in these two verses

receives its definitive, complete, and specifically Christian

sense. It is a love so different from all other loves that every-

one recognizes it as soon as it appears; it is forever new and

unexpected in the world. It is impossible to define the disci-

ples' agape, since it is a love like Christ's own love—it is his

own love by which they also live. It is possible to say what ag-

ape is not, however. It is not concupiscence, erôs, or natural

75 Mt. 26:28; Mk. 14:24; Lk. 22:20.
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and spontaneous tenderness, storgë, or the measured, beautiful

benevolence limited to close friends, philia.
11Agape is from

God" (1 Jn. 4:7). Only an authentic disciple receives it and

lives from it in all that he does, as Christ, his model, did.

Even though he cannot translate into words the nature of

the fire he carries in his heart, its flame will never be extin-

guished (1 Cor. 13:8). Its force presses him to give himself in

total self-forgetfulness. "The agape of Christ urges us" (2

Cor. 5:14). Fraternal charity is, without the slightest doubt,

both the criterion of the new birth of the authentic child of

God (Tit. 3:5) and the summary of Christian morality.

"Walk in love as Christ has loved us" (Eph. 5:2).

18-22. Charity which is faithful toward Jesus

and comes from the Father, the Son,

and the Holy Spirit

15 If you love me, you will keep my commandments, 16 and

I will ask the Father, and he will grant you another Advocate

to be with you for all time to come ... 2 1 He who accepts my
commandments and keeps them—he is the one who loves me.

And he that loves me will, in turn, be loved by my Father; and

I will love him, and will manifest myself to him. ... 2 3 Anyone
who loves me will keep my word, and my Father will love him
and we will come to him and make our home with him. 24 He
who does not love me does not keep my word. And the word
which you have heard is not mine but the Father's who sent me
(Jn. 14:15, 16,21,23,24).

The time for Christ's departure was very near (14:31),

and the moment of separation had almost arrived. Chapter 14

describes the Master's final farewell to his disciples. He saw
the anguish of his own—"Let not your hearts be troubled"

(vv. 1, 27)—and he would not leave them orphans with-

out help or consolation (v. 18). After having assured them
that the necessary separation would not be permanent, (w.
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1-11), he promised them the presence and help of the three

divine Persons (w. 12-24). His last words became an ex-

hortation to peace and confidence (vv. 25-31).

Verses 15-24, as Bultmann has noticed, form a unit. They
bring together three promises so magnificent that they were

able to strengthen the disciples in the tragic hours which

were beginning and in their terrible trial of solitude. The
Paraclete (w. 15-17), Jesus himself (vv. 18-21), and Jesus

with his Father (w. 22-24) would come to the twelve and

establish their home in the apostles' souls. Since their coming

and dwelling are dependent on the disciples' agape for the

Lord, agape is the essential definition of disciples, mathëtai:

they are simple believers, who cling to the person of the Re-

vealer (8:31); they are vitally incorporated into Christ

(15:8). Disciples are essentially those who love and remain

faithful to their love, giving unmistakable proof of devotion

by their obedience. The Holy Trinity responds to their total

gift of themselves by a loving, consoling, strengthening pres-

ence. In a word, the Christian is one who loves Christ with

charity and in whom God lives.

Verses 15-16 "If you love me, you will keep my com-

mandments, and I will ask the Father, and he will grant you

another Advocate to be with you for all time to come.

To receive the Holy Spirit, the fulfillment of two correla-

tive conditions is required. One is subjective: the charity of

the disciple; the other is objective: the prayer of Christ. The
emphasis is on the first four words, "If you love me." Every-

thing depends on the disciples' love for Jesus. If their agape

is sincere, Christ will intercede for his own, and his own will

be able to receive the Paraclete. In the Greek, ean, "if," is

followed by the indicative agapate, "you love," so the clause

expresses an already fulfilled condition and not a mere possi-

bility or wish. It could be translated, "Since you love me."

The verb agapan retains the religious and technical sense it

had in the Septuagint. It is not a simple inclination of the

heart

—

philein (cf. 15:14-15)—but rather an adherence of
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one's whole being in faith and worship, a definitive consecra-

tion. In fact, the context suggests that agape should be taken

in the classical sense of persevering love: "If you continue to

love me."

Agape, strictly speaking, is composed of clear-sighted pre-

dilection and active devotion, and that is why the word is

so well-suited in both the Old and the New Covenants for

defining the attitude of the faithful toward the Lord. How-
ever, Jesus stressed the second characteristic especially: If

you truly love me, you will put my commandments into

practice; or, as the future tense suggests, you will be faith-

ful in your observance of my commandments. It is necessary

to persevere in love, thus keeping the Master's precepts as

the unchanging law of life. The word "commandments"

should be taken in the broadest sense possible. "Command-
ments" means the revelation of the divine will as a whole,

above all, of the "two great commandments"—love of God
and love of neighbor (Mt. 22:38-40)—and of the spirit of

the sermon on the mount. These are the commandments
which we must believe, accomplish, await, and, finally, en-

dure. The correspondence between "if you love me" and

"you will keep my commandments" shows that Jesus was

speaking as Revealer and Master (13:34), recalling all the

teaching he had already given to the disciples who believed

in his word. His "commandments" include two things, con-

sequently: the explanation of the secrets and plans of the

Father (1:18), and the pattern of interior attitudes and ex-

terior behavior which characterizes life in the Kingdom.

Nothing of these revelations and explanations must be lost,

since they trace "the way" to reach God (8:51; 14:6). The
disciples would have to prove themselves as disciples by ob-

serving the Lord's precepts with vigilance and fidelity.

The Jews would have acquiesced in the idea of "observ-

ance," 76 but Jesus, who had made his disciples' obedience

to the commandments the condition of his own love (15: 10),

went on to explain that the test of the disciples' love for him

'"''Prolégomènes, p. 98.
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is fidelity. "If you love me, you will keep my command-
ments." His statement defined the nature of the love he

asked. It is not a sentimental love, but one as sincere and ef-

fective as his own (15:13). At that moment, when the

twelve were so authentically displaying their affection by
their open sorrow at the coming separation,77 the Master

educated their agape and explained that love is primarily

union of wills and gift of self. A loving disciple obeys his

Lord. True charity is necessarily faithful: If you wish to

show me that you love me, continue to do what I have told

you. It is clear that the precepts must always be observed

out of love for Christ—that is the essence of his morality

—

and that loving fidelity is the means of remaining in personal,

immediate communion with him. Far from being legalistic,

obedience to the commandments is primarily the expression

of ardent charity manifesting itself in works.

The loving fidelity of the disciples will be answered by the

faithful love of Jesus, who will use his powers as mediator

and intercessor with his Father on their behalf. Touched, so

to speak, by the attachment and devotion of his own, he will

not let himself be outdone in generosity. He will intervene

with his Father to obtain the greatest possible gifts for them.

The word erôtaô, "I ask," which Jesus always used when he

addressed his Father, does not express a supplication made
by an inferior to a superior, but an authorized request or de-

mand made by a mediator rightfully exercising his official

function. The future "I. will ask" expresses both the new
situation of the glorified Christ exposing his desire face-to-

face with his Father and the conditional formation of the

request: If you continue to love me and observe my com-

mandments, I will intervene.

The fruit of Jesus' infallibly efficacious prayer (11:42) for

his loving disciples is the Father's sending of the Paraclete, of

an Assistant, a Protector, an Aid, an Auxiliary, a Defender.

In naming him "another Advocate," allon paraklëton, Jesus

makes him his successor to the apostles and attributes to him

77
Jn. 16:6, 22.
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a personality like his own. Certainly, his protection and help

will not be of the same kind as Christ's on earth was, but

both of them were equally sent and given by the Father and

both fulfill the same mission of love. Their mission consists

essentially in bringing the strength, joy, and consolation of

a presence; it is for this that they are paracletes. The purpose

of their mission is strongly emphasized: "to be with you for

all time," hina ëi meth' hymôn eis ton aiôna. Although he is

invisible, the new assistant will be always there for the disci-

ples, remaining with them, and consequently always ready

to help them.

An analysis of the uses of the preposition "with," meta, in

the New Testament shows that it often has a theological

connotation, particularly when it refers to the disciples who
live in community with Jesus. They "are and remain with

him." 78 Their nearness to him is more than proximity and

devotion; it is a real working-with and participation, as the

texts show which associate the elect with the joy of the

Lord.79 In another place, the presence of Emmanuel among
men means "God with us," meth'' hymôn ho theos (Mt.

1:23), and Jesus described his presence several times with the

words, "I am with you," meth' hymôn eimi,80 like a Bride-

groom surrounded by his friends (Mt. 9: 15), a phrase which

adds a note of tenderness. Actually, when God is "with"

someone, that person knows he is enveloped in love, pro-

tected by Providence, and lavished with blessings.81 God's

presence can make conversions and work miracles,82 yet it

is primarily an intimate presence which comforts the heart

and dissipates fear. "He who has sent me is with me; he has

not left me alone" (Jn. 8:29). "Not that I am really alone,

for the Father is with me." 83 Besides being an all-powerful

support, this communion, koinônia, is a sharing by those who
love one another of everything they have. "My son, you

78 Mk. 3:14; 5:18; Mt. 12:30; 26:69, 71; Lk. 22:28; Jn. 15:27.
78 Mt. 8:11; 26:29; Lk. 23:43; Jn. 17:24.
80
Jn. 13:33; 14:9; 16:4; 17:12. Cf. Mt. 28:20.

81 Lk. 1:28; Acts 7:9; 10:38.
88
Jn. 3:2; cf. Acts 14:27; 15:4.

83
Jn. 16:32; Acts 18:10.
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have always been with me, and all that is mine is yours"

(Lk. 15:31). The Paraclete, gracious and definitive gift of

God, will be to each disciple the pledge of the Father's love,

a permanent and active divine presence, and the source of

all the goods of salvation. "May the communion of the

Holy Spirit be with you all" (2 Cor. 13:13). Jesus had

pitched his tent among men only for a time and had to re-

turn to his Father (13:1), but the Holy Spirit, on the con-

trary, will remain forever "with them."

In calling the Paraclete "the spirit of truth," Jesus was
making it clear to Jewish ears that his assistance would be

permanent and durable, because in Hebrew 'émét, "truth," is

derived from the root 'âman, "to be stable," which is used,

among other things, of the foundation of a building. The
Lord wanted to explain how privileged the disciples were in

receiving such a gift. He asked the Father to give it to them

alone, for themselves, because he does not pray for the world

(17:9), which is incapable of receiving his Spirit (Rom. 8:9).

The final clause, therefore, accentuates the idea of presence

and immanent possession. "As for you, you will know him

because he will make his permanent stay with you (par'

hymin) and in you" (14: 17). Like the other New Testament

writers, St. John usually uses para with the genitive and

never with the accusative. Here, however, he uses the dative,

which means "near" a person or "at his house." It suggests

a more or less immediate proximity 84 and being "at home"

(1 Cor. 16:2). It was currently used with verbs of hospitality

and sojourn, therefore; a person stays with the one who
invites or receives him.85 The implication goes beyond the

idea of remaining permanently in a place and extends to

constant presence, active relations, and real communion.

Therefore, "while I am lingering in your midst," paf hymin

menôn, of John 14:25 describes not only Christ's presence

on earth, but also his office of giver of revelation to the

84 Lk. 9:47; Mt. 22:25; 28:15; Col. 4:16; Apoc. 2:13.
86
Jn. 1:39; 4:40; cf. Lk. 11:37; Acts 9:43; 10:6; 18:3; 21:8, 16; 2 Tim.

4:13.
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disciples, the office which will be continued by the Para-

clete (v. 17). The Lord taught what he had seen in the

bosom of the Father, para toi patri (8:38). When the Father

and the Son come to make their dwelling in the soul of the

disciple (14:23), they come to be active there and make
him beautiful with their gifts. The phrase, par hymin menei,

"he will remain with you" (14:17), suggests the assistance

of the para-klëtos, the Advocate (v. 16). The first descrip-

tion, "He will be with you" (v. 16), is strengthened by the

second, "He will remain with you" (v. 17). He will always

stay with you, as near you as possible, in order to help you.

There is still more to come. Finally, "He will be in you,"

en hymin estai. There is no need to explain the usage of en

with the dative to convey the idea of place, but it should be

noted that it implies both accompaniment and possession

—

an inhabitation is a having. The usage is a technical locution

of the Christian life and divine realities. "To be in Christ"

and "to be in the Spirit" (Rom. 8:9) are definitions of

Christian being, of the unique way of existing in union and

community with Christ. It is a question not only of im-

manence but also of vital relationship. The believer responds

by seizing and making his own the word, the charity, the

joy, the life which the Father and the Son communicate to

him. 80 Consequently, to say that the Holy Spirit "is in" the

disciples suggests a living, interior presence in the most pro-

found communion, like the union by which the Father lives

in Christ and Christ in God—by their relations of knowl-

edge and love—and both Father and Christ are united with

the Paraclete in his dwelling in souls.87 This permanent and

intimate union is the result and fruit of the faithful agape

of the disciples (w. 15-16). We may legitimately conclude,

then, that it is by love that the three divine Persons live and

remain in the soul (cf. v. 21). Love for one another creates

the union between the soul and the Trinity; in fact, a cer-

tain degree of fervor in charity is probably required of the

"5:38, 42; 6:53; 15:7, 11; 17:26; 2 Jn. 2.
87

10:38; 14:10, 11, 20; 15:5; 17:21, 23; 1 Jn. 2:27; 4:4; 4:16.
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disciple. Certainly, only a sincere love which has already

proved itself in obedience to the will of Christ can merit

the presence and asssitance of the Dulcis hospes animae.

Verses 18-21: "Yet a little while, and the world sees me
no longer, but you will see me, because I live, and you, too,

shall live. On that day you will come to understand that I

am in the Father, and you are in me, and I in you. He who
accepts my commandments and keeps them—he is the one

that loves me. And he that loves me will, in turn, be loved

by my Father; and I will love him, and will manifest myself

to him."

Verses 18-21 begin with the spontaneous cry from the

heart, "I will not leave you orphans," without a Father,

without a friend, without help, all alone. Jesus' words

brought a new consolation to the grief of parting. Indeed,

they almost seem intended to soften or cover over the sub-

stitution of the "other" Defender who has been promised

(v. 16) for the Master they love. The Apostles were com-

pletely given to Jesus himself. He was the one whose pres-

ence they desired; he had just appealed to their love for

him (v. 15). He assured them that he would return to them

even more living and real than before (v. 19). Because the

coming of the Holy Spirit would bring them a compre-

hension of the faith, they would see at last his exact relation

to God, the relation of the Son to the Father (1:14), and

hence the essential immanence and unity of nature of the

two Persons. They would understand, too, that they pos-

sessed the presence of the Lord within themselves through

their participation in his own life. Undoubtedly, their re-

lationship to Christ would be different and completely

spiritual, but he would not leave them, as they would come

to understand when they truly experienced his living in

them and his making them live. Agape "realizes" God's

active presence. It creates an awareness of the divine pres-

ence, a non-speculative "experience" of the invisible, which

is analogous to taste (1 Pet. 2:3). The undeniable certitude
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of the experience gives strength and joy. "You will see,"

theôreite, and "you will know," gnôsesthe.

The announcement of their seeing and knowing is so

absolute as to be disconcerting; it required an explanation.

Therefore Jesus clarified the nature of the manifestation by
restating its condition, and his description makes the ex-

perience more comprehensible. The first love of the dis-

ciples is parallel to the love of the Father and the Son from

which the "manifestation" of Jesus comes. "Seeing" and

"knowing" are functions of agape. They are on the same

plane with it; the manifestation of Christ is a manifestation

of love. Just as the interior charity of the disciples shows

itself in exterior observance of the commandments, so the

invisible charity of the Father and Jesus manifests itself to

the disciples by bringing about a presence. "He who accepts

my commandments and keeps them—he is the one who
loves me" (v. 21). Verse 15, "If you love me, you will keep

my commandments," presented agape as the source of fidel-

ity and the condition for receiving the Paraclete. Here, v. 2

1

gives a universally applicable definition of authentic agape

as necessarily including obedience. The proposition begins,

"He who accepts my commandments and keeps them." In

the Greek, "accepts" and "keeps" are both participles joined

under one article ho. The phrase seems to be a Semitic re-

dundancy expressing a superlative, used to bring out the

integrity of a fidelity that will neither falter nor grow weary.

Such is "the one who loves me." "The one," ekeinos, is

emphatic in the Greek (cf. 1:8, 18): "He is the only one

who loves me." "He who accepts my commandments," ho

echôn, and "he who loves me," ho agapôn me, are synony-

mous. The only love for him which Jesus can recognize as

valid is the agape which accepts his spirit and conforms

itself to his will. Fidelity is the criterion of love's sincerity.88

The disciple, whose entire moral conduct is the dissemina-

tion of agape, is loved by the Father. "He who loves me will

be loved by my Father." The second part of the verse begins

88
2 Cor. 8:11; Philip. 3:12; 1 Jn. 3:18-19.
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immediately with the same words which had closed the first

part, "he who loves me." This immediate repetition shows

that the Father's charity is aroused by the disciple's loving

fidelity to Jesus. Dare we say that God is grateful to those

who love his Son? At least, there is reciprocity: he who
loves will be loved, agapôn—agapêthësetai. The new love

will no longer be the merciful love which God has for all

men (3:16), but a motivated love of delight and intimacy,

like the love of the Father for the Son (Mt. 3:17). Every-

one who adheres to Jesus Christ and proves his love for

the Son becomes the beloved of the Father.

"And I will love him." It might seem that at the proof

of the disciples' love for him, Jesus would have immediately

mentioned his own love for them, but the respect he felt

for his Father—who is greater than he (14:28)—led him to

name the Father first. He did only what he had seen the

Father do, and he based his own actions on the Father's.89

Reposing in the Father's bosom (1:18) and seeing the Fa-

ther's agape for his disciples, Jesus was united with them by

a new or stronger tie. He loved them more because God
loves them tenderly; not that his love increased (13:1), but

its manifestations became more generous and more consol-

ing. A love that is living and total is not changing when
it expresses itself in infinitely varied ways as it responds to

the actions and responses of the beloved. Only its gestures

are new, and they seem each time to be expressing a new
love, new at least in its having taken on a nuance it did not

have before.

The new form of Christ's agape and the proof of its in-

crease is precisely that he will manifest himself personally

to his loving disciple: "and I will manifest myself to him."

Everything had led up to this intimate revelation. To arrive

at the exact meaning of the verb "to manifest," emphanizô,

is difficult. St. John uses it only in these two verses, 21-22.

It is derived from phainô and had the original meaning "to

make visible, to show." However, it is used in the Bible in

80
Jn. 5:19, 30; cf. 3:11, 32; 6:38; 8:38; 10:25, 37-38, etc.
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several senses, both religious and profane. The variation in

its uses explains, for instance, why Jude misunderstood

what Jesus meant (v. 22). One of its meanings is "to lay

open publicly with nothing concealed or veiled" (Is. 3:9).

Moses's double request that God reveal himself to him (Ex.

33:13, 18) would suggest that emphanizô in John 14:21

refers to an exterior revelation, an epiphany or parousia of

Christ, like that of the risen saints of Jerusalem who "ap-

peared to many" after the crucifixion (Mt. 27:53). That

was a manifestation of specters, however, like the ghosts in

Wisd. 17:4, and, besides, Moses never had any idea of seeing

Yahweh with his own eyes. The manifestation he asked was

one made through signs which would translate or prove

Yahweh's presence. In this sense, the smoke manifested that

the camp was in flames (1 Mac. 4:20) and the gift of manna
showed God's sweetness to his children by adapting itself

to the desires of those who ate it (Wisd. 16:1). The pre-

dominant meaning of emphanizô is "to make known" or "to

inform," as when an effect reveals its cause (Wisd. 18:18) or

an action its motive (Heb. 11:14). An emphanismos is an

"indication" (2 Mac. 3:9) or a piece of information. "To
make known" is the usual meaning of emphanizô in the

Acts of the Apostles, the inscriptions, and the papyri. Some-

one brings a person up to date on an affair, presents a cause

to a magistrate before whom he is pleading,90 or expresses a

desire (2 Mac. 11:29).

In other words, what Christ promised the apostles was

to make them see ("you will see me," v. 19) the effect of

his presence, not to appear visibly before them. Hebrews

9: 24 and Wisdom 1 : 2 are relevant here. In the first text the

high Priest enters heaven and "now presents himself," em-

phanisthénai, in the presence of God on our behalf. Wisdom
says, "God lets himself be found. . . . He manifests himself

to those who do not refuse him their faith." Clearly, the

revelation is completely interior and, consequently, indi-

80 Acts 23:15, 22; 24:1; 25:2, 15; cf. 2 Mach. 3:7; P. Tebt. 3:905, 4;

P. Hal. 1:33, etc.
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vidual. It is a presentation, not in flesh and blood as at the

resurrection (Lk. 24:39; Jn. 20:27), but still under a form

that can be grasped, the result of Christ's coming. "I am
coming back to you" (v. 18). Jesus comes back; he is there;

he "produces" or presents himself. How? By the spiritual

revelation explained by the three uses of the verb agapan in

the verse. Charity makes the Christian know and feel the

presence of Christ. Each loving believer experiences Christ's

love for him. In the active communion which mutual love

creates, the invisible itself is grasped and made near; there

is contact. The illumination is of a spiritual order, and the

vision suggested in verse 19 is "vision" in the Hebrew sense

of the term, neither physical sight or speculative knowledge,

but knowledge of the heart. "I will manifest myself" means

that the apostle, because of charity, will have an intimate,

warm, and comforting certitude of Christ's presence.

This kind of revelation, which they had never before

experienced, confused the apostles, who were still thinking

in terms of a brilliant manifestation of the glorious Messia-

King entering upon his reign (6:15). For the fourth time,

one of the apostles, who did not understand, interrupted the

Lord (13:37; 14:5, 8). Jude had grasped that the Savior's

coming is reserved to his own and that it implies certain

conditions, but he wondered why there was a restriction

put on messianic publicity or promulgation. "And what is

the reason, Master, why you intend to manifest yourself to

us and not to the world?" (14:22). As usual,91 Jesus did not

reply directly to the question. He reaffirmed his teaching

and summarized it forcefully, for if the disciples understood

his manifestation clearly, it would become obvious to them

that unbelievers would be incapable of benefiting from it.

"Anyone who loves me will keep my word, and my Fa-

ther will love him and we will come to him and make our

home with him" (v. 23). A comparison with v. 21 suggests

several interesting things: 1) The agape of the disciples,

which was mentioned after the observance of the command-
91 Lk. 12:41; 13:23; Jn. 21:22.
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ments in v. 21, is now at the head of the sentence in the

most prominent position; love is the condition for the com-

ing. 2) Instead of the general formula, "If you love me"
(v. 15), explained by "he who accepts my commandments

and keeps them—he is the one who loves me" (v. 21), v. 23

has, "Anyone who loves me," a wording which implies that

the possession of charity is an individual, personal thing. It

strengthens the subjective character of the requirement of

love and restricts Jesus' manifestation to the disciple who
loves (cf. 1:12). 3) The substitution in verse 23 of "word"

for "commandments" softens the juridical aspect of obedi-

ence and emphasizes loving fidelity instead (cf. Apoc. 3:20:

"If anyone listens to my voice"). 4) Christ's agape is not

mentioned in verse 23, and the love of the Father is expressed

by an active verb, "My Father will love him," rather than

by a passive one as in verse 21. The Father's initiative in

giving is stressed, as it was in his gift of the Holy Spirit (v.

16). 5) Finally, and most important—this is the original

contribution of the verse—Christ will not return alone. He
will come with the Father on terms of perfect equality.

"We shall come together and we shall not come in passing

but to make our home." Since this sojourn is the same as

the sojourn of the Paraclete
—

"the Paraclete will make his

permanent stay with you" (v. 17), the indwelling of the

Holy Trinity must begin the moment the soul has proved

the fidelity of its love.

In the Old Testament, Yahweh was thought to dwell in

the midst of his people and to reside in the Tabernacle.92

Here he does much more. His presence is a presence of love,

no longer in a sanctuary, but now in a soul. The three divine

Persons fashion for themselves a permanent home, as it were,

within the disciple, similar to their home in heaven (14:2).

Their presence is so real, so immediate and manifest, that

the soul recognizes its guests and tastes the joy of their love.

Jude had not asked so much. "For he asked about the mani-

82 Ex. 25:8; 29:45; Lev. 26:11-12; Zach. 2:9.
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festation of Christ and he heard about love and a dwelling

place" (St. Augustine).

Verse 24 completes the answer to Jude's question. When
the Master said, "I will love him and manifest myself to

him" (v. 21), Jude picked up only the last detail and asked,

"And why do you intend to manifest yourself to us and not

to the world?" (v. 22). After having emphasized the de-

pendence of his coming on his disciples' love for him, Jesus

had only to conclude: If I restrict my manifestation, it is

because the world does not fulfill the conditions for per-

ceiving it. The world does not love me, since it does not

accept my message. Thus, at the end of his life, the Lord

divided men into two groups according to their greater or

lesser closeness to God. The discrimination is based on their

having or not having agape: "he who loves me" (v. 21);

"he who does not love me" (v. 24). Men give or refuse

charity to the person of the incarnate Word, the mediator.

They approach the Father or remain far from him accord-

ing to whether or not they love Christ, receive his revela-

tion, and obey his precepts. "For love separates saints from

the world" (St. Thomas).

The final clause, "And the word which you have heard is

not mine but the Father's" 93 amounts to a condemnation of

the alien and stupid world (cf. 1 Cor. 2:14): it does not

love. Christ's statement points up the seriousness of the

refusal to obey and give a loving welcome to God's ac-

credited Ambassador. The negative form of the verse re-

iterates the theme of the entire pericope—the unique impor-

tance of agape, the virtue of union with God. Without

charity, man remains riveted to earth, delivered over to

himself. With agape, he receives the visit of God the Father,

the Son, and the Holy Spirit, and lives in permanent com-

munion with them.

Jn. 7:16; 8:26; 12:49.
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23. The joy of Christian charity

You heard me say to you: "I am going home and I am
coming back to you! If you loved me, you would rejoice that

I am going to the Father, because the Father is greater than I

(Jn. 14:28).

Chapter 14 of St. John is the chapter of formal farewell.

Jesus had just announced his departure to his apostles, and

he wanted to strengthen them against grief and discourage-

ment. "Do not let your heart be troubled" (vv. 1, 27). Agape

would be the true source of their consolation.94 As the con-

versation drew to a close, the Master summarized their

reasons for having confidence
—

"I have told you this"; the

perfect tense, lelalëka, indicates a conclusion (v. 25)—and

then gave them his peace (v. 27). He even asked his dis-

ciples to rejoice over his return to heaven.

"You heard me say to you: 'I am going home and I am
coming back to you' " (v. 28), and you know that my going

to the Father is the condition of my return and permanent

abiding in your souls (w. 21-23). That should console you

in your grief over our separation. I will not leave you or-

phans (v. 18). Trust me (14:1). Try to understand what

my return to the Father means to me. Instead of thinking

of yourselves and the apparent solitude in which I am leav-

ing you, you would feel glad that I am going if you loved

me deeply and disinterestedly for myself and not just for

yourselves. The verb in the protasis, "If you loved me," ei

êgapate me, is in the imperfect, indicating a condition con-

trary-to-fact in the present, an unfulfilled condition. In fact,

there is a shade of reproach in the sentence: If you loved me
as you should love me. . . . Jesus' words were primarily an

appeal to the intelligence of the heart and to a new and

different manifestation of the disciples' love. Their sorrow

and grief at the idea that their Master was going to leave

84 Agapan occurs ten times in w. 15-31, the same number as agape

occurs in 1 Cor. 13:1-14:1.
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them proved that they did truly care about him. Jesus did

not doubt their faithful charity, to which he had just made
such great promises (vv. 15, 21, 23). However, he invited

them to a growth in love or a new nuance of love, to a

love so perfect that it would become one with its object

and flower into joy (cf. 16:22). The agape of v. 28 is deeply

tender love. It is no longer obedience to the commandments,

but instead has become profound union with the person

whom they most cherish and who shares his own happiness

with them. Consequently, verse 28 is the Lord's ultimate

teaching about charity. He asked his own—whom he loved

with great delicacy and fervor (13:1)—to show him, in

their turn, the velle bonum which would characterize a love

entirely given to him. One might gloss: If it truly is charity

you feel for me, you should be happy; your happiness would

prove that your love is real.

Jesus was returning to the Father. His return had two
aspects: he was leaving this sad world which had weighed

so heavily on him, and he was going to his true homeland

where he would be reunited with his Father and receive the

glory and beatitude that are rightfully his (Jn. 17:5). True

friends could not help rejoicing to know that he whom they

loved would be exalted and completely happy. They would

not merely consent to the separation which would assure

his happiness, but they would actually prefer to sacrifice

themselves so that he could receive the fullness of joy. This

perfectly pure love is agape and, because Christ in heaven

is always perfectly happy, authentic Christian charity neces-

sarily makes the disciples permanently and perfectly happy

too. It gives them a foretaste here below of heavenly beati-

tude (15:11; 17:13).

The final clause, "hoti the Father is greater than I," is

difficult to understand, especially when hoti is taken to mean
"because," as most commentators take it. Why should the

apostles rejoice because the Father is greater and supreme?

Jesus was speaking here not as the Son of the Father, but as

a man. Sent by the Father (3:17; 17:3), he receives every-
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thing from the Father (3:35; cf. 1 Cor. 15:28), and, first of

all, his glory (17:5; Philip. 2:9-10); he is not greater than

the Father who sent him.95 Jesus seems to be emphasizing

his new mode of existence in heaven in terms of his "pas-

sage." We would say he will exist "near the Most-High,"

"the God of Our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory"

(Eph. 1:17). As St. John Chrysostom has remarked,96 Jesus'

words, "I am going to one who is greater than I," refer to

the monotheistic faith of the apostles; they appeal to his

disciples' confidence in unfailing Providence.97 The disciples

can and must rejoice, for Jesus is going to rejoin his Father,

the great Father who will shower him with power, glory,

and joy. Throughout the chapter the Lord had insisted on

the agape which his own owed to him. Now he directs their

thoughts to the Father who surrounds him with his delight 98

and whose love is his happiness (v. 31). If you love me,

rejoice because the Father loves me and showers me with

gifts. The disciples' love for Jesus flows into the stream of

Jesus' love for God.

24. Jesus' death, a proof of his charity

for the Father

But that the world may know that / love the Father and am
acting strictly according to the Father's instructions, rise; we
must be on our way (Jn. 14:31).

There is general agreement among scholars about the

purpose for which Jesus made his sacrifice. He immolated

85
Jn. 13:16; cf. 1 Cor. 3:23; 11:3.

86 "What is the true meaning of this text? The disciples were not

sufficiently instructed about the resurrection and did not have a

correct idea about Christ. And how could they have a correct idea

since they did not even know that he would rise from the dead? But
they had a very high idea of the Father. If you fear for me . . .

rejoice at least in hearing that I go to the Father ... It is from the

Father, whose greatness I proclaim, that I send you consolation."
m
Jn. 14:1: pisteuete eis ton theon.

98
Jn. 15:9: sicut dilexit me Pater . . .
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himself to the Father's will and went to death in order to

prove his love for the Father. However, there are many
ways of constructing St. John's sentence. The Greek reads

aWhina gnôi ho kosmos hoti agapô ton patera, kai kathôs

eneteilato mot ho pater, houtôs poiô egeiresthe, agômen
enteuthen.

Many interpreters consider the opening proposition ellip-

tical and join it to the preceding proposition, supplying a

verb like "I desire," "this is happening," or "I am acting like

this" to govern the "that," hina. The sense would be, "The
Prince of this world comes to deliver a last attack on me.

And yet he has no power against me. If I agree to confront

him, I do so that the world may learn my fidelity to the

mission the Father has confided to me." Other interpreters,

instead of supplying a verb, ignore the "and" {kai before

kathôs) in the middle of the sentence and make the first

clause depend on the verb "I am acting," houtôs poiô. This

reading has the advantage of respecting the link between the

two propositions and giving full emphasis to the words,

"and exactly as . . . so," kai kathôs . . . houtôs. However,

it does not explain the meaning of Christ's conduct, so that

it becomes necessary to gloss: I go to my death ... so that

the world may know. ... It seems preferable, therefore, to

consider the whole verse the expression of a single thought.

"That," hina, which is almost an imperative, depends on the

two verbs "rise" and "we must be on our way," egeiresthe,

agômen: Because the world must learn the love I have for

my Father and my obedience to his will, we can stay here

no longer. We must set out for Gethsemani.

Whatever the interpretation of the verse, it is clear that

Jesus intended his voluntary death to be a revelation to the

whole world. There is a strong contrast between the inti-

macy of the little group gathered privately in the Cénacle

(cf. 12:36) and the disclosure to be made to the universe

present and to come. Christ could no longer remain united

with his disciples in private; it was time to mount the cross.

Those who are really open will understand from this that
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Jesus was wholly given to his Father and that he continued

to show his love for his Father in the most crucial circum-

stances, even to the point of immolating himself for the

Father's glory. His death, which proved his supreme love

for men (15:13, cf. 13:1), is now presented as a testimony

to his love for God." Christ's agape for his Father is evi-

dently a real attachment and a true affection, but with the

religious nuance which agape has in the Septuagint of adora-

tion, consecration and faithful service. Jesus is the only man
who ever perfectly fulfilled the precept, "Love the Lord

your God with your whole heart, with your whole soul and

with your whole mind" (Mt. 22:37).

Not that the Father took pleasure in the martyrdom of

his only Son, of course, but he had decreed that redemption

would come through the blood shed on Calvary (Jn. 3:16),

and Jesus' agape is essentially union of wills. Christ willingly

accepted the saving mission which God confided to him.

His obedience is measured by his love. His love is absolute;

his obedience is total. His demonstration of agape by his

voluntary death (cf. 10:18) makes his sacrifice an irrefutable

testimony, a "martyrdom." The apostles would at last un-

derstand the intimate union between heroic obedience and

authentic charity which the Lord had inculcated into them

(14:15, 21, 23-24) and of which he would always be their

model. The final confidence which he made to his own
(15:15) was made to reveal what lay deepest in his heart,

what he had never yet told them: the fervent devotion

which unites him to God and which is the secret of his

every action. I do exactly as my Father commands me. No
doubt the twelve profoundly meditated on Jesus' revela-

tion, and it must have inspired their spirituality of mimesis

89 All the commentators note that this is the only time Jesus declares

his love for his Father. However, 15:10, "I have kept my Father's

commandments and abide in his love" implied the reciprocity of

Jesus' love in the declaration of his communion with the Father in

charity. These two texts, which are not commented on by A. Nygren,
are decisive in favor of a mounting, disinterested charity, one that

is not egocentric like erôs.
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of Jesus Christ. Actually, though, the first to be convinced

of the perfection of Jesus' loving submission to God were

the centurion and the good thief.

Jesus gave the signal to depart. "Rise; we must be on our

way." He freely delivered himself to the snare which Judas

had laid for him in the garden and, through it, to the hatred

of Satan. With complete knowledge of what it would mean,

he calmly took the initiative in their meeting. The emphasis

is on the spontaneity of the Lord who offered himself to

death out of love and obedience and on the strength of his

effective charity which did not know hesitation or fear. He
submitted himself to the will of the Father, but his immola-

tion was a freely made gift (10:11). His resolution was

truly taken in triumph; he was sure of his victory (16:33).

This verse has the same importance, therefore, as 13:1, which

opened St. John's account of the passion, since it gives the

real meaning of Christ's immolation. Both verses reveal

Jesus' supereminent charity, which proved itself in death.

25-29. Having revealed to his disciples that both he

and they are objects of the Father's love,

Christ asks that divine charity

be infused in their hearts

22 The glory you have bestowed on me I have bestowed on

them, that they may be one as we are one,—23 I in them and

you in me. Thus their oneness will be perfected. The world must

come to acknowledge that I am your ambassador, and that you
love them as you love me. 24 O Father! I will that those whom
you have entrusted to me shall be at my side where I am: I

want them to behold my glory, the glory you bestowed on me,

that you loved me before the world was founded. 25 Just Father!

The world does not know you, but I know you, and thus these

men have come to know that I am your ambassador. 26 I have

made known to them your name, and will continue to make it

known. May the love with which you love me dwell in them
and I in them (Jn. 17:23, 24, 26).
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Before his sacrifice, Jesus, the high Priest, prayed aloud to

his Father. He included his disciples in his prayer. Most
commentators see three objects: Jesus prayed for himself

(vv. 1-8), for the eleven (vv. 9-19), and for the generations

to come who would receive the faith through their ministry

(v. 20). The dearest wish of the revealer of the Father and

founder of the Church was that his disciples should be

united in believing and possessing the charity which God
bears his Son and extends to his Son's disciples (w. 20-26).

Although it is possible to discern his wish through an at-

tentive reading of the pericope, no one need flatter himself

that he understands the verses adequately. For one thing,

the union of Christians, when it is conceived of a type

of the unity of the divine Persons and even as inserted into

their union, necessarily remains mysterious. For another,

St. John's vocabulary is highly specialized, and his ellipti-

cal formulations easily admit of a variety of interpretations.

Verses 22-23 form a single sentence (M. J. Lagrange)

which repeats in exactly parallel literary construction the

request made in vv. 20-21. The repetition and parallelism re-

veal how important Christ's prayer was to him. As far as he

could, he had done everything to prepare and establish the

unity he desired. He asked God for its fulfillment and con-

summation not only that it might produce all its fruits, but

also because it would be meaningless unless it reproduced

the communion of love which unites the Father and the Son

in all their works.

The vocabulary and theology of v. 22 present two prob-

lems: to determine the nature of the "glory" which Jesus

received from the Father and communicated to the disciples,

and to determine in what way this "glory," doxa, is the

foundation and source of the unity of the apostles. Obvi-

ously, it cannot be the essential glory which the Word
possesses as equal to the Father and which cannot be com-

municated to any creature (Is. 42:8; 48:11), yet it must

refer to some divine gift which is proper to Christ but can
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also be transmitted to others. It is certainly not immortality,

the power of performing miracles, the glory of the resurrec-

tion, or even God's love for Jesus. "Glory" is probably the

divine sonship which is the special gift of the Word in-

carnate to believers (1:12); it must be identified, conse-

quently, with sanctifying grace, which exists precisely to

assimilate us to God, to unite us to him (2 Cor. 3:18).

Perhaps it is not prudent, however, to determine rigor-

ously from the beginning the content of the doxa which is

common to Jesus and to all his own. Doxa includes a partici-

pation in God's nature or in one of his attributes which can

be perceived by men. 100 It is an intervention of power 101 as

well as of light (Eph. 5:14). The context suggests that doxa

should be taken in its usual sense of richness, prosperity and

opulence. It is a treasure made up of all the supernatural

gifts proper to the Savior's humanity. He came to earth to

bring it to believers. "And of his fullness we have all re-

ceived a share" (Jn. 1:16). The New Testament attributes

to Christ a personal glory which he himself asserted (17:24),

and his disciples saw and proclaimed. 102 It is a reflection of

the glory of the Father (Heb. 1:3), which shines on Christ's

face (2 Cor. 4:4, 6). Its best description is in Jn. 1:14: The
glory of the Word incarnate is the glory which an only

Son receives from his Father. Consequently, "the glory you

have bestowed on me" (17:22) is above all the presence

and life of the Father in the Son, the personal union of God
and Jesus

—"you in me," su en emoi, as Jesus said a moment
later (cf. 14:20)—which the apostles could perceive. "He
who sees me sees the Father" (Jn. 14:9).

The gift which Jesus has transmitted to men is God him-

self (17:3, 6-8). Christ the Revealer has made his Father

known (14:26), for, being in the bosom of the Father

(1:18), he displayed the Father in his own person and in

his entire life. In the Septuagint doxa unites the ideas of

100 Ex. 33:12-23; Is. 40:5; Jn. 1:14; 2:11.
101 Mk. 8:38; 9:1; 13:26; Rom. 6:4; Col. 1:11.
1M Lk. 9:26; 24:26; Jn. 2:11; James 2:1.
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glory, kabod, and habitation or presence, shekinah. Thus
Christ's glory is the habitation of the fullness of the divinity

in his humanity (Col. 2:9). Through his supremely effective

mediation, the divinity can shine on men and enrich them

with its fullness. In other words, the Lord was saying that

he has communicated the revelation of his kinship with his

Father to the disciples. He has given them the divine life

itself, particularly grace and truth (1:14, 17), along with

all the weight of the riches included in God's diffusive

agape (17:23-24). The work which Christ the Revealer

performed in making the mystery known (v. 26) and giving

believers power to participate vitally in it was a work of

enlightenment transmitted and mediated by his very person

in virtue of his union with the Father.

Consequently, it becomes clear that the doxa which is

communicated to believers not only unites them with one

another
—

"that they may be one"—but also establishes them

in communication with the Father and the Son in a relation-

ship as close and personal as the mutual indwelling of God
and Christ

—
"as we are one." Participation in the glory

which the Father gives the Son is nothing other than par-

ticipation in the unity of the Father and the Son.

Verse 23 is emphatic in stating the nature and result of

the glorious union. The union of Christ and God is more
than the model or principle of the union among Christians;

it is its constitutive element. Doxa is the divine presence or

indwelling communicated and even given by Christ. Conse-

quently, it becomes an immanent, reciprocal relationship of

union like the union of the Father and the Son. "I in them

and you in me" (14:10, 20). Since the Christ in whom the

Father lives—and this is his glory—exists in the believers,

the Father lives in them also. From the moment the gift of

Christ's doxa is made, all are one with the Father through

Jesus (Col. 2:10).

One cannot exist in Christ without entering into relation-

ship with the Father, because the two are one. The words,

"thus they will be perfected into oneness," hina ôsin teteleio-



78 Agape in the New Testament

menoi eis hen (17:23), refers to the transcendent unity of

God and Jesus. The verb teleioun, which occurs most often

in the New Testament in St. John and the Epistle to the

Hebrews, means not only "to accomplish" but also "to

bring to perfection, to reach the goal," telos. Its second

meaning is emphasized in these verses by the words "into

oneness," eis hen, which imply that "perfected" refers to the

accomplishment of an ideal. The accomplished perfection

shares the divine pattern: "as we are one," kathôs hëmeis hen.

Jesus communicates his glory, which is the presence of God,

to his disciples in order to unite them to the Father as in-

timately as he himself is united to him, or at least to unite

them in the same way in a progressive and even more mani-

fest union.

The final, "that the world may know," hina ginôskêi ho

kosmos, takes up the element of light and manifestation

which had been passed over in the insistence placed on God's

indwelling presence in Christ and his disciples. Just as Jesus

had made known the glory of the Father living in him, so

his disciples will glorify him in their turn. Their unity is

transcendent; it cannot be humanly explained. It will make
its author known to the world; it will show the world the

authenticity of the mission of Jesus, or, more precisely, the

exact relation of Christ to the Father. The Father sends his

Son into the world to save it (3:17; cf. 9:7). He is true

(8:26); he gives testimony of him whom he sends (5:37;

8:18); he remains with him constantly (8:29). For his part,

Jesus leads men to understand the words of the Father who
sent him (3:34), and his works testify that his mission is

divine (5:36). To obtain eternal life one must believe that

Jesus Christ is the representative of the Father (16:30; 17:3,

8, 21); one must see his glory, that is, discern God in the

Son. The Evangelist uses the verb ginôskô here instead of

pisteuô (v. 21) to emphasize the kind of knowledge that is

characteristic of faith. There is much more to it than simple

adherence to the revelation that Christ is divine. Faith im-

plies an understanding of God's personal relation with his
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apostle, and first of all the understanding that God has

become visible in Christ.

To be convinced that God sent his Son to save sinners

is to be persuaded that God himself wanted to reconcile

the world through Christ (2 Cor. 5:19) and, consequently,

that he loves men (3:16-18). It means, finally, that the send-

ing of Jesus is the manifestation of the agape of the Father

—

"in order that the world may know that . . . you have

loved them." This is the summit of St. John's Gospel and of

all revelation. The Old Testament tells enough about the

love of God to convince men that it exists, but it required

the sending of the Son to enable men to grasp it and realize

it as it really is—no longer God's generous kindness lavishing

his elect with gifts but now the gift of his only Son and the

presence of the Father and the Son together in their souls.

Christian faith is characterized by the perception of this

glory. The disciples know that Christ lives in them and that

through him they are in communion with the Father. As
St. John's first Epistle would later state, the Christian ar-

rives at faith through the proof of love, but here Jesus was

aware that his mission was essentially a manifestation and

demonstration of the love of the Father. Not only does his

mission proceed from love, but also Christ in his own person

is the channel and instrument of our receiving God's love.

"The world must come to acknowledge that I am your

ambassador, and that you love them as you love me" (17:23).

The qualification, "as you love me," is overwhelming, be-

cause it associates the only Son with the sinner in one and

the same love. This association is infinitely useful in determin-

ing the nature of agape. There are not two loves of divine

charity, one full of delight for the well-beloved Son, and

the other kind and condescendingly merciful toward men.

Although the degree of intimacy varies, it is clear that there

is only one charity, which extends both to Jesus and to his

disciples, precisely because Christ and his disciples are one,

like a vine with its branches or a body with all its members
(Eph. 1:6). It is proper, therefore, to attribute the marks of
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the Father's agape for his Son (15:9) to his agape for Chris-

tians. His love for men is eternal (v. 24), generous (3:35),

full of delight and intimacy (5:20; 10:17; cf. Mt. 3:17); it

is the love of a Father who cherishes his adopted children

(1 Jn. 3:1) just as he does his own Son. Christ gives be-

lievers a "power to become the children of God" (Jn. 1:12)

in actual fact, and God actually engenders them by com-

municating his nature and life to them. "They were born

of God" (Jn. 1:13). The Evangelist compares the gift-power

of the new children of God with the filial doxa of the

Word incarnate
—

"such a glory as befits the Father's only-

begotten Son" (Jn. 1: 14)—the glory which he received from

the Father in order to communicate it (vv. 16-17) to men.

Doxa, then, means the principal riches Christ referred to

when he said, "The glory which you have bestowed on

me I have bestowed on them" (17:22). It refers to adoptive

sonship, expressed here in terms of love. Thus, the end of

v. 23 corresponds exactly with the beginning of v. 22. Since

Christ has obtained glory, the divine nature, and communi-

cated it to God's new sons, the world recognizes in their

enrichment the intervention of the only authorized media-

tor and sees the effusion of the Father's love reaching from

the incarnate Word to those he engenders. Christ and his

adopted sons are one because a single divine presence lives

in them. The divine agape manifests itself precisely in the

special relationship of authentic sonship.

"O Father! I will that those whom you have entrusted

to me shall be at my side where I am: I want them to behold

my glory, the glory you bestowed on me because you loved

me before the world was founded. Just Father! The world

does not know you, but I know you, and thus these men
have come to know that I am your ambassador" (w. 24-26).

These verses are not only a continuation of the preceding

verses "but also the conclusion of the entire prayer, with two
invocations to the Father in the center of the prayer. Christ

continues to pray for all the faithful, but the goal has be-
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1

come eternal life" (J. J. Lagrange). The repetition of the in-

vocation "Father" (w. 24—25) shows the growing urgency

with which Jesus addressed God as he approached the end.

The urgency is even more marked in the change from the

verb "I ask," erôtô (w. 9, 15, 20; 14:16; 16:26) to "I will,"

thelô (v. 24) . Jesus had constantly asserted that he was not do-

ing his own will but the will of the Father; 103 at Gethsemani,

too, he distinguished between his human will and God's

will. 104 At this moment of the Last Supper, however, when
the Savior had consecrated himself to the will of the Father

even to the point of giving up his life, as J. H. Bernard has

observed, he had identified himself with God's will (5:21;

15:7) so completely that he could legitimately say, '7 will."

This is the only time he used thelô in speaking to God. It

does not express a desire, but rather his certitude that he was

in complete accord with the will of the Father. He was exer-

cising his own authority, exousia (17:2). Christ put forth his

rights as King and Priest, who had received mandate and

power for the sake of the salvation of men. In offering

himself to death, he expressed his final desire. He formulated

his last will and testament and deposited it in the hands of

the Father. His last will was for the beatitude of his

own. . . .

The delicacy of the expression is admirable; the disciples

appear as a gift which God has given to his Son. The Son

is responsible for them, and he is authorized, therefore, to

ask the Father for the happiness of these men who belong to

both of them together. However, Jesus had consecrated his

entire life to his disciples. He was going to die for them.

He was so attached to them (13:1) that he presented his

request as the desire of his love: May death itself not sepa-

rate me from my own; may we remain united forever

(13:36; 14:3). Where I am and where I will soon be, with

you, I want them to be with me too. In the eternal presence

of heaven, which is less a place than a living relationship,

103
Jn. 4:34; 5:30; 6:38-40.

104 Mk. 14: 36, ou ti egô thelô alla ti su.
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the disciples will contemplate the glory of Christ. Their doxa

will become more than the glory they had discerned in the

humanity of the Savior with their eyes of flesh, theasthai

(1:14); it will become the glory they had seen momentarily

revealed at the transfiguration, horan (Lk. 9:32). It is the

splendor of the incarnate Son, shining through his human
nature. It is the fullness of the divinity; it is the happiness

which the eternal logos has with his Father. At the very

least, doxa refers to a vision which is both intellectual—it

discovers the Son as he is (1 Jn. 3:2), united to his Father

(Jn. 12:45)—and formally religious in the sense that "to see

his glory" is not primarily to contemplate his glory but to

reflect and assimilate it (cf. 2 Cor. 3: 18), to share and enjoy

it. The Christian can contemplate such an object only by
being vitally brought into the mystery of the life of the

Trinity, by being in some way initiated and associated in the

nature and eternal generation of the Son. "Glory" is pre-

cisely the beatific vision, the true transfiguration of the

Christian, who can be where the glorified Christ is only by
having himself become glorified.

In spite of the agreement of the vast majority of commen-
tators that hoti ëgapêsas me in v. 24 should be given a causal

sense and be translated "because you love me," we prefer,

with Godet and Bernard, to consider the particle epexegeti-

cal or explanatory. Jesus did not intend to explain why he

possesses glory or the reason behind the Father's gift, but to

specify in what his glory consists or to express one of its

aspects. He is the Father's infinite delight. The disciples

would see and, in their love for the Master, would rejoice in

God's complete and unchanging agape for his Son. The
reference may be to the Holy Spirit in person, for the love

which unites the Father and the Son long precedes creation.

There is a very marked advance here over v. 23, where the

world believed in the Father's love for Jesus. Here the elect

are beatified in contemplating their living love. God's eternal

agape—manifest, seen, praised—is the glory of the Son. His

glory is filial, hence the invocation "Father" at the beginning
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of the prayer and the force of the "I will." Jesus commented

on the words "where I am," hopou eimi ego, and referred to

his preceding request, "And now, Father, glorify me in your

bosom with the glory I possessed in your bosom before the

world existed" (17:5; cf. 16:28). He asked this splendor and

beatitude not only for himself but also for his own—"that

they may be where I am" (17:24)—who will be transported

with joy by seeing the love in which the Father envelops his

beloved Son (Col. 1:13).

Verses 25-26: "Just Father! The world does not know
you, but I know you, and thus these men have come to know
that I am your ambassador. I have made known to them your

name, and will continue to make it known. May the love

with which you love me dwell in them and I in them."

The conclusion may be considered the justification of the

request or the exposition of the reason it deserved to be

heard. It summarizes the whole prayer and refers particularly

to vv. 3-4: "And this is the sum of eternal life—their know-
ing you, the only true God, and your ambassador Jesus

Christ. I have glorified you on earth by completing the work
you gave me to do." The Savior's work was primarily an

apostolate of light and knowledge. He had revealed the name
of the Father—not only the person of the true God, but also

the secrets of his life (cf. 15:15), especially his love, solici-

tude, and generosity toward men. Only he who is in the

bosom of the Father could have unveiled and explained the

mystery of the Trinity and persuaded men that they are

loved by God. The qualification, "I know you," is not sim-

ply a parenthetical remark. It points up the competence of

Jesus in making the revelation (Mt. 11:27), especially since

what is revealed is not a piece of purely objective, specula-

tive information, but a permanent union of life, knowledge,

and love with the Father.105 Jesus communicates the knowl-

edge of God to men in precisely this religious way and in the

same way he will continue his revelation and gift.

10B
Jn. 7:29; 8:55; 10:15.
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Actually, the world did not want to receive the glory,

presence and life of God, which Jesus offers to all men. Re-

jecting the mediator, it became unable to know the one who
had sent him. The disciples, in receiving the Son (1:12) and

giving him their faith (16:31), found in him the living, per-

sonal revelation of the Father (14:9-11). Their reward was

magnificent—he loved them. "May the love with which you

love me dwell in them." Jesus had already assured them, "Of
his own accord the Father loves you dearly, because you are

settled in your love for me and in your conviction that I

come from the Father" (16:27). He went on to explain that

conveying to them the gift of the Father's love was the

crown of his entire work on earth (bina) and that the love

he conveyed was nothing other than the reflection and pro-

longation of the Father's charity for his Son. Furthermore,

the Father's agape is not just a benevolence which envelops

and protects the disciples. It is a love which is in them and

will always remain in them. The emphasis in the verse is on

the words "love in them," which were developed in Jn. 14:

23 and Rom. 5:5, where it is made clear that agape is not so

much a quality or a divine gift, however completely appro-

priated by the believers, as it is the loving presence of the

Father. The union of the disciple with God is a union of

charity.

There is something else even more moving in these verses.

If Jesus asked this grace of graces for his own, it was because

he loved them intensely (13:1). The last word of his prayer

expressed his heart's desire, his consolation in the face of

death: "May I too dwell in them." The Lord was about to

go away and he was saying goodbye, yet he knew that he

would remain present in the souls of his own by the eucha-

rist and by the mutual, active charity which would increase

until it reached fulfillment in glory: I in them in absolute

fidelity and intimacy. It is remarkable that in so spiritual and

theocentric a theology as that of the fourth Gospel, Christ's

last prayer should be so human and tender a desire—not to

be separated from those he loves—and that the final result of
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the relationship of love between the Father and Son should

work to the benefit of man. It is not said that men must love

God, but that God and Jesus will never stop loving men.

The earlier verses of the chapter suggest that for St. John

agape is a link constituting the lover and the beloved in a

union so close that it must be described as a mutual indwell-

ing, einai en (w. 21, 23, 26). In verse 26 the accent rests

completely on the eternity of love. By its nature agape is

stable, and here agape belongs to God, who does not change
—Ego sum Deus et non mutor—(Mal. 3:6). Moreover, an

eternal and immutable love was being discussed, the love the

Father bears his Son from before the creation of the world.

In addition, in attributing to the Father the initiative and, as

it were, the responsibility of their relationship in love with

the disciples, Jesus is guaranteeing the permanent indefecti-

bility of their union. However strong men may be, they are

never beyond the possibility of failure, and they experience

real anguish in engaging themselves in a promise of eternal

fidelity. Yet, "though we be faithless, he remains faithful,

since he cannot disown himself" (2 Tim. 2:13). The sure

guarantee for the Christian of strong, determined hope (cf.

tharseite, Jn. 16:33) is God's love for him, which rests upon
him in the inner presence of the Savior: "Christ in you, your

hope of glory" (Col. 1:27).

One cannot imagine greater depth, serenity, or disinter-

estedness in those moments before Jesus' martyrdom, which,

chosen out of love (15:13), was his Amen to his work. The
mediator who "made known the Father's name," who re-

vealed that God is love and that his love is entirely directed

to his Son, obtained a participation for his disciples in their

love. They are at last introduced into the intimacy of the

divine Persons, into an abiding with the Father and the Son
in a relationship of knowledge and love.
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The uses of agapan which have already been analyzed have

all had a similar religious meaning. There are several other

less clear uses of agapan—most of them profane—which re-

main to be elucidated and compared with St. John's rare uses

of the verb philein. 1
It must be determined whether the two

verbs are synonymous.

At first reading, Jn. 5:20, "the Father loves, philei, the

Son," appears to be exactly parallel to Jn. 3:35, "The Father

loves, agapai, the Son," but the context reveals why the

Evangelist intentionally varied the verbs. Jn. 3:35 refers to

the Father's generous and respectful love for his Son, which

is the reason for his giving Christ all power; the verb agapan

must be used if this idea is to be conveyed. In Jn. 5:20, how-
ever, the Jews had just reproached Jesus for making himself

equal to God. The Master answered that he took no initiative

whatsoever but acted and judged in all things like his Father,

for his Father loves him and "shows him all he does." The
Father has no secrets from the Son, who shares his inmost

1 The verb philein occurs ten times in the Fourth Gospel and twice

in the Apocalypse, once (Apoc. 3:19) as a quotation of Prv. 3:2

which the prophet has Christ say. As for philos, it is used six times

in the Gospel and once in 3 Jn. 15. On the ten uses of agapëtos in 1

and 3 Jn.; cf. C. Spicq, Agape in the New Testament, vol. II, pp.
431 ff.

86
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thoughts and intentions. The intimacy of God's love for

Christ is stressed here. The Father trusts his incarnate Son.

He tells him all his secrets and everything he does. He treats

him as a friend. Philein here has exactly the same meaning as

philos had in Jn. 15:13-15: "No one can give a greater proof

of his love than by laying down his life for his (friends,

philos. You are my friends, philos, provided you do what I

command you. ... I have called you friends, philos, be-

cause I have made known to you all that I have heard from

my Father" (cf. supra, pp. 43-44). This is not the religious,

reflective love of a superior for an inferior, but the spontane-

ous abandon of two persons united in a mutual love which

has made them equals. This kind of love is perfectly ex-

pressed by philein, and the idea is reinforced by the perfect

symmetry between the words "see," blepëi and "show,"

deiknysin, on the one hand, and "nothing," ouden, and

"everything," panta, on the other: "The Son can do nothing

on his own initiative; he can do only what he sees the Father

do" (Jn. 5: 19-20) and "The Father loves the Son and shows

him everything he himself is doing" (Jn. 5:20). The Father's

showing corresponds to the Son's seeing. Jesus does nothing

he has not seen his Father do, and the Father discloses ab-

solutely everything to his Son. There could be no exchange

more complete nor intimacy more absolute than this fruit

of the permanent union of thought and heart (philei in the

present).

2. In the same way, "Of his own accord the Father loves

you, philei, because you are settled in your love for me" ( Jn.

16:27), appears very close to "He that loves, agapan, me
will, in turn, be loved, agapëthësetai, by my Father" (Jn.

14:21b). In both cases Jesus stated that the Father loved the

disciples because they loved his Son, and agapan and philein

are very close in meaning. To consider them identical, how-
ever, would be to disregard several nuances which the Evan-

gelist wished to suggest. Jn. 14:21b is a general proposition

defining the disciple as "he that loves me," ho de agapôn me,
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which is the same as "he who keeps the commandments." 2

The religious agape ascending from disciple to Master is very

different from the sensible, emotional warmth which the

eleven had come to feel for Jesus in their permanent contact

with him from day to day since he had first called them to

himself. In Jn. 16:27, the relationship is expressed anthropo-

morphically in terms of friendship, of tenderness strictly

limited to the little group of the Son's socii. Agape is always

manifest, with effects which can be seen by everyone

(17:23), but here the affection is private and the shared

thoughts intimate (cf. 21:15-17). Only Jesus could reveal

this nuance of the love in his Father's heart. Finally, to show

the Father's love as being motivated by man's having loved

first would contradict the essential notion of Johannine

agape. God loves first; the charity of man is pure response.

The Evangelist could not use the verb agapan to express the

contingent aspect of divine affection. Only philein can ex-

press the notion of reciprocity in God. The disciples' philia,

which is an almost fraternal love for Jesus, arouses the

Father's philia, which is a tender, paternal attachment.

3. A similar psychological note, this time in a pejorative con-

text, is sounded in Jn. 15:19: "If you were children of the

world, the world would love, an ephilei, its own." Jesus was

accounting for the hatred which would follow his disciples

as it had followed him. It was a necessary hatred. The world

cannot love you, because you are strangers to it. Philein ex-

presses an egotistical attachment, philautia, passion in the

widest sense, whose nature it is to be able to love only what

resembles it or is its possession.

4. In the aphorism of evangelical morality, "He who loves,

philôn, his life destroys it," 3 the verb philein means the pri-

mary, instinctive love which each man has for himself. It is

2
14:21a; 23-24; 15.

s
Jn. 12:25. The expression of this same thought in Mt. 10:39;

16:25; Lk. 14:26; 17:33 does not contain the verb philein.
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aimed, basically, at the preservation and enrichment of hu-

man existence, whereas the love required for salvation is a

choice and preference given to the highest good, to God.

The distinction between the blind love guided by instinct

and the judicious, rational love of classical agape is very clear

here.

To evaluate the alternating uses of philein and agapan in

the story of Lazarus' resurrection is a very delicate task. Ac-

cording to St. John, Jesus raised his friend Lazarus because

he loved him, yet the precise nuance of his affection is diffi-

cult to capture.

Martha and Mary sent a message to Christ "saying, 'Lord,

he whom you love, hon phileis, is ill' " (Jn. 11:3). When he

received the message, Jesus said that the illness would not be

fatal but would promote the glory of God. St. John notes,

"Now Jesus loved, ëgapa, Martha and her sister and Lazarus"

(v. 5). Then the Master announced to his disciples, "Lazarus

our friend, ho philos hëmôn, has fallen asleep" (v. 11). Fi-

nally, when Jesus gave in to his grief and began to weep,

"The Jews remarked, 'Look how he loved him!' " ide pôs

ephilei (v. 36).

A candid reading of the text reveals hardly any difference

in the respective meanings of philei?i, philos, and agapan. It

seems very probable that their variety is due either to St.

John's desire to vary the style or simply to chance, since the

two verbs were used without distinction in profane contexts

in the first and second centuries and even in the Septuagint.

However, St. John's language is usually quite precise, and a

more attentive reading reveals several notable distinctions.

First of all, the four expressions of love come from four dif-

ferent persons, and each expresses the speaker's personal con-

ception of friendship.

In its delicacy and discretion, the message of the two sis-

ters (v. 3) recalls the prayer of the Virgin Mary at Cana.4

Their reference to Jesus' affection for Lazarus—"whom you
4
Jn. 2:3: "They have no wine."
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love," hon phileis—could mean anything from simple liking

to the deepest friendship. Here it is certainly an appeal to

Jesus' warmest human compassion, respectfully corrected by
the invocation, "Lord." The verb philein contains all their

emotion and feeling, all their agony. "He whom you love"

is more than a man who happens to be our brother and your

disciple. He is someone you love—and we are so worried

about him. At most, agapan could have suggested only the

pathos of their tender love (cf. he whom my soul loves,

ëgapêsen, Cant. 1:7).

When the Evangelist mentions the Master's affection for

all the members of the family at Bethany, he uses the more

usual verb of love, agapan, without giving it any special

value. "Now Jesus loved, êgapa, Martha and her sister and

Lazarus" (v. 5). The imperfect tense links Jesus' present and

permanent friendship with them to his earlier proving of his

attachment over and over. The imperfect "he loved," êgapa,

echoes and strengthens the present "whom you love," phileis

(v. 3). St. John implies that the request of the two sisters

was well founded and that the Master understood at once the

meaning of their appeal to his heart. St. John uses agapan

here especially in order to explain why Jesus did not go

immediately to his friend's bedside. Instead of following the

impulse of his flesh and blood, he seems to have reflected and

especially to have consulted his Father. Lazarus' illness was

ordained to the glory of God (v. 4), and Christ's love, obe-

dience, and dedication to his Father (cf. 5:19-20) came be-

fore his human tenderness for his friends. Consequently,

agapan here has its spécifie meaning of judicious and reflective

love which is supernatural and religious. Jesus loved Lazarus

very tenderly and he loved him in relation to God. That is

why he did not intervene immediately to save him from

death—that would have been his human good—but instead

waited until he could raise him from the tomb and so glorify

God.

In calling Lazarus "our friend," philos hevwn (v. 11),

the Lord was referring to the message of the two sisters (v.



Philein, Philos, Agapan in St. John 91

3), but in associating the twelve in the friendship
—"our

friend"—he recalled the cordial, generous hospitality they

had all received in Bethany. Philos loses something of inten-

sity and intimacy as it gains in extension (cf. 3 Jn. 15).

Finally Jesus could not keep his feelings hidden any longer,

and he broke into sobs. Those who saw him were deeply

moved, too, and said, "How he loved, ephilei, him!" Ephilei

has exactly the same meaning it had in v. 3, but here it should

be translated as a perfect rather than an imperfect (cf. Rom.
6: 17) : "Look, how he loved him!" because the Jews thought

Lazarus was forever dead. They had no inkling of the mira-

cle that was about to happen. Far from being insensitive or

incapable of compassion (cf. Heb. 4:15), Jesus loves in the

most real sense of the term. His heart clings to the other and

he feels in his body the sorrow of those he loves. It is legiti-

mate to conclude that in Jn. 1 1 agapan and philein are almost

synonymous. The nuances which philia has in this specific

context are identical with those which agape always has on

the human plane.

There are five references in St. John to "the disciple

whom Jesus loved," and they vary in much the same way as

the references to Lazarus do. At the Last Supper, "one of the

disciples of Jesus lay resting in his bosom—the one whom
Jesus loved," hon ëgapa ho lésons (Jn. 13:23). As he hung
on the cross, "Jesus, seeing his mother and the disciple whom
he loved, hon ëgapa, standing by, confided her to the disci-

ple's care" (Jn. 19:26). On Easter morning Mary Magdalen

saw that the stone had been moved from the entrance to the

tomb, "so she ran and came to Simon Peter and to the other

disciple, whom Jesus loved, hon ephilei ho Iësous" (Jn.

20:2). At Christ's third appearance by the Lake of Tiberias,

"the disciple whom Jesus loved, hon ëgapa ho Iësous, said to

Peter, 'It is the Lord' "
(Jn. 2 1 : 7 ) . A few minutes later, "Peter

turned around and saw the disciple whom Jesus loved, hon

ëgapa ho Iësous, following them, the same one who at the

supper had been resting against his bosom and had asked,
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'Master, who is it that is going to betray you?' " (Jn. 21:20).

Even if the Evangelist intended to use the beloved disciple

as a symbol of the perfect Christian and a type of the be-

liever according to the Spirit, he was certainly speaking of a

real person—a Palestinian Jew and an apostle, since only the

twelve were at the Last Supper (Mk. 14:17; Lk. 22:14).

The beloved disciple was probably John, son of Zebedee,

close relative of Peter (cf. 18:15, 16), and of the Mother of

Jesus. He belonged to the inner circle of disciples who were

at the Transfiguration and the agony in the garden, and even

within that circle he was especially and almost officially

loved. Jesus' friendship for Lazarus was expressed in various

ways by various persons, but St. John is always named in a

stereotyped formula, "the disciple whom Jesus loved," ho

mathëtës hon ëgapa (ephilei) ho lésons, a phrase which is

used only in the narrative and never in direct address. Jn.

21:20 gives the impression that neither Jesus nor John him-

self created the expression but that it was current in the

primitive Church, sometimes with agapan, sometimes with

philein. It must have arisen because of the way Jesus treated

the apostle who seemed to be especially close to him; the

Lord gave John the privileged place at the Last Supper and,

above all, he confided his mother to him.

Jesus loved "his own" in a very special way (Jn. 13:1).

Besides, he felt especially fond of the rich young man,5 and

his friendship with Lazarus was common knowledge. 6 His

agape for John was of the same kind as his friendship for

Lazarus; it was philia rather than agape in the strict sense.

He loved John tenderly and intimately (Jn. 13:23; 21:20),

confidently and generously (Jn. 19:26). His affection was

evidently returned, for John did not hesitate to ask the Lord

apparently indiscreet questions which no one else dared ask

(13:23). He began to follow Jesus and Peter without having

been invited (21:20). He recognized the stranger on the lake

shore by intuition

—

ubi amor, ibi ocnlus (St. Albert the

B Mk. 10:21; cf. Agape in the New Testament I, pp. 59 ff.

8 Supra, pp. 89 ff.
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Great). Finally, he expressed his humble, fervent gratitude

for the Lord's love by describing himself by the expression

the primitive communities were already beginning to use,

"him whom the Master loved," or, rather, him whom the

Master had constantly cherished. Ephilei and ëgapa are im-

perfects of custom or continuity; they refer to actions which

are done over a long period of time, and especially to re-

peated actions which arise from a stable habit.

St. John was Jesus' intimate friend and favorite disciple.

How and why? The question is traditional in the Church,

and St. Thomas often answered it.
7 If it is decided on the

basis of the reciprocity of friendship

—

Ego dilige?ites me
diligo 8—it would seem that Peter, who was questioned

about loving the Lord more (21:15), should have been more

loved by the Lord. Was the Lord's love for John perhaps an

injustice? It may be that Peter loved Christ, but more in his

members, so that Christ loved him more precisely under that

aspect and confided the Church to him. John loved Christ

himself in his own person, and Christ in return loved him

more too and confided his mother to him. But if it is true

that the person who is wished more good and given greater

gifts is the more loved, then it is clear that there is no way
of knowing which of the apostles loved the Lord more or

which of them God loved more and has given greater glory

in eternal life. In other words, Jesus' tfgtfpe-predilection for

John must be understood not on the plane of divine charity

but on the plane of human affection instead. John was loved

as Lazarus was loved. "John was loved more in the signs of

familiarity which Jesus showed him" (St. Thomas).

As a matter of fact, the Evangelist never says that "Christ"

or "the Lord" loved John but that "Jesus" did. It is Jesus'

human heart which was captured by John. St. Thomas gives

three reasons for Jesus' affection. The first is St. John's keen

intelligence. Masters are more drawn to intelligent disciples,

7
1 p, q. 20, a. 4 ad 3m; III p, q. 45, a. 3 ad 4m; In Mt. 17:1; In Jn.

13:23 and especially 21:20.
8 Prv. 8:17. Cf. Prolégomènes, p. 105.
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and John, with his sublime wisdom, penetrated more deeply

than the others into the mysteries of the divinity. Secondly,

John was absolutely pure; he remained a virgin. Finally, he

was still very young. Most persons are drawn to children

and to the weak and feel naturally close to them. Christ loved

John's youth (cf. Os. 11:1), already consecrated to the Lord.

The Word made flesh really experienced all the emotions

and affections which he and his brothers in humanity share.

His love took on a thousand nuances as it warmed to differ-

ent persons. He felt a stronger liking for some whose special

characteristics aroused his love and gifts in a particular way.

He warmed to the candor of little children; to his unfor-

tunate compatriots; to true believers like the centurion of

Capharnaum; to faithful souls like the rich young man; to

receptive, responsive friends like the family of Bethany; and

to the impetuosity of the Sons of Thunder. Among them all,

however, there was one who was different from the others

—

the young disciple who lived three years with him (1:14; 1 Jn.

1:1-2) and with whom he felt so many affinities. Jesus felt

a love, storgë, for him that was as spontaneous as it was ex-

pressive. When St. John uses the verb agapan, with its re-

ligious resonances, to describe Jesus' affection, he does so

because agape is the love of the incarnate Word, whose hu-

man heart was always in exact accord with his divine will.

Having seen the various meanings of agapan and philein

in the passages just studied, we are now in a position to grasp

the meaning of the final uses of the verbs in the solemn con-

versation which Jesus had with Peter immediately after their

last meal. "After they had breakfasted, Jesus said to Simon

Peter: 'Simon, son of John, do you love (agapais) me more

than these others do?' 'Yes, Lord,' he replied, 'you know that

I love (philô) you.' 'Then,' Jesus said to him, 'feed my
lambs.' He asked him a second time: 'Simon, son of John, do

you love {agapais) me?' 'Yes, Lord, you know that I love

(philô) you.' 'Then,' he said to him, 'be a shepherd to my
sheep.' For the third time he put the question to him: 'Simon,
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son of John, do you love (phileis) me?' It grieved Peter that

he had asked him the third time, 'Do you love (phileis) me?'

and he replied, 'Lord, you know everything; you know that

I love (philô) you!' 'Then,' Jesus said to him, 'feed my
sheep'" (Jn. 21:15-17).

All the commentators from the time of St. Augustine have

agreed that the triple question of the Master is an allusion to

the triple denial of the disciple. Jesus' first question about

Peter's greater love discreetly recalls the Apostle's presump-

tuous claim: "I will give my life for you" (Jn. 13:37); "Even

if all the rest are shaken in their faith, I shall not be shaken

in mine" (Mk. 14:29; Mt. 26:33). After his denial, could

Peter repeat his oath of fidelity? Could he set himself apart

from the twelve and swear that he would never deny his

Master? His cowardice had taught him the extent of his

weakness, and he had no wish to protest his exceptionally

faithful and generous agape.

His new insight explains why he gave a response that is

humility itself. He said that he certainly did love his Master,

but he omitted "more than these others" from his answer. He
hardly dared put forth the sincerity of his statement as a

proof of his love, but preferred to rely on the Lord's knowl-

edge instead. "You know that I love you." Finally, he in-

tentionally substituted philein for agapan; he affirmed his

personal attachment as a man rather than the religious love

Jesus was asking.

Commentators are divided about the respective value of

the two verbs, but those who make them synonymous either

ignore the semantics of agape or minimize the importance of

the scene. It was not a private conversation or a moral lesson

given to a disciple, but the institution of Peter as head of the

Church, as its primate. The Lord was not asking him for the

affection of a friend, but for the religious love of agape

which constitutes the very life of the Church (17:26). Con-

sequently, agapan refers, not to a love that is more rational

and voluntary than philein, but to love in the technical sense

it had in the Septuagint: religious attachment and consecra-
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tion to God expressing itself on the moral plane by total

fidelity and obedience in exclusive service of the Lord. 9

Philia simply does not convey the nuances which Jesus

wished to convey to the turncoat. Jesus asked of Peter both

charity and the virtue of religion, which expresses itself in

devotion to the interests of the Lord. To fulfill the charge

which was confided to him, Peter had to be consecrated

body and soul to the service of his Master and "his own."

The Apostle could not have misunderstood what the Lord's

question meant. Just as the angel at the incarnation asked

Mary to believe, so the founder of the Church asked his fu-

ture vicar to profess his love and fidelity. He made his re-

quest in the very words whose meaning he had so insistently

defined during the Last Supper. They form an exact parallel

with Jn. 21:15-17: "If you love me you will keep my com-

mandments. . . . He who accepts my commandments and

keeps them, he is the one who loves me. . . . Anyone who
loves me will keep my word. . . . He who does not love me
does not keep my word." 10 Moreover, Jesus had suggested

that authentic charity is not the same thing as instinctive

liking, inclination, or passion; it is the desire to die for the

beloved (Jn. 15:13). When Peter made his statement at the

Last Supper, he did not in the least doubt his willingness "to

die with" Christ, synapothnêiskein (Mk. 14:31; cf. 2 Tim.

2:11). How could he dare to say two days after his denial,

"Yes, I love you with that kind of faithful and unfailing love

—agapô se—unto death"?

Jesus wanted to test the sincerity and determination of

Peter's attachment, so he asked a second time, "Do you love

me, agapais me?" but this time he did not add "more than

these others do." Peter answered in exactly the same words

as before, but apparently with greater conviction and spirit.

Touched by Peter's insistence, the Master repeated his ex-

8
Jesus' last word on the charity of his own corresponds to the

first mention of charity in the Bible (Ex. 20:6), where "to love"

signifies "to keep the commandments" and "to serve." Cf. Deut. 6:5;

10:12, 20; Prolégomènes, pp. 88-98.
10
Jn. 14: 15, 21, 23, 24; cf. supra, pp. 55 ff.
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pression, "Phileis me" (v. 17). Really? You still love me? I

can believe that you are a real friend? I can rely on your

word and trust your heart? According to the Evangelist, this

question filled Peter with sorrow. He was grieved to the

heart that Jesus had changed the wording of his question

when he asked it the third time and said, "Do you really love

me?" He had been attached to the Lord from the very first

day, and he could not bear the thought that Jesus doubted

the fervor and depth of his human affection, which was the

very thing that just a little while before had pushed him

to promise to die for his friend. It was a natural tender-

ness, perhaps, but it was also the authentic love of a man who
had given himself body and soul to his friend. Peter must

have had tears in his eyes as he answered, acutely aware of

his weakness and sorry for his faults, "Lord, you know it

better than I do."

That Jesus accepted Peter's friendship is proved by the

charge he laid on him after each one of Peter's answers:

"Feed my sheep; be the shepherd of the flock." The two
present imperatives, "feed" and "be the shepherd," boske

and poimai?ie, must apply to the future. In the same way,

agapais in the present should be understood with the volitive

nuance which is frequent in the Bible. "Do you wish to love

me?" (cf. Jn. 15:15) and more exactly, according to the

proper meaning of agapan, "Do you wish to manifest your

love to me, to prove your fidelity to me from now on, to

show you will be entirely at my service?" 11

St. Peter was to offer proof of his devotion through his

pastorate. He showed his love for the Lord through his

ministry and work in helping those whom Jesus loves. There

could be no closer union between charity for Christ, charity

for neighbor, and even Christ's charity for his disciples. The
Fathers of the Church were right when they emphasized

the note of affection in the way the faithful are described

as "lambs," "little sheep," and with the possessive "my."

The flock remains the property of the "great shepherd of the

11
Cf. Jn. 13:1; 15:14.



98 Agape in the New Testament

sheep" (Heb. 13:20). How could it not be infinitely precious

to him when he gave his life for it? He confided the flock

that he loved to Peter, and, consequently, as St. Ambrose
has so admirably expressed it, his vicar was instituted the

representative of his charity. 12 That is why feeding the

Lord's flock must always be preeminently a work of love.

St. Augustine says, "Feeding the Lord's flock should be a

duty of love. . . . Do the Lord's words, 'Do you love me?

Feed my sheep,' mean anything other than, 'If you love

me, do not think that you are the shepherd; but feed my
sheep as mine, not as yours; seek my glory in them, not

yours; my good, not yours; my profit and not yours." 13

According to Mt. 9:36; 10:6; 18:10-14; Lk. 15:4-7, Jesus'

messianic work was to gather together his scattered and

lost sheep, a work which was to be continued by his apos-

tles. Mt. 25:31-46 says that at the end of time Christ will

place his sheep at his right hand, those blessed of his Father

who have given proof of their fraternal love. Thus it may
be concluded that although the supreme Shepherd remains

the head of the flock, until the Parousia Peter is the shepherd

who will provide for all the needs of the sheep, especially

by keeping them in one sheep fold (Jn. 10:16; 11:52). The
fold is described as the place where charity is exercised,

so agape is the virtue proper to the shepherd just as it was to

the "Good Shepherd."

The revelation of "authentic charity" which Jesus had

made to the world through his death (15:14) and which

will continue to the end of time in the fraternal love of his

disciples (13:35) thereafter had its own institution. The
Church, led and directed by Peter, is, as it were, the sacra-

ment of the agape of the Savior. It is the real presence of

the love with which the Father loves the Son, who has

"given" their love to believers so that they may be one as

and with the three divine persons. Christ the Revealer's

last teaching and final gesture on earth were meant to in-

™In Le. X, 175 (PL 15:1942).

"St. Augustine, In Jn. XXI, 15-17 (PL 35:1967).
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sure the eternal existence of the charity over which Peter

had the care and guardianship.

Two profane and technical meanings of "friend," as it is

used in the fourth Gospel, remain to be mentioned. The
Savior's union with the messianic community is compared

to a marriage, and John the Baptist, who prepared the alli-

ance, calls himself "the friend of the Bridegroom" (Jn.

3:29). The Rabbis called this personage the shoshbin. He
was an official who played an important role both before

and after the wedding celebration, exercising the offices

of the three Greek officials, paranymphos, the nymphagôgos,

and the philos tou nymphiou. He was more than the Greek

paranymph; he was simultaneously the chief witness at the

wedding, the best man, a confidential advisor, and the mas-

ter of ceremonies. He was essentially the bridegroom's

representative and mediator.

Selected from among the bridegroom's companions, the

shoshbin was his friend par excellence. After the engage-

ment had been arranged, he served as intermediary between

the future husband and wife. He had to arrange all the

wedding feasts 14 and preside over them during the week
of the festivities. He organized and led the noisy procession

that went to get the bride and bring her to the groom.

Always present, he took care of everything. After checking

on the good order of the marriage chamber, he waited

outside the door to hear the joyful shout of the bridegroom

when he had verified the existence of the signum virginita-

tis. After the wedding, the friend of the bridegroom acted

as a mediator in any discussions and misunderstandings which

arose in the life of the newlyweds. Jn. 3:29 brings out the

role of John the Baptist in concluding the alliance between

the Messiah and the society of the elect, whom he had pre-

pared by a bath of water (Eph. 5:26) that they might be

worthy of the union. It stresses the joy of the Precursor's

love. The friend rejoices at the Bridegroom's happiness.

"Cant. 5:1; 1 Mc. 9:39.
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During the trial of Jesus, the Jews of the Sanhédrin

threatened to denounce Pilate to the emperor if he per-

sisted in acknowledging Jesus' innocence. "If you release

this man, you are not a friend of Caesar. Anyone who de-

clares himself a king renounces allegiance to Caesar" (Jn.

19:12). The phrase, "friend of Caesar," philos ton Kaisaros,

could have any of three different meanings here. It could

be a banal reminder of fidelity or a litotes to mean, "You
will be an enemy of Caesar's if you do not condemn this

pretender to royalty" (cf. Lk. 23:2). However, the legal

context and especially the procurator's fright suggest that

the phrase should be given its technical sense of amicus

Augusti, as Wettstein has already noticed. The Romans had

adopted this aulic title from the Seleucids and the Lagids.

The friends of the emperor are, strictly speaking, his coun-

selors or traveling companions. Pilate was not a dignitary

or a high personage with influence at court, so he had

received the honorary title, "friend of Caesar," because he

was a knight and the procurator of Judea. The title has all

the many connotations which official "friendship" for the

prince carried at this period.

Elevation to the rank of "friend" was not conferred

through specific nomination and conferring of letters patent,

but it was always bestowed on senators and, after the reign

of Augustus, often on legates and prefects as a reward for

loyal service. Those who had been promoted to the rank

liked to vaunt their guarantee of imperial favor and show
off its prestigious symbol, a golden ring. In 27 a.d., when
Tiberius retired to the Isle of Capri, the all-powerful prefect

of the pretorian, Sejanus, immediately placed his men in the

best administrative positions. Pilate was one of these men,

and his reward was the governorship of the province of

Judea. If he did not already belong to the equestrian order,

he was raised to it immediately so that he would have the

right to exercise his procuration. It is very likely that he
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received the coveted title, "friend of Caesar," philos tou

Kaisaros, at the same time.

Pilate was the fifth procurator to administer the province.

He owed everything to Se
j
anus, whose anti-Semitism he

shared. Despite Pilate's political mistakes, he did not become
uneasy until his protector was removed on October 18, 31.

During his ten years in office, his implacable energy enabled

him to subdue all efforts at rebellion at once, but he was

aware that the Jews were working to destroy his reputation

and that they sent many denunciations of him to Rome.
Tiberius preferred not to change the magistrates on duty

in the provinces, but one day he had heard enough. On the

grounds of a complaint brought by the council of the

Samaritans, the legate of Syria, Vitellius, relieved Pilate of

his functions and ordered him to return to Rome. Tiberius

had just died (March 16, 37) and Caligula sent the ex-

procurator of Judea into exile, reporting Pilate's disgrace a

few months later to Flaccus, governor of Egypt.

The full implications of the insidious threat of denuncia-

tion to the emperor (Jn. 19:12)—surely the maneuver of

that clever politician, Caiphas—can be seen when the threat

is placed in its historical and psychological context. It ex-

plains the statements of Mk. 15:15 and Lk. 23:24 that Pilate

wanted to please the crowd. The inflexible procurator had

been at the point of releasing Jesus. Violence does not seem

to have moved him or even to have impressed him. He had

seen such things often before. The thought of the emperor's

disfavor alone was able to overcome his conviction of

Christ's innocence and make him yield out of cowardice.

"I find no fault in him" (Lk. 23:4, 14, 22). Pilate's entire

career depended on imperial favor. A disgrace would mean
the ruin of his ambitions, a compromised future, the con-

fiscation of his fortune, the loss of his liberty, his exile, and

possibly death. The Jews of the Sanhédrin touched their

enemy at his most vulnerable point. In shouting, "You will

no longer be a friend of Caesar if you release this man,"
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they knew they would chill him with fright. As they said

the words, they must have been staring at the ring which

he wore as "friend of Caesar."

Pilate chose the friendship of Caesar. There can be no

doubt that St. John wished to evoke the opposition between

the two lords. The procurator had to decide between the

Messia-King, crowned with thorns and clothed in purple

(Jn. 19:5), and the bonds that connected him with the head

of the empire. Was his heart sufficiently attached to the

light (3: 19-21) to listen to the voice of truth (19:37) which

would have liberated him from his slavery to the Prince

(8:32)? Neutrality was impossible. 15 Theologically speak-

ing, there is a depreciative note in the word "friend" here

—friend of the world or of the powerful. Agape alone

chooses Christ to the detriment of self (2 Cor. 5:14).

15 Mt. 10:37; 15:19 and especially Ja. 4:4.
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1 he noun agape occurs only seven times in St. John's

Gospel, but twenty-one times in his Epistles. The verb

agapan is used thirty-seven times in his Gospel and almost

as often—thirty-one times—in his Epistles. These figures

suggest that a thorough study of charity in St. John's epistles

will require an exhaustive commentary. However, St. John

was always faithful to the meaning of charity which he had

learned directly from the Lord, so we need only concentrate

on those new and complementary elements in the epistles

which definitively enrich the New Testament notion of

agape.

1. Charity, the criterion of a true disciple

But whoever keeps God's word, truly that man's love for God
is perfect (1 Jn. 2:5).

The Christian is defined by his communion and dwelling

with God, which have many components: knowledge, pos-

session of the light, agape, observance of the commandments.

In this text the emphasis is on agape, which has the same

meaning it had in Jn. 14:15, 21, 23-24. True love proves

itself by obedience, and by the fidelity in observing the

103
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commandments which is the sign and proof of the agape

tou theou, of truly divine and Christian charity. Agape in

this text seems to be an original entity. It is the love with

which God loves himself, from which he lives, and which
he bears toward his creatures. He communicates his love by
giving it to his creatures, who live from it in their turn.

It enables them not only to love both God and their neigh-

bors but also to live in a particular way even to the smallest

details of their lives, to live in conformity with God's word
or orders and in accord with his will. Thus every disciple

is characterized by the possession of charity, the love that

is both total and specific.

"Truly that man's love for God is perfect." The verb "is

perfect," teteleiôtai, a perfect passive, could refer to an

ideal of perfection: in the faithful and obedient disciple,

charity arrives at its point of highest development; it reaches

its fullness or maturity, since it bears fruit. The context

suggests, however, that agape should be considered an un-

changing greatness and an objective reality; it is the divine

nature participated in to varying degrees {en toutôi) by the

believers. The emphasis is on God's infusion of love or on

the Christian's reception and possession of God's gift (cf.

Eph. 3:17). The verb teleioun should therefore be given

the sense of "to accomplish" and "to realize" with an ex-

istential nuance. In the obedient Christian, the unique, divine

agape really exists in all its authenticity. It is truly and

integrally accomplished only in him, especially in its effec-

tive dynamism. In other words, agape always implies mani-

festation and proof. The love of God implies the effective

accomplishment of the divine will.

2. Fraternal love is always contemporary;

it guarantees communion with God
and preserves from sin

He who loves his brother abides in the light, and so he has

no cause for stumbling. But he who hates his brother is in dark-

ness and walks in it (1 Jn. 2:10).
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There is no union with God possible apart from fidelity

to the commandments (2:3-11) and particularly to the

precept of love of neighbor (vv. 7-11) which sums up all

the others. For the recipients of St. John's Epistle, this was

an old commandment, entolë palaia. 1 They had learned it

and accepted it from the moment of their conversion and

first initiation into Christianity. It is nonetheless a new com-
mandment, entolë kainë, too, since it was called new by the

Lord himself (Jn. 13:34). It always remains contemporary

because its imperative never loses its force and because it

can always be applied to every circumstance of life.

St. James and St. Paul had called Christians "those who
love God," 2 and St. Paul had explained that in loving an-

other one keeps the whole Law. 3 However, for St. John the

expression, "he who loves," ho agapôn, when it has no speci-

fied object, is a definition of apostle and of the authentic be-

liever who is born of God. It is the opposite of "he who does

not love" and does not know God.4 Agape is not only a

fundamental virtue but also a state. To love—both God and

one's brothers— 5 presupposes that we are begotten by God
and that God's seed lives in us; we manifest his love, live it,

and act because of it. "He who loves" is of a different race

from "he who does not love." Born of the devil, the non-

lover is a liar who lives in death.6
1 Jn. 2:9-11 opposes the

world of light to the world of darkness; the former is char-

acterized by love, and the latter by love's absence, hatred.

That is why St. John does not give neighbors or enemies as

the object of love, but rather brothers, all those who belong

to the same world, God's children who, in Christ, are united

to their Father in heaven.

To love in this way is "to live in the light," "to be in

communion with God (v. 6), who is light" (1:5). It is just

as accurate to speak of being a true believer (cf. Jn. 12:46).

The verb "abides," menei, is in the present tense and corre-

sponds to "he who loves," ho agapôn, to emphasize the per-

1 2:7-8 (hapax Jo).
2 James 1:12; 2:5, 8; 1 Cor. 2:9; Eph. 6:24.

3 Rom. 13:8.
4

1 Jn. 3: 14; 4:7-8. 6
1 Jn. 4:21; 5:1.

«1 Jn. 3:10, 14; 4:20.
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manence of the Christian's union with God through knowl-

edge and love. The second part of the verse stresses the

security which comes from the unchangeableness of the un-

ion. In the light of perfect security, there can be no "scan-

dal" or trap to make us stumble. We are guaranteed against

possible falls. To live without sin, we need only keep our-

selves in the union of agape. More precisely, the light into

which we are plunged illumines the way and makes us see

clearly and walk straight ahead without danger of stumbling

over an obstacle or a trap. Conversely, he who does not love

his brother, and therefore exists and walks in darkness (estin,

peripatei; cf. Jn. 12:35), is sure to lose his way or stumble.

It may be concluded that agape prudently and effectively

orients the entire moral life under the light of God, as St.

Paul had already explained in 1 Cor. 13:4—7.

3-5. Divine charity and attachment to the world

are incompatible

Do not love the world or what the world has to offer. If

anyone loves the world, the love of the Father does not exist in

him, because all that the world has to offer is the cravings that

arise from our fallen nature, the cravings that arise from what

we see and a vain display in one's mode of love. These come not

from the Father, but from the world (1 Jn. 2:15).

The command, "Do not love," is addressed to all members

of the family of God, to the "little children"—young and

old—who know their Father and live in communion with

him. They have conquered the Evil One (2: 12-14) and con-

sequently they live in radical separation from the evil

"world" whose prince he is (Jn. 12:31). In a pejorative and

concrete sense, "the world," ho kosmos, refers to pagan soci-

ety or civilization with its idolatry and vices, to every world

order or social and political system which ignores God and

gives free rein to corruption (James 1:27). It is synonymous

with ho aion, the "world," characterized by darkness and
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perversity (Gal. 1:4; Eph. 2:2), which has its own wisdom

(1 Cor. 1:6, 21; 3:19) and its own god (2 Cor. 4:4).

It is an obvious fact and one of the most constant teach-

ings of Christian catechesis that the world of God and his

children is in radical opposition to the world of the devil

and his subjects. Therefore, "love" in "do not love," me
agapate, must be understood as attachment in the strict sense

—full of esteem, appreciation, and especially of the religious

values of respect and service. In the second proposition, "if

anyone loves," ean tis agapai, however, the feeling seems to

be desire and preference, as in 2 Tim. 4: 10, since agape is

immediately explained by the perverse desire, epithymia, of

the cosmos. Love of world and love of the Father 7 are in-

compatible. A person who loves this world and has given

himself to its pleasures cannot have the Father's love within

him. The Father's love is first of all God's own charity by

which he loves his children—the Father does not give his love

to a divided heart—and it is also the possession of the divine

charity which lives in the believers' hearts and makes them

Christian. Agape is much more than a virtue; it is a life and,

as it were, a new nature. It is the link which makes men be-

long to the divine world. We belong either to God or to

this world, depending on the object and quality of our loves.

The evil world is characterized by all kinds of sinful de-

sires. Only those who are of the world and belong to the

world can give themselves over to these desires. Those who
are born of God and live in dependence on him, united to

him in mind and heart through agape, cannot become at-

tached to anything radically different from him, because to

love is to conform oneself to the divine will (2:5) and love

what God loves. Begotten by God and having no other love

but the one he has received from God (4:7), the Christian

is radically incapable of loving what God does not love or

what does not make God present to him. The Father's love

7 Tou Patros is not an objective genitive, as most of the commenta-
tors claim, but a subjective genitive (Jn. 5:42), or better, a "compre-
hensive" genitive (1 Jn. 4:16).
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already has its determined objects, which his children can

neither modify nor extend. As soon as they possess his love,

they begin to cling to what is good (Rom. 12:9). It could

not be more clearly stated that agape is a love of the beauti-

ful and the good; it is entirely different from erôs.

6. Divine sonship is the overwhelming gift

of the Father's love to believers

See what kind of love the Father has bestowed on us that we
should be called his children, for that is what we are (1 Jn. 3:1).

God loved all men so much that he gave them his only

Son (Jn. 3:16), and his love for Jesus' disciples was so great

that he made them his own children, sharing his divine na-

ture with him (1 Jn. 2:29). His gift is stupefying, and St.

John could not conceal his emotion as he spoke directly to

the religious sensitivity of his readers.

The verb "to see," idein, does not have its common mean-

ing of "to see physically, to look at." 8 It means, rather, "to

note, to verify" 9 signs or miracles,10 for example, or "to

discern, to reflect" and even "to understand." 11 Divine agape

does not fall under man's senses. It is a spiritual reality which

is nevertheless perceptible in its effects—for example, the

pneuma (Jn. 3:18)—and which is the object of faith
—

"like

one seeing the unseen" (Heb. 11:27). In this passage, the

children of God are invited to reflect on their baptismal re-

generation (Tit. 3:5), not only speculatively as one works

back from an effect to its causes, but also with the heart,

because it is a love to be appreciated, not just an object to

be understood. In this sense, the Psalmist said, "Taste and

see (idete) that the Lord is good" (Ps. 34:9; cf. 1 Pet. 2:3).

Consequently, the "seeing" is as much a religious experience

8 Mt. 11:2; 17:8; 23:39.
8 Mk. 12:34; Lk. 2:15; 24:39; Acts 26:16; Jn. 1:39, 46; 20:25, 27.
10 Mt. 12:38; Lk. 19:37; 23:8; Jn. 4:48; 6:14.
u Lk. 9:47; 19:3; Acts 15:6.
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as it is a grasping with the intellect. It is what a sympathetic

and especially attentive regard sees when it beholds some-

thing which fills it with admiration. St. John's "see," idete,

refers unmistakably to the astonished and joyful contempla-

tion 12 which penetrates deep into the revelation of the mys-

tery of God. It discerns the divine agape in the present and

concrete fact that the believer is begotten the son of God.

The element of surprise and admiration is accentuated by
the rather rare Hellenistic word potapos, "what kind of,"

which modifies "love." Potapos was nearly synonymous

with poios and was used for both persons and things. In its

six New Testament uses, potapos always refers to a type, to

a distinct and even unusual category. Before the splendor of

the Temple the disciples said to the Lord, "Look, Rabbi,

what (potapoi) wonderful stones! What (potapai) build-

ings" (Mk. 13:1). The element of wonder is even clearer

after the miracle of the calmed tempest when the people in

the crowd asked one another, "What kind of (potapos) man
is this?" in the sense of "Where does he come from?" The
astonishment of the Blessed Virgin when she heard the com-
pletely unexpected salutation addressed to her by an invisi-

ble being can also be understood in this way. "But she was

startled at what he said and wondered what (potapos) this

greeting meant" (Lk. 1:29). She was trying not only to un-

derstand the words of the angel, epi toi logôi, but also to

place him: "Where does he come from?" The Protoevan-

geliwn of St. James understood her words in this sense

(11:1): "She looked around her, to the right and to the left

to see where this voice came from," pothen haute hë phone.

In our text, the word potapos seems to combine the three

notions: qualis, quajitus, wide, what kind of, how great, and

whence. God's love for us is an exceptional, stupendously

generous love which comes from heaven. Its nature must be

divine.

Agape should be interpreted in its Christian sense. It is

manifest, active, expressed love, but, more, it has its own
M
Jn. 8:56; cf. Mt. 13:17; Lk. 17:22.
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reality, existing in itself and communicable. It becomes a

gift of the Father to believers. "See what kind of love the

Father has bestowed, dedôken, on us that we should be

called God's children, for that is what we are." The verb

"bestowed," dedôken, emphasizes the gratuitousness and re-

ality of the gift; the perfect tense shows that the gift is given

once and for all. The communication of love is a communi-
cation of God's very nature (2 Pet. 1:4), since it results in

the believers' becoming authentic children of God. The be-

getting to divine life, which all other New Testament texts

link with faith, baptism, or the Holy Spirit, is attributed here

to the Father's potapë agapê, his marvelous love which cher-

ishes Christ's disciples as his own sons (Jn. 14:21).

In religious language, "to be named" and "to be" mean
the same thing, because when God calls someone something

or names him, he accomplishes what he states. Consequently,

Christians who are called "children of God" are, in reality,

just that. The seemingly redundant words, "for that is what

we are," kai esmen, arise from the fervor of St. John's won-
der and gratitude for the great truth. He wants to convince

his reader that the great gift of God is not a doctrine that

is taught, but a possession that is enjoyed by each person.

"We are the ones who are God's children!" Lastly and espe-

cially, he wants to stress that this grace and dignity are being

bestowed right now: "Today, this is our present state."

The forthright and graphic statement, "A child of God
does not commit sin, because the divine seed remains in him"

(1 Jn. 3:9), indicates that the divine sonship is to be taken

in the most realistic sense. Christians are not God's children

in any metaphorical or merely moral sense. It is not because

God surrounds them with his attentive providence that he

is their Father. Each of them is really newly begotten, re-

born, sharing in the very life of God. In contemplation, faith

recognizes the immense love expressed in the Christians' re-

generation. Like St. Paul, St. John learned in the crucifixion

of Jesus (Jn. 3:16; 13:1 ff.) the dimensions of the divine

charity which surpasses all knowledge. Toward the end of
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his life, Saint John discovered the same love in the fact of

the rebirth of the believer. The divine agape, which is al-

ways generous, appeared to him as tender and intimate.

Charity is union and even communion of being and life.

Finally the very fact of being a Christian, of having been be-

gotten by God, is permanent proof that one is loved by the

Father. Each Christian possesses within himself a guarantee

of God's inexpressible charity. It is, as it were, inviscerated

in him.

7-14. Fraternal and effective charity, which is

God's message and Christ's commandment,

is the criterion of the disciple;

it conditions his relations

with God

10 Here is the sign which reveals who are God's children

and who are the devil's: Whoever fails to lead a holy life is no

child of God, neither is he who fails to love his brother. 1 1 This

is precisely the message which you have heard from the begin-

ning—that we should love one another. 12 Be not like Cain who
was a child of the evil one and murdered his brother. Why did

he murder him? Because his own life was wicked, whereas his

brother's was holy. ... 14 We know that we have passed from

death to life, because we love our brothers. He who does not

love abides in death. 15 Everyone who hates his brother is a

murderer, and you know that no murderer has eternal life abid-

ing in him. 16 We know what love is from the fact that Jesus

Christ laid down his life for us. We, too, ought to lay down our

lives for our brothers. 17 How, then, can the love of God abide

in him who possesses worldly goods, and seeing his brother in

need, closes his heart to him? 18 Little children, let us not love

merely in word or with the tongue, but in deed and in truth.

19 By that we shall know that we are born of the truth, and

we shall calm our conscience in his presence, 20 no matter

what our conscience may reproach us with, because God is

greater than our conscience, and knows everything. 21 Beloved,

if our conscience does not reproach us, we have assurance in
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God's presence. 22 We also receive from him whatever we ask,

because we keep his commandments and do what is pleasing in

his sight. 23 His commandment is this, that we should believe

in the name of his Son, Jesus Christ, and love one another, as

he commanded us. 24 He who keeps his commandments abides

in God and God in him. It is the Spirit abiding in us who gives

us the assurance that God abides in us (1 Jn. 3:10-11, 14, 16-18,

23).

This collection of somewhat disjointed considerations on

fraternal charity is a meditation on "the Lord's new com-
mandment" recorded in Jn. 13:34-35: to love one another as

Christ loves us. This love is the criterion of the disciple.

Agape is indeed a message, aggelia (1 Jn. 3:11) and a com-
mandment, entolë (w. 22-24). Its model and its nature are

taught by the crucifixion of the Savior (v. 16), and any per-

son who possesses agape is an authentic Christian. Jesus had

said that everyone would recognize his disciples by their

agape, and St. John was reminding the disciples of this crite-

rion. Charity is a manifest sign, en toutôi phanera (v. 10),

and an indisputable proof of discipleship, as well as a con-

crete and obvious fact. It is also a unique quality, a test

which distinguishes true Christians from those who only

bear the name. The Apostle knows only two classes of men:

1) "those who love," the totality of the faithful, agapômen

(w. 11, 14, 18, 23), and individual exceptions, "he who does

not love," ho mê agapôn (vv. 10, 14). St. John's use of the

present tense and especially of the participle, which is equiv-

alent to a noun (cf. tëroumen, ho terôn: vv. 22-24), shows

that loving is not an isolated act but rather a permanent qual-

ity, a habit, or even a religious condition or state. In each

case, the emphasis is placed strongly on the manifestation of

incessantly active charity. Charity proves itself, devotes it-

self, gives and sacrifices itself; it loves "in deed and in truth"

(v. 18). By these very fruits it becomes an unquestionable

criterion of divine sonship. The Christian is defined by love,

or rather, by loving: ho agapôn. St. John incorporates the
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possession of charity into the whole of his theology. The
person who loves his brothers is born of God or of truth

(w. 10-11), and he has passed from death to life (w. 14—

15); henceforth he belongs to the world of charity and is

a stranger to the world of darkness which will hate him (v.

13). On the other hand, his filial relations with God are filled

with joyful confidence. His heart is at peace; he has free ac-

cess to his Father; his prayers are heard; he lives in the great-

est intimacy with God, since he lives in God and God in

him (w. 19-23). Thus the authentic disciple is the one who
has believed in Jesus the Son of God (v. 23), received the

message of divine and fraternal love from the time of his

baptism (v. 11) and put it into practice (v. 18) after the ex-

ample of the Savior (v. 16) with the help of the Holy Spirit

(v. 24). Consequently, the disciple is certain, en toutôi, that

"eternal life lives in him." The entire Christian economy is

centered on charity. To live, within the Church—for it is

still a matter of loving brothers—is to love.

Verse 10 is probably the most important in the entire sec-

tion, which it introduces perfectly in making agape the evi-

dent sign of discrimination of Christians and the criterion of

divine sonship. It says: "Here is the sign which reveals who
are God's children and who are the devil's: whoever fails to

lead a holy life is no child of God, neither is he who fails to

love his brother." To love is to be a son of God to the point

of loving as God loves and because God loves. The Christian

depends on God so completely that he cannot think or act

other than as God thinks or acts. His dependence is like a

law of nature stated by the Lord. "By their fruits you can tell

them. Are grapes picked from thornbushes—or figs from

thistles? In the same way as every good tree bears healthy

fruit, so a sickly tree bears fruit that is bad. As a good tree

cannot bear fruit that is bad, so a sickly tree cannot bear

healthy fruit." 13 In actual fact, the relationship those who
love have with God is the relationship of children with their

Father. The manifestation of charity is precisely the expres-

18 Mt. 7:16-18; cf. 12:33-34; Lk. 6:43-45.
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sion of the divine nature possessed by the Christian. This

fact presupposes that God himself is agape (1 Jn. 4:8), and

hence that whoever loves his brother reveals that he is an

authentic son of God, just as those who do not love him are

children of the Evil One 14 or of the devil.

St. Paul believed that fraternal charity was the new justice

and the full accomplishment of the Law (Rom. 13:9-10), as

the Lord had expressly taught (Mt. 22:40). St. John recalled

this elementary catechism to those who were surprised that

the possession of agape should be a sufficient criterion of

moral perfection and of the mysterious divine begetting.

"This is precisely the message which you have heard from

the beginning—that we should love one another" (v. 11).

The Church transmitted the message, which came from God
and was taught by Christ, to all converts at the time of their

conversion. It is a nearly exact quotation of Jn. 13: 34; 15:12,

and it gives the precept which governed the neophyte's con-

duct. The man born of God need do nothing but give him-

self over to mutual love. His sonship is so apparent and

exposes so active a presence of God that the jealousy and

hatred it stirs up in the world (v. 13), which belongs en-

tirely to the Evil One, should not be surprising (1 Jn. 2:13-

16).

The world's hostility is all the more understandable in that

the converts are runaways who have escaped from Satan's

power (Heb. 2:14). When Christ "calls" a man to be his

disciple, he takes him out of the world 15 to attach him to

himself by faith and love; the believer "has passed from

death to life" (Jn. 5:24). In this text, fraternal charity, the

criterion of a true disciple, effects the transition from one

universe to the other (1 Jn. 3:14). The verb metabaino,

which is always used in its strict sense, "to pass from one

place to another," 16 can also be used to mean a changing

from one condition to another, as when Jesus passed from

"1 Jn. 3:12; cf. Mt. 13:38; Acts 13:10; Jn. 8:44; 17:15.

'
16
Jn. 13:18; 15:16, 18.

16 Mt. 8:34; 11:1; 12:9; 15:29; 17:20; Lk. 10:7; cf. Acts 18:7.
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this world to his Father (Jn. 13:1). With the exception of

Christ, all men "live in death"; the only ones who escape it

are those who become children of God and so obtain eternal

life, which they possess forever (the verb metabaino is in the

perfect). Death is separation from God; life is union with

God. Conscious and active agape for one's neighbor is the

infallible sign of having passed from death to life.

What is the love that is the same as divine life? Verse 16

defines it as pure gratuitousness and total gift of self. "We
know what love is from the fact that Jesus Christ laid down
his life for us. We, too, ought to lay down our lives for our

brothers." That is what the example of Christ offering his

life for men teaches us. His voluntary sacrifice is the expres-

sion of his true fraternal agape. Here again St. John is re-

ferring to the ipsissima verba of the Lord, who had presented

his death as a manifestation of his love (Jn. 15:12-13). The
essence of the living faith of the disciples will always be the

association of Calvary and charity.17 In this verse St. John
refers to the Savior as ekeinos (cf. 2:6), "that person," with

the stress less on his person than on his being the model,

archetype, and teacher. The cross is an historical fact which

reveals a mystery to believers, the mystery of the epiphany

of agape. St. John does not insist on the manifestation; he

simply calls the disciples to its contemplation. They have

passed from death to life and they know that Christ loves

them and that they have benefited by the shedding of his

precious blood for them. The divine "message" which they

received when they were converted (v. 11) was summed up
in their redemption from sin through the purely gratuitous

love of God's Son. They bound themselves, accordingly, to

express their faith by a fraternal love as disinterested as his.

St. John gives the simple reminder, "We, too, ought to lay

down our lives for the brothers." The duty is both elemen-

tary in its logic and heroic in its execution. It follows on
Christ's example and derives from the information, "he . . .

we too," ekeinos . . . kai hëmeis (cf. 2:6). The disciple's

17
2 Cor. 5:14; Gal. 2:20; Eph. 5:25, etc.
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authenticity lies in his mimesis of his master's charity (Jn.

13:34-35).

All the commentators are amazed that after the demand
for so total a gift, v. 17 proposes so banal an application:

"How, then, can the love of God abide in him who possesses

worldly goods, and, seeing his brother in need, closes his

heart to him?" St. John's pedagogy is the same as the peda-

gogy the Lord used in the Sermon on the Mount; concrete

examples are given to suggest a spirit. To explain what pa-

tient agape means, Jesus proposed submitting to blows or

giving up one's tunic even though the only adequate effect

of agape would be to undergo death. So too, to bring out

agape's selflessness and generosity, St. John presents the al-

most scholastic case of almsgiving serving as a test of sincere

charity: to love is to give. However, the words in which St.

John states his example stress primarily that charity is a pure

and simple love capable of strong feeling and unrestrained

spontaneity. The rich man is supposed to really look at the

beggar, and his gaze, as in the case of the good Samaritan

(Lk. 10:33), should immediately arouse his pity (Deut.

15:7). The rich man in this text, however, like the wicked

man in Prov. 12:10, closes his heart and will not let it be

moved. The verb kleiô is very strong. It means "to bolt or

bar." St. John makes it even stronger by adding the strange

qualifier, "to him," ap1

autou, which describes the rich man's

refusal of any movement of pity. He closes himself within

himself so resolutely that the poor man can find no way to

his heart—or to his money. The conclusion is admirable:

"How, then, can the love of God abide in him?" The inter-

rogative form emphasizes the impossibility of charity's exist-

ing in a heart which does not respond—it is the heart of a

murderer (v. 15). There is surely no point in trying to de-

termine whether "the love of God" refers to God's love for

the wicked Christian or the wicked Christian's love for God.

It is certainly true that God cannot love those who do not

love their brothers; to want to love God without at the same

time having fraternal charity is an idle dream (4:20). How-
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ever, here "the love of God" refers to the divine charity as

such (4:16), to the reality which makes one a child of God.

The Christian receives it from the Father, possesses it for-

ever, and uses it as Christ himself did. St. John does not hesi-

tate to associate the heart of the Christian (literally, "en-

trails," ta splagchna) and the love of God, hê agapê tou

theou. He lets it be understood that if a Christian voluntarily

and seriously lacks compassion, the divine love no longer

dwells in his soul. In any case, true agape, the most spiritual

of loves, makes the sensibility of the child of God extremely

delicate, so that he immediately responds to the misfortune

of a brother. Responsiveness is not only a psychological con-

sequence of the infusion of divine charity into a flesh-and-

blood being but also a moral demand. The disciple of Jesus

Christ is merciful, eusplagchnos (Eph. 4:32; 1 Pet. 3:8). An
insensitive person is not a Christian.

Thus St. John uses a very tender expression in the next

verse. "Little children, let us not love merely in word or

with the tongue, but in deed and in truth." He is asking his

readers to take the demands of charity very seriously. Char-

ity is an efficient love. The double explanation, both nega-

tive and positive, "not in word or with the tongue, but in

deed and in truth," accentuates the realism of the prescribed

gift. St. James, too, had denounced the hypocrisy of the rich

who try to feed the poor with kind words (James 2:15-16),

but here the emphasis is even more serious, since "to love

in truth" is to love as Christ crucified has loved us (v. 16).

All almsgiving, all service, and all kind acts are modeled on

the Savior's total gift of self. They are accomplished with

the same charity and the same authenticity of love as in-

spired Christ on the cross. The Lord and his disciples are

one.

"By that we shall know that we are born of the truth, and

we shall calm our conscience in his presence" (v. 19). An
effective love, devotion, and service of our neighbor assure

our peace of conscience just as they make manifest that we
are children of God (v. 10), or, as it is expressed here, "of
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truth." The "love which accomplishes," like the love of God
and Christ from which it proceeds, is the "love without pre-

tence" which St. Paul and St. Peter talk about. The insistence

of the three apostles on the sincerity of the fraternal love

which proves itself in actions says a great deal about its un-

equaled importance, but, even so, only St. John makes it the

criterion of divine sonship. It is impossible to love in this

way except through God; that is why we can be so sure of

his love for us and our communion with him. We do not

try to be a law unto ourselves or to calm our more or less

well-founded scruples, but in the presence of God, through

his light, objectively, we know that we are justified.

Nevertheless, every man is a sinner, and a just man is the

first person to recognize the fact (1:8-9). How can we feel

reassured, under the eyes of God, when our consciences re-

proach us with so many failures? St. John answers: If our

conscience condemns us for anything (hô ti ean, with the

present subjunctive), we can still be sure we are true chil-

dren of God because of the exercise of fraternal charity,

"for God is greater than our consciences and he knows all"

(v. 20). Why is God's greatness the basis of our certitude?

St. John said earlier that our assurance of pardon rests on

God's fidelity and justice (1:9). Here he bases it, instead, on

God's infallible knowledge of hearts: "He knows every-

thing" (cf. Heb. 4: 12-13; Acts 1:24). A heart filled with re-

morse is neither the final nor the competent judge (1 Cor.

4:4-5; cf. 8:2-3). Only divine judgment is infallible. In

every single case, there is an appeal to the transcendence of

God and, very specifically, to the transcendence of his love.

"God is greater than our heart." He loves in a way that is

not like the way we love. His charity, which is acutely aware

of our misery and ignorance (Lk. 23:34), is an infinite

mercy which is permanently extended to all his children

who want to love him and who love their brothers in deed

and in truth. St. John's statement is an application of the

beatitudes of the merciful and the peacemakers (Mt. 5:7, 9)

and of the parable of the judgment (25:3 1-^46) . It is based on
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soteriological optimism: "If God is for us, who is against

us?" (Rom. 8:31); and on the axiom: "Charity wins forgive-

ness for many sins" (1 Pet. 4:8). It derives especially from

the fundamental principle of the New Covenant: justice is

a grace that comes, not from man, but from the pure gift of

God. St. John bases the peace of soul enjoyed by God's chil-

dren on the magnanimity of the heart of their Father. The
monks of Qumran called this "the immensity of his love." It

will be not without value to quote here this hymn which

expresses reflections like St. John's.

Verily I know that righteousness lies not with man, nor per-

fection of conduct with mortals. Only with God on High are

all works of righteousness; and ne'er can the way of man be

stablished save by the spirit which God has fashioned for him

to bring unto perfection the life of mortal man; that all his

works may know how mighty is his power, how plenteous his

love to all who do his will.

When I called to mind all my guilty deeds and the perfidy of

my sins—when wicked men opposed thy covenant, and froward

men thy word—trembling seized hold on me and quaking, all

my bones were a-quiver; my heart became like wax melting

before a fire, my knees were like to water pouring over a steep;

and I said, "Because of my transgressions I have been abandoned,

that thy covenant holds not with me."

But then, when I remembered the strength of thy hand and

thy multitudinous mercies, I rose again and stood upright, and

my spirit was fortified to stand against affliction; for I was stayed

by thy grace and by thine abundant love. For thou wilt wipe

out all sin and in thy bounty it lies to purify man from guilt. 18

It is even more helpful to quote Osee 11:8-9, where we
see that the divine transcendence implies an infinite mercy
entirely out of proportion with what human heart and mind

can grasp. "How could I give you up, O Ephraim, or deliver

you up, O Israel? How could I treat you as an Adama, or

make you like Seboim? My heart is overwhelmed, my pity

is stirred. I will not give vent to my blazing anger, I will not
M IV, 29-37. The Dead Sea Scriptures in English translation, ed.

T. Gaster (Doubleday: N.Y., 1956), pp. 145-146.
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destroy Ephraim again; for I am God and not man, the Holy-

One present among you; I will not let the flames consume

you."

A child-like heart (v. 10), freed from fear
—"our heart no

longer reproaches us" 19—recaptures all its freedom and dar-

ing to speak to its Father. With complete confidence and

boldness, the charitable person converses with God and ex-

presses his desires to his Father (v. 22). All his prayers are

immediately heard, as the two verbs in the present, "we ask,

we receive," aitômen, lambano?nen, indicate. There are no

formal supplications, but only the simple, direct requests,

aitein, which a child makes to his Father, knowing very well

that he will be heard. Jesus had promised his apostles that

their prayers would be infallible 20
if they lived in him by

being united to him in fidelity to his precepts. In this text

he is concerned with the precept of fraternal love. The per-

son who loves his brother lives with God in intimate com-

munion, koinônia, and among his joys, he has the joy of see-

ing his requests fulfilled precisely because his active agape

is the most agreeable of all works in the Father's eyes. The
same charity which reassures the heart and helps one's neigh-

bor has free access to God from whom it obtains everything.

How could the God who is love refuse anything at all to a

request of love?

Verses 23-24 conclude that God asks of his children (v.

10) both faith in his incarnate Son (4:2; Jn. 16:27) and mu-
tual love as he promulgated it (13:34; 15:12) by his ambas-

sador. We must always love and we must never cease

believing in Christ. These two acts are permanent, and the

second one depends on the first. To give one's faith to the

Son of God is to learn from him to live in charity, to bind

oneself explicitly to love one's brothers, and to manifest this

love to them "in Christ." The new religion is defined both

by the object of its faith—Jesus is God's son—and by the

1U
1 Jn. 3:21; cf. Acts 24:16.

20
Jn. 14:13-14; 15:7, 16; 16:23-26.
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1

evervday life of the disciples—the Christian is the person

who loves his brothers in the Church.

Thus the child of God is assured of an extremelv intimate,

reciprocal communion with his Father: "He who keeps his

commandments abides in God and God in him"' (v. 24).

Words cannot explain this; onlv love will understand. The
transcendent God "who is greater than our heart" (v. 20)

dwells within us. There is not onlv reciprocal union between

God and the Christian but also interaction between them,

because agape is just as active in its relations with God as

with its brothers. Finallv, the Christian is brought vitally

into the unitv of the Holv Trinitv, as Jesus desired (Jn.

17:21-23), and that is surelv why St. John makes the Holv
Spirit intervene here. Prodigious though the assimilation to

God is, it is knowable as well as real (1 Jn. 4: 13). The Spirit,

who sounds God's depths and resides in God's children as

in a temple, makes them sure that God is present and is their

Father.21 Our knowledge of his fatherlv presence is the con-

soling certitude and supreme fruit of fraternal agape, the

résumé and center of the Christian life. "We know. . .

Jesus had made the new moralitv consist in the observance

of the two commandments of love of God and love of

neighbor (Mt 22:40). St. John summarizes it in one com-

mandment: believe in the crucified Son of God and love

your brothers ( 1 Jn. 3:23). According to the Lord, fidelity

in obedience assured eternal life; for St. John, fidelity wins

access to God to "remain in his love." More precisely. St.

John developed the connection between agape and eternal

life. He summed up revelation in the completely new mes-

sage of fraternal love (v. 11), since Christ has taught us

what it is to love with charitv (v. 16). Also, St. John identi-

fied love with life (v. 14); whoever does not love his neigh-

bor is dead (v. 15). Bv learning to love, the believer is born

to the present and eternal life which is the very life of God.

The man who loves, ko agapôn, is the child of God. teknon

a Rom. 8:1-1-16; cf. 1 Cor. 12:7; 2 Cor. 13:13; 2 Tim. 1:12.
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tou theou (v. 10). The Christian loves as God and Christ

love, with the same divine love, which he possesses and

which "lives" in him. His life is his love. The children of the

devil or Evil One live in death and hate their brothers, but

the children of God are alive. Because they are divinely

alive, they necessarily manifest their charity to their brothers

(vv. 18-19).

The relationship of origin and causality between God and

love is so exclusive and direct that if a man loves with char-

ity, it can be concluded that he is born of God. No one can

love with charity if he does not have the divine life within

him. Agape is so much the criterion of divine birth that it

is impossible to doubt the permanence of God's love in us

if we love our neighbor. Just as Cain's hatred proved that

he was a "child of the Evil One" (v. 12), so an authentic

fraternal love, tenderly and generously expressed, assures us

that we are "children of the truth." Love and hatred are

signs of heredity and belonging; they are the only unmis-

takable criteria of descent.

Doubtless, the Christian remains a sinner, and his con-

science reproaches him with many faults (v. 20); but God,

"who is greater than our heart," will pardon his failings if

he lets himself be so moved by his neighbor's sorrows that

he helps him effectively. Hardness of heart is the only failing

which provokes the severity of the Sovereign Judge. In other

words, the quality of our fraternal relations determines the

quality of our relations with God. God accepts as faithful

the Christian who observes "what is pleasing to him" (v. 22)

—the "commandment" of fraternal love (vv. 23-24)—for he

sees fraternal love as the sign of conformity of wills between

his child and himself.

The Christian is conscious of this disposition of God's

heart
—"we know" (vv. 14, 16, 19, 24)—and he can and

must approach God without fear, 22 and even remain in his

presence with simplicity and daring (v. 19). He does not

hesitate to formulate whatever request he wishes to make,

22 V. 21. Rom. 5:1; 2 Cor. 3:4.
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and his request is immediately granted. The charitable per-

son has accomplished what God loves above all else.
23 The

Father can refuse nothing to one who has revealed himself

his authentic child. Above all, distances are truly abol-

ished. God and the person who loves his brothers form but

one: "God in him" (v. 24). Fraternal charity, the pledge of

eternal life in the synoptic Gospels, has become the guarantee

of divine indwelling and of the most direct, intimate rela-

tions of love between God and the Christian. The Holy
Spirit, the supreme gift, permits us to be aware of God's

presence. "It is the Spirit abiding in us who gives us the as-

surance that God abides in us" (v. 24).

15-19. The exercise of the divine gift of

fraternal charity implies that one

is begotten by God and lives

in communion with him

Beloved, let us love one another, because love is from God,

and everyone that loves is a child of God and knows God. He
who does not love does not know God, because God is love

(1 Jn. 4:7-8).

After developing some thoughts on the Holy Spirit and

on faith in the incarnate Christ (4:1-6), St. John returned

to the theme of fraternal charity.24 For the third time, he

formulated the exhortation, "We must love one another"

(1 Jn. 3:11, 23). The other times he was referring to the

precept of Jesus, but here he goes further and suggests that

fraternal love is not an arbitrary obligation, not simple fidel-

ity to a commandment, and not a "spirit." It is an exigency

of nature, for God is love. He has begotten Christians by
communicating his own nature and life to them, so that his

children are capable of loving as their heavenly Father loves.

The disciple's charity is therefore the practice and proof of
28 V. 22. Cf. Acts 4:19; 1 Tim. 2:3; 5:4; Heb. 13:21; 1 Pet. 3:4.
21

1 Jn. 4:7-21; cf. 3:11-24.
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his sonship. This clear, profound idea is the supreme revela-

tion of New Testament agape.

The development of the Apostle's thought follows nat-

urally. We must love one another . . . love comes from
God . . . whoever loves, loves because he is begotten by
God . . . God is love. In linking agape with its source, St.

John is considering it in its formal, universal meaning. Love
of neighbor and love of God share the same nature. The
Christian is defined as "one who loves," ho agapôn, because he

loves in a particular way with a special, divine love which

has a name that sets it apart from all other loves, no matter

how tender, kind, and good. It is agape, and it comes from

heaven. The first statement in v. 7 emphasizes charity's di-

vine character. Charity is from God.

St. Paul had already explained that agape is infused into

the hearts of Christians (Rom. 5:5), but he had not made it

clear whether or not agape is simply one divine gift like

any of the others, whether or not it is some particular grace

or charism given for a certain time at a particular stage of

justification. Actually, agape is intrinsically linked with the

believer's rebirth; it is the essence of his divine sonship. We
love because we are begotten by God. "Begetting" should

be understood in the most realistic sense. In begetting us,

God communicates his nature and life to us. Since "he who
has been begotten by God," ho gennêtheis ek ton theou

(5:18), and "he who loves," ho agapôn, are equivalent de-

scriptions of the Christian, it is clear that the child of God
has received a faculty or power of loving which is inherent

in the divine nature he has come to share. The basis of the

obligation to love one another, then, is not laid in moral

convenience or an ideal perfection, but in a vital movement

which springs from our new nature. "Let us love be-

cause . .
." Agape is the fruit of the divine seed received at

baptism (1 Jn. 3:9). Rom. 5:5 might be interpreted to mean

that it is the Holy Spirit who loves in us, but St. John ex-

plains that the Christian himself is the lover, for he has be-

come capable of loving divinely. He is qualified for love in
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the same way that he is qualified for the divine sonship (Jn.

1:12).

Most commentators understand the last part of the sen-

tence, "Everyone that loves . . . knows God," in the light

of 1 Jn. 2: 3-5, "By this we can be sure that we know God,

if we keep his commandments. . . . Whoever keeps God's

word, truly that man's love for God is perfect." It is unques-

tionably true that faith completes and proves itself in obe-

dience. "No one who sins . . . has known him" (1 Jn. 3:6).

Nevertheless, in all these texts, St. John is presenting the sign

(en toutôi) by which the person who really knows the Lord

can be discerned; his moral works mark him as belonging

to the Lord. In the present text, on the contrary, St. John

is speaking on the theological level; God's own nature is dis-

closed to the person who lives by charity. It is not a ques-

tion, obviously, of speculative knowledge. Biblical "knowl-

edge" is an experiencing and grasping of the being that is

known, and it is agape, the faculty of union, which gives

the believer the possibility of entering into communion with

God and knowing him. The verb in the present, "knows,"

ginôskei, corresponds to the present participle, agapôn, "he

who loves." Knowledge of God that is both present and per-

manent always accompanies habitual fraternal love. Every-

thing has its origin in the Christian's rebirth. The believer

who has been begotten by God shares the divine life and has

the power of loving and knowing divinely. He has a "habi-

tus" of knowledge of the same kind as his aptitude for lov-

ing with charity. His knowledge of God is a son's knowledge

of his Father, and of his Father precisely as loving.25 Since

"to know God" is eternal life,
26 and the knowing is not only

impregnated with love but also conditioned by love,27 it may
be concluded that the charity received from God governs

the essential religious attitude and keeps us in the divine

koinônia (1 Jn. 1:3, 6). To perceive God and remain united

to him, we must love.

25 Rom. 8:15; Gal. 4:6.
26
Jn. 17:3; 20:31; cf. 1 Jn. 5:20.

37
1 Cor. 8:3; 13:12.
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Thus the antithesis in v. 8a can be glossed, "He who does

not love divinely does not know God intimately or truly."

Assuredly, a keen intelligence can have correct and penetrat-

ing insights into God, his being, his nature, and his attributes,

but if these are pure speculation, without charity, then they

are not knowing "as we must know," with a personal rela-

tionship based on a living, loving experience. The intellect

can understand words and define notions; only love touches

reality. Affective realities are as unintelligible to the man
who has no heart, ho mê agapôn, as colors are to the blind

man. God is love, and without love how can anyone have

the sense of divine love?

That is the first meaning of the statement, "God is love,"

ho theos agapë estin, which will be repeated in v. 16. The
context (vv. 7-9 ff.) gives the designation special impor-

tance. The Christian must love because he is begotten by
God and love comes from God. Love has a special affinity,

then, with the nature and life of God. It may seem that St.

John intends to give a definition of God in the Greek man-

ner—God is pure act, to on; intelligence of the intelligence,

noêsis noëseôs; beyond all being, epekeina pasës ousias—but

actually he is not defining God. For one thing, he had al-

ready said, "God is Spirit" (Jn. 4:24); "he was the light"

(Jn. 1:9); "God is light" (1 Jn. 1:5): all expressions which

stress essential properties of God. Further, in 1 Jn. 9, "God"
has an article, ho theos, and agapë does not. Therefore, agape

is not a noun, and it is incorrect to translate ho theos agapè

estin as "Love is God." 28 This translation would make an

idol of agape, as the Athenians did of erôs, whose feast they

celebrated the fourth of Munichion.29

The least that can be said is that there is love in God, that

love belongs to God, and that the love which comes from

God (v. 7) is located in him as in its overflowing source. To
understand the precise meaning of St. John's phrase, the best

28 As many German exegetes have done: Gott ist die Liebe (H.

Scholz, Eros und Caritas, Halle, 1929, p. 54, etc.).

"L. Deubner, Attische Feste, Berlin, 1956, p. 215; cf. Prolégomènes,

p. 10.
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method is to discover its origin, as v. 9 suggests. "God's love

was made manifest among us by the fact that God sent his

only-begotten Son into the world that we might have life

through him." St. John is not speculating on the divine na-

ture, nor does he intend to give an adequate definition of

God as he is in himself. He is presenting the fruit of his con-

templation on the manifestation of God through history,

above all in the person, life, and teaching of Christ (Mt.

11:27; Lk. 10:22), for "since the creation of the world his

invisible attributes are clearly seen" (Rom. 1:20).

The living God of the Old Testament reveals himself not

only as the all-powerful creator of the world, legislator,

judge, king, and savior of his people, but also as goodness

itself, bestowing gifts on his creature the universe, which he

has made out of nothing (Gen. 1:28-30). Provident, merci-

ful, and forgiving to those who repent, he helps his own in

their distress. His covenant with Israel depends on the divine

love and héséd (Jer. 3:12; Ps. 145:8); the history of the

covenant reveals the extent of its privileged attributes. In

the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus described his heavenly Fa-

ther's charity as generous even to enemies and the ungrate-

ful. The divine mercy toward sinners was Christ's first

teaching,30 and his whole kind, patient life closed with the

gift of himself on the cross as ransom, which the first con-

verts interpreted as the expression of the love of God for

men (Rom. 5:8; 8:32, 39). In the same sense, St. Paul spoke

of the love of God, agapê tou theou (Rom. 5:5; cf. Eph.

2:4) and the God of love, theos tes agapes (2 Cor. 13:11).

God reveals what he is by what he does.

St. John was heir to these theological reflections. More
than anyone else, he meditated on God's active love, never

in the abstract but always in relation to Christ, because the

Father and the Son are one (Jn. 10:30), and in seeing the

Son one sees and knows the Father (8:19; 14:7, 9). Having

really grasped all the charity which the heart of Christ mani-

fested in his death (15:13), the "disciple whom Jesus loved"

30 Mt. 5:43-48; 18:23-34; Lk. 15; Mk. 10:18.
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concluded that a love identical with the love he discerned in

the Word made flesh exists also in God. "Just as the Father

loves me, so I love you" (Jn. 15:9-10). To be sure, Christ

makes believers participate in the plenitude of grace and

truth which he possesses as only Son, but agape remains his

most constant and magnificent revelation. Expressions of

divine love are so extreme, frequent, and forceful in the life

and words of the Savior, that agape seems to be the Father's

predominant attribute. It is certainly the most frequently

mentioned and displayed in the New Testament.

This nuance of manifestation is correct in the expression,

"God is love," ho theos agapë estin, in 1 Jn. 4:9. According

to classical Greek and the Septuagint, agapan and agape al-

ways refer to a manifestation or an effective proof of love.

St. John respects this meaning in his Gospel (3:16) and first

Epistle (3:18), and it is the meaning of v. 9. Our verse might

be glossed: Let us manifest our love for one another exte-

riorly, because effective love comes from God. Whoever
proves his love is certain that he is born of God, that he

knows God, and that he possesses God within himself. He
who does not show charity does not know God nor does he

possess him, for God is essentially the manifestation of love.

We must go even further. If love connotes God's entire

activity and all his relations with his Son and with creatures,

then love is part of God's nature. St. John does not say that

God is "one who loves," agapo~?i, or "one who has loved,"

agapësas, but rather that God is love, agape. Furthermore,

he does not write that love is in God, but that God is love,

a statement which amounts to a designation, if not to a defi-

nition of his being. It can be correctly understood only if

agape is given the transcendent meaning of "beneficent full-

ness." It is just the opposite of erôs, which is desire and need.

God is, in himself and from all eternity, pure gift and com-

munication of self. This property is not distinct from his

substance.31 God is, in himself, love, not as if he possessed

some abstract quality, but because he is entirely life, strength,

31 Man has love; God is love.
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and diffusive goodness communicating himself totally to his

Son, pouring himself out to his Son with infinite delight.

The sovereign good is by nature supremely generous. The
Father, who is love perpetually in act, gives himself to the

Son so completely that he expresses himself perfectly in him.

The Son unites himself to the Father within the love that

exists between them.

God cannot be defined, but the loving soul believes that

love is in God by his very essence and understands that the

bountiful charity which the Father manifests toward man is

simply a prolongation and participation in his essential attri-

bute. Finally, it experiences in the charity which is infused

into it

—

"agape is from God"—something of the subsistent

love which is God himself. From the effect of agape the lov-

ing soul can discover its cause; by participation, join its

source; by living its life, discover its author. The mystique

of fraternal charity consists in this: the Christian who loves

his neighbor can have agape only if it is given to him by

God, because agape is a participation in the one love with

which God loves himself and men. Consequently, the lover

knows and reaches God as love. Because he possesses some-

thing of the divine nature in himself (2 Pet. 1:4), he grasps

it in its most characteristic quality: pure and constant gift.

In other words, agape establishes a community of nature and

life between the son and his divine Father. Through his ex-

perience of the lucid love that is agape the believer realizes

what God is.

Nothing stronger could be said about the specific quality

of Christian love, which is participation in God's love. Un-
like all human affections, agape, which originates in heaven,

has a truly divine nature. It belongs to the world of spirit,

light, and true life. Only God and his children are able to

love in this way. These verses are responsible for Christian-

ity's being defined as a religion of love. The fraternal charity

of Jesus Christ's disciples wells up spontaneously from their

divine nature, just as the love of their Father does, and there-

fore fraternal charity is the clear proof of their divine son-
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ship. Its model is the Father's love for his Son, a love of

delight and union. "Just as my Father loves me, so I love

you. . . . Love one another as I love you" (Jn. 15:9, 12).

"To love one another," agapan allêlous, characterizes Chris-

tian behavior primarily because it already defines the rela-

tionship between God and his Son.

20. The redemptive incarnation, a manifestation

of divine charity

God's love was made manifest among us by the fact that God
sent his only-begotten Son into the world that we might have

life through him (1 Jn. 4:9). Cf. C. Spicq, Agape in the New
Testament, vol. II, pp. 391 ff.

21-27. Authentic charity is the charity with which

God envelops the Christian; it requires Christians

to exercise fraternal love, the guarantee

of God's presence in the soul

Love consists not in our having loved God but in his having

loved us and his having sent his Son as a propitiation for our sins.

Beloved, if God so loved us, we in turn ought to love one

another. No one has ever seen God, yet if we love one another,

God abides in us and our love for him reaches perfection (1

Jn. 4:10-12).

The central dogma of St. John's theology is the mystery

of agape, which best expresses both God's nature and the

Christian condition. When God begets children, he neces-

sarily makes them share his love, because he communicates

his own life to them in such a way that they cannot help

being completely loving to their brothers (vv. 7-8). Christ

revealed and communicated his Father's love to men (v. 9).

Verse 10 repeats the thought, meditating on it and deepen-

ing it. Verses 9 and 10 appear to be parallel. "In this does

agape consist," en toutôi estin hë agapë (v. 10), corresponds
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to "in this was God's agape made manifest," en toutôi

ephanerôthê hé agapë ton theou (v. 9). The English trans-

lations of these verses emphasize the consistent biblical use

of agape: a manifest, proved, and demonstrated love (cf.

Jn. 15:13). God revealed that he is charity in three ways:

he sent his Son into the world; his only Son died; he puri-

fied us from our sins. These three great mysteries of our

salvation—incarnation, redemption, grace—sum up the Gos-

pel. Like St. Paul, St. John understood that they were con-

ceived and carried out by God's infinite love.32

The wording of v. 10 shows that St. John intends to

define in what love consists; he is concerned with the love,

the charity that belongs only to God and Christians. The
phrasing, a negative followed by a positive, "not in our

having loved God but in his having loved us," does not so

much contrast the two parties, God and men, in their re-

lationship of love, as contrast the times of their respective

entrances into the communion of love. The Vulgate's trans-

lation expresses this well: "Quantum ipse prior dilexit nosP

The Christian's love for God may well be long-established,

conscious, and stable (ëgapêkamen is in the perfect), but

more than that is required to reveal what authentic charity

is. It is always response to an earlier love; it is gratitude

and religion, an obligation based on a precept and deter-

mined in every way by the quality of the Person loved.

More profoundly, it is a second state of being, a participa-

tion in the charity of God himself. St. John very correctly

declares: this is love as it is in God (v. 8), who alone, in

manifesting himself, can reveal what true charity is and,

first of all, can reveal that its essential properties are priority,

initiative, and spontaneity. The Greeks had a saying that

love is more proper to the lover than to the beloved. God
must by nature love us first because of his infinite greatness

and the diffusive fullness of his love.

These considerations are not all, nor are they even the

essential ones. The manifestation of agape is accomplished

32 Rom. 5:8-9; Eph. 2:4-5; Jn. 3:16; 1 Jn. 3:16.
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in a prodigious act: God sent his Son to earth (cf. 1 Jn.

3:16) with the mission of dying to expiate our sins so that

the very persons who had offended him might live with his

own life (v. 9). In other words, divine love revealed itself

under its highest form—spontaneous, disinterested mercy
which comes as pure gift. Far from being aroused by the

good qualities of those it loves, divine love spares nothing

to make its objects lovable.33 God's charity is not simple

delight or benevolence but active and efficacious love. God
sent his Son. He gave him to sinners, abandoning to death

the person who is dearer to him than any other, edôken

(Jn. 3:16). The redemptive incarnation reveals most clearly

the immensity of the divine charity (cf. 13:1, eis telos) as

well as its holiness, because charity purifies guilty men in

order to unite them with itself.

The historical fact of creation says all this, even shouts it,

to those who know how to listen. It makes us understand at

last that there is no common measure between all the forms

of human love, even the most noble and generous, and

agape. Therefore the phrase, "in this does love consist," en

tontôi estin hè agapë, must be understood in its most techni-

cal and specialized sense. St. John is not presenting a defini-

tion of what love is, or setting up a model or ideal of love.

He is speaking of the reality itself, which belongs only to

God and those to whom he gives it: charity. Without any

doubt, men are capable of loving with devotion and ex-

quisite delicacy; they are even willing to sacrifice themselves

for those who are dear to them (cf. 1 Cor. 13:3), but they

are incapable of loving as God loves. It is not a matter of

greater or lesser quality or extension or of a difference in

degree; the difference is in nature. Agape is completely

different from anything human beings possess or can even

imagine. Only God can love with such fullness, infinity,

and power of giving, regardless of the attractiveness or lack

of it in the person he loves. In contemplating the incarnation

and death of the only Son, the believer feels that he cannot

'"Rom. 5:8-9; Tit. 3:3-7.
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"understand" (cf. Eph. 3:19); he is facing the most pro-

found mystery of all. The final word is that God loves us

in this way because he is love (v. 8), or, more precisely,

because he is charity. He loves us this way because love is

his nature.

St. John must have written with profound emotion when
he said for the sixth and last time in the epistle, Agapêtoi,

"Beloved" (v. 11). Christians, you receive this infinite love.

Do you really believe it? Do you understand it? The first

part of the verse amounts to a repetition of what has pre-

ceded, but this time with a note of wonder arising from his

contemplation. "If God so loved us . .
." in so prodigious,

inexpressible a way, we must love one another in turn.

Commentators have correctly seen a connection between the

phrase, "If God so loved us," ei houtôs ho theos ëgapësen

hëmas (1 Jn. 4:11) and the phrase, "so marked has been

God's love . . . that . . . ," houtôs ëgapësen . . . ôste (Jn.

3:16). However, in the second text houtôs expresses the

exactness of the facts and the authenticity of their inspira-

tion by accentuating their veracity. Therefore, houtôs means

"in this manner," and the thought is, "Consequently, if God
has truly manifested his charity by such acts . .

." In the

same sense, Yahweh declared, "Thus, houtôs, my mercy

shall never leave you" (Is. 54:10), and Judas Maccabeus

said, "He will do just as, houtôs poiësei, shall be the will

of heaven" (1 Ma. 3:60).

The context of 1 Jn. 4:11, on the other hand, requires

that houtôs be given a qualitative value, "marvelously, in so

excessive a way." This meaning is well attested in classical

Greek and in the papyri. Houtôs reinforces the idea of the

word it modifies; in pejorative uses it constitutes a euphem-

ism. A certain Paul, who wrote to his brother reproaching

him for bad conduct, said, "If I had known that you were

going to lose your reputation and your fortune so (houtôs)

ignominiously . .
." 34 Several abused and mistreated plain-

tiffs summed up the mistreatment they had received, "He
84 P. Fouad, 85:1.
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(she) left me in this state (houtôs)." 35 Houtôs also has the

favorable sense of "so intensely," as in Didymus' letter to

his brother Apollonios: "So strong {houtôs) is my desire

to greet you." 36 Ptolemy was tempted to interpret the

silence of his good friend Apollonios as a sign of neglect,

and he asked him to write regularly so he could know how
much Apollonios loved him. In the Septuagint, conse-

quently, houtôs often has the notion of "so." 37 Sometimes

it was used to express things too shameful to be decently

described. For example, Potiphar's wife reported to her

husband, "Thus did your servant treat me" (Gen. 39:19).

Tamar resisted Amnon. "Do not violate me, for it is not

so (houtôs) done in Israel; do not this disgraceful folly"

(2 Sam. 13:12). Sometimes houtôs expresses the intensity 38

of a feeling or the exceptional character of an event: Yah-

weh has done nothing like this (houtôs) for the other na-

tions (Ps. 147:9). No one ever had riches so great as

Solomon's or possessed a throne as beautiful as his.39 In the

New Testament, the crowd, marvelling at Christ's works,

exclaimed, "Never has the like been seen in Israel." 40 In

our text, houtôs must be understood in this sense of ex-

clamation and wonder: "in a way so real, effective, marvel-

ous, and unheard of." God's love, expressed in the gift of

his Son, surpasses all that we can say or think.

As all the commentators have remarked, the expected

consequence of "If God so loved us" would be "let us then

love God," but instead St. John says, "we in turn ought

to love one another." For one thing, man's response to

God's love for him is a living faith.41 More important, the

Christian's redamatio cannot have the characteristic priority,

gratuitousness, and spontaneity of pure agape (v. 10). The
85 P. Ent. 73:8; 79:8; 82:7.
38
P. Karanis, 494, 5; cf. P. Antin. 44:14.

97
Is. 52:14; 55:9; 58:5; 2 Sam. 13:4.

88
Ps. 42:2; Ps. 63:3; 4 Mach. 15:21; 17:5.

39
1 Kgs. 10:20; 2 Chr. 1:12; 9:19; cf. Neh. 8:17; Is. 63:1; 63:14; Sir.

46:3.
40 Mt. 9:33; cf. Mk. 2:12; Jn. 7:46; Mk. 15:39; Eph. 5:33.

"Gal. 2:20; Jn. 20:31.
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child of God can take the initiative in love only by proving

his love for his brothers or for a neighbor whom he may
dislike, and he can do so with an effective benevolence that

he cannot extend to the author of all good. Only by loving

his brothers can the disciple love as God loves (cf. Eph.

5:1-2), manifesting a charity which is source and fullness

as well as pure gift (1 Jn. 3:16). According to 1 Jn. 4:20,

it would seem that there is also a question of authenticity

here. We can never be sure whether our worship or service

of God really expresses love, but we do know that mercy
and devotion to neighbor arise from real agape. The least

that can be said is that the proof of our love for God is in

our exercise of fraternal love (4:21). But these details are

of little importance here. For St. John, a person who has

received the revelation of divine agape, who has understood

the extent of God's immense love in sacrificing his Son for

us, and who has personally benefited from his enormous

generosity is absolutely constrained to show himself equally

loving toward his brothers.

Verse 12 reads: "No one has ever seen God, yet if we
love one another, God abides in us and our love for him
reaches perfection." By adding a second element to what
was stated in v. 10, v. 12 completes the definition of agape.

Through charity, God is united to Christians, and Christians

are united to their brothers and thus to God. Our koinônia

with God poses a difficulty. A neighbor is visible
—

"our

brother whom we see" (1 Jn. 4:20)—but God is invisible

because of his spiritual nature and transcendence. And yet,

"to see" him, to reach and possess him intimately is the

aspiration of every religious person, which will finally be

fully satisfied only in heaven (3:2; cf. Mt. 5:8; Jn. 17:24).

St. Paul had already taught this truth in presenting knowl-

edge, the vision of God in glory, as the fruit and conse-

quence of fraternal love (1 Cor. 13:8-12; cf. Heb. 12:14).

However, three considerations lead us to conclude that

Christians have even now, through charity, a communion
of being and life with God and that their reciprocal indwell-
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ing makes true divine knowledge possible (cf. Jn. 14:17).

These considerations are that God is agape; that his being

Father proves to his sons that they share in the divine agape

(v. 7); and that charity is a possession common to Father

and sons. The Johannine formula, repeated in v. 16, rejects

the notion held by gnosticism and the mystery religions

that God can be grasped through man's efforts. Perfection

does not lie in a supreme understanding of the divinity.

Rather, communion with God is accomplished in love by
a completely free gift. Fraternal charity, divinely infused

into the soul of the Christian (3:1; 4:7-8), accomplishes

the koinônia. It is not we who live in God, but God who
lives in us, since agape, the cause of our communion, comes

from him. The two present tense verbs "if we love," agpô-

men, and "God abides," menei, are presents of duration and

correspond exactly to each other. As long as we possess and

practice charity toward neighbor, God is there within us

as the Lord himself promised (Jn. 14:23).

The conclusion, "the love of God reaches perfection, he

agapë autou teteleiômenë en hëmin estin, can be understood

in various ways. If "of God" is taken for a subjective geni-

tive, "God's love," as would seem at a first reading to be

correct, the sense would be that the love which God mani-

fested to us by the sending and death of his Son bears fruit

and reaches its perfection when Christians effectively love

one another. Fraternal love would be the final outcome of

the diffusion of charity which Christ transmitted to men.

If, on the other hand, "of God" is an objective genitive,

"love for God," then the meaning is that our love for God
is perfect only if we love our brothers. The phrase would

be a reference to the second commandment which is like

to the first (Mt. 22:39; Mk. 12:31), to the unique theologi-

cal love with its twofold object. It would imply the im-

portant truth that we grow in love of God through the

practice of fraternal charity. Although it is correct in itself,

it is not in harmony with the context; yet it should not be

entirely excluded.
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Once again, no sharp distinction between subjective and

objective genitives should be made. "The love of God,"

hë agapë autou, represents a genitive of quality, "the love

that is truly divine," already mentioned in 1 Jn. 3:17. Before

being subjective or objective, love exists in itself as a distinct

entity. It is possessed or shared by various persons and con-

sequently has various manifestations, although it always

keeps its own nature and essential laws. Perfect, authentic,

full agape is described in 1 Jn. 4: 10. God possesses it super-

eminently and essentially (v. 8). He communicates it to his

children, whom it enables to love their brothers and to love

him. Love creates the stable union among all those who
share the same divine nature. When St. John says that

agape "reaches perfection or fulfillment," he sees it in its

plenitude, in its essential reality where there are no shadows

or failings. What St. John calls "true love," we speak of as

"charity in its pure state." This pericope attributes two ap-

parently contradictory qualities to charity, as is often done

with divine attributes. Charity is both static and dynamic:

it is indwelling and gift, union and beneficence, delight and

total sacrifice. The supreme teaching, however, is that by
fraternal charity we are absolutely sure of possessing God
in himself—whoever loves shares in agape, and God is agape

—and thus of arriving at the summit of religious life.

"Let no one say: 'I do not know what I should love.' Let

him love his brother and he will love the same love. For

he knows the love by which he loves more than the brother

whom he loves. And so, God can now become more known
to him than his brother, actually more known because more

present, more known because more within him, more known
because more certain. Embrace love, God, and embrace

God by love. It is love itself which unites all the good

angels and all the servants of God by the bond of holiness,

and unites us and them mutually with ourselves and makes

us subject to Himself." 42

42
St. Augustine, De Trinitate, 8:8, 12. Trans. Stephen McKenna

CSSR, Fathers of the Church, vol. 45, Catholic University Press, 1963.
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28-30. Agape, the object of apostolic faith, and place

of the reciprocal and vital meeting

of the Christian with God

And we ourselves know and believe in God's enduring love

among us. God is love, and he who abides in love abides in God
and God in him (1 Jn. 4:16).

This verse, which forms a transition between the first and

second parts of the pericope consecrated to the "charity

which characterizes the children of the God who is love"

(4:7; 5:3), is primarily the conclusion of the preceding

development of the revelation of divine charity through

the fact of Christ. We isolate it here in order to stress its

unequalled value. Not only is it the doctrinal summit of the

epistle, but also, in defining the adequate object of the

Christian faith, it is a presentation of the new religion under

its most specific aspect.

The especially emphatic "and we," kai hëmeis, refers

primarily to the twelve, who had the privilege of knowing
the Son when he appeared on earth and who were the first

to give him their faith. They were eyewitnesses of the

manifestation of the divine charity, and St. John insists on

their absolute certitude. The knowledge he speaks of here

is in no way speculative. It is the result of an historical and

psychological experience, a grasping in which the heart

played as important a role as intellectual insight. While
they were with Christ, the apostles recognized the Word
of life in the Master because they experienced his virtue

and discerned his glory. By emphasizing the objectivity and

security of their knowledge, the words, "we have believed,"

show the apostles' welcome and adherence to Christ. There
may also be something of the notion of "profession of

faith" in them (cf. homologêsëi, v. 15). The union of the

two verbs, "to know" and "to believe," ginôskein and
pisteuein, is a redundancy with the value of a superlative;
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it is further reinforced by the use of the perfect tense.

The certitude which the apostles once acquired has never

been lost or even diminished—it is present and permanent;

it is also total and absolute: "We are fully convinced and

totally persuaded; we believe with all our souls." St. Peter

expressed the same meaning and the same intense feeling in

his profession of faith, using the same two verbs: "And we
firmly believe and are fully convinced that you are the

Holy One of God" (Jn. 6:69). He may have taken his

inspiration from Isaia, whose affirmation is deliberately made
with appeal and force. "You are my witnesses, says the

Lord, my servants whom I have chosen to know and be-

lieve in me and understand that it is I" (Is. 43:10). This

kind of knowledge is infallible, the knowledge of the first

witnesses and pillars of the Church.

That which they know is agape in its classical and biblical

sense of "manifestation of love" (cf. vv. 9-11), and espe-

cially in its Christian sense of divine love revealed and com-
municated to men: "God's enduring love among us." The
phrase is difficult to translate from the Greek, tën agapën

hën ho theos en hëmin, because it unites the dynamic love

which God possesses essentially and permanently with its

concrete manifestation in our midst. Except for J. Bonsirven,

all the commentators base their translations on the affinity

between eis and en in the koine and read en hëmin as if it

were eis hëmas, God's love for us. However, according to

the first part of the verse and the whole context, especially

vv. 9-10, the manifestation of divine love and the object

of the apostles' faith was Christ the incarnate Redeemer.

En must, therefore, have its local meaning of "in the midst

of," a sense which is frequent in the Bible, especially when a

group is concerned.43 God's love was revealed when he sent

his Son into the kosmos (v. 9), and the twelve discovered

and acclaimed his living, tangible manifestation among us.

"He lived among us" (Jn. 1:14).

From their long, close association with Christ the Apostles

*"
Jn. 1:10; 11:11; Lk. 22:26-27: en hymin — en mesôi hymôn.
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concluded, as in v. 8, that "God is love made manifest."

In the prologue of his Gospel, St. John stated that those who
saw the incarnate Word contemplated the Father's doxa

radiated by his Son (Jn. 1:14; cf. Heb. 1:3). In our text,

he speaks of God's agape reflected in the life of his only

Son (1 Jn. 4:9). Faith consists in discovering the presence

and nature of God, who is agape, in the incarnate Word, in

"God among us." The formal element in this knowledge is

the discovery that God is love, and, precisely, love that

expresses, communicates, and gives itself.

To believe the love which God extends among us means

more than simply to confess Christ, the Savior who mani-

fests God's love. It means also to welcome him, be united

with him, and live from him—to incorporate oneself into

the divine agape and, as the Apostle describes it, "to live in

love." "He who abides in love abides in God and God in

him." In Greek there is an article before the word "love."

It has the value of a demonstrative and refers to the essential

charity which God possesses and communicates to us in

his Son. Charity is active in all the mysteries of the redemp-

tion and of grace to such an extent that "he who abides in

love" is a definition of the Christian. A Christian is someone

who adheres to the revelation Jesus has made of the true

God and who takes his place in God's economy of salvation,

faithful to his precepts (Jn. 15:9-10), especially to his pre-

cept of fraternal love (13:34-35). "In love" should not be

given any complement which would limit its object or

determine its mode. The words "he who abides in love"

summarize the Christian attitude and life, just as "God's love

among us" evokes both God as he is in himself and all his

relations with men. The "existential" encounter of men with

God is made "in love," as the conclusion explaining the

reciprocity of communion makes clear: "He who abides in

God and God in him." Mutual, permanent inhabitation is

the very essence of religious life. St. John had considered

the religious life earlier as the fruit of the pneuma, of faith,

of fidelity to the precepts, and of the exercise of fraternal



Agape in Saint John's Epistles 141

charity.44 Here he defines it in its nature itself. Agape is

more than bond and union. Since God is love, to abide in

love is to abide

—

caritas numquam excidit—in God himself.

Agape cannot be thought of as a milieu or an atmosphere

or even a virtue. The relations set up between the believer

and God are personal, as the Master himself had stated,

"May the love with which you love me dwell in them as I

dwell in them myself" (Jn. 17:26). Perhaps the truly divine

charity which permits the Son to live in the Christians is

the Holy Spirit himself. However that may be, it is certain

that charity brings about presence. For St. John, to love is

to be present one to the other; then to be for the other, in

function of the other; and, finally, to be one in the other.

Since autonomous persons cannot be dissolved into one

person, the reciprocal indwelling must be thought of as an

assimilation of Christians to God. Agape, God's shared love,

brings them into him and makes them like him.

It may be concluded that although it is impossible to see

God here on earth, the disciples can nevertheless be sure

they are united with him. If they believe in love and in

Christ as the apostle and sacrament of the Father's love,

they themselves will be assured of living in love.

3 1-41 . Charity is incompatible with fear of God
and hatred of neighbor

17 Love attains perfection with us, in that we have confidence

against the day of judgment, because such as he is so also we are

in this world. 18 There is no fear in love; rather perfect love

drives out fear, because fear implies chastisement, and he who
fears has not reached the perfection of love. 19 We exercise

mutual love because he first loved us. 20 If anyone says, 'I love

God,' yet hates his brother, he is a liar. Why? Because he who
does not love his brother whom he sees, cannot love God whom
he does not see. 2 1 Besides, we have received this commandment
from God: He who loves God must love his brother also (1 Jn.

4:17-21).

M
l Jn. 3:24; 4:12, 13, 15.
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In verse 16 St. John had already established that charity

is essentially communion with God. In verses 17-21 he

brings out some of the fruits of charity, principally the

feeling of security before God which only love can en-

gender in a man's heart (v. 17). In practice, perfect security

is not acquired immediately. It is the effect of perfect char-

ity (v. 18, teleia agapê), of a consummated love strong

enough to drive out fear. The wording, "This love has

become perfect through our cooperation," teteleiôtai hê

agapë meth1 hëmon, is suggestive, in that the subject of the

verb is "love" and not "the Christian." "Love" refers to the

full, intense love which God has in himself and which he

communicates to us. His love invades us, impels us (2 Cor.

5: 14), and assumes more and more control over our faculties

until it reaches its fullness in us. More exactly, it reaches

its maximum of effectiveness "with us," when the faithful

person gives over all his thoughts and feelings to the do-

minion of charity. In the vital communion where the be-

liever "lives in God and God in him" (v. 16), each brings

something of his own; each person brings his share of love.

Man's share is always a greater or lesser participation in

the charity he has received from God (v. 7). The supreme

perfection of infused agape can be recognized by the bold

confidence of heart it engenders in believers under even the

most fearsome circumstances.

St. John speaks of the "judgment" which will close the

great assizes at the Lord's Parousia. The terms "day,"

hëmera; "judgment," krisis; "fear," phobos; and even "con-

fidence," parrësia, were used in traditional Jewish and synop-

tic eschatology. The thought of appearing before the Lord's

tribunal is terrifying,45 for no one is above reproach (cf.

3:20) and a sentence of condemnation will allow no appeal.

Yet charity brings about a living communion with God
(4:16) and little by little eliminates troubled apprehension.

The more charity grows, the more confidence and serenity

4C Rom. 2:5; Apoc. 6:17; cf. Heb. 10:31; James 2:13.
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increase. The Christian is not without reproach, but he is

without fear. The Lord had instilled this psychology in his

apostles at his farewell discourse.46 "His own" had to be

reassured about the outcome of their sufferings in this world

and about their future in heaven. Therefore, after exhorting

believers to "full assurance at the time of the Parousia" ( 1 Jn.

2:28) because of their union with Christ, St. John says that

a feeling of security is the fruit of sovereign charity uniting

us to God (4:17). Parrësia is a boldness full of liberty and

confidence, enabling a person to present himself without fear

before a superior, prosecutor, or questioner who can con-

tradict him or accuse him. It is the signal privilege of Chris-

tians to be able to appear before the Sovereign Judge with

perfect assurance.

For "defendants" to have such a mentality is so extraor-

dinary that it must be justified by some strong reason. The
reason St. John gives is so enigmatic that the manuscripts

have glossed it differently, and the commentators have given

different interpretations. The Greek reads oti kathôs ekeinos

estin kai hëmeis esmen en toi kosmôi toutôi. Its literal trans-

lation is "because such as he is, so also we are in this world."

All the commentators agree that "he," ekeinos, refers to

Christ, the Lord and Judge at the Parousia (2:28; Jn. 5:22).

However, they complete "he is," estin, and "we are," esmen

by "in God," en theôi, or by "in love," en tëi agapëi, thus

considerably weakening the value of the two verbs in the

present. The clause is not about qualities and virtues or even

about states and modes of being in heaven and on earth, but

simply about being. The burden of the comparison rests on

the verb "to be." Just as he is, so we are. Who is he? He is

the object of the disciples' faith, Christ himself, precisely

the incarnate Son of God. Jesus is God and man. Similarly,

in this world, Christians are both men and gods. "You are

gods," theoi este (Jn. 10:34-35). Romans 8:29 had stated

that the children of God are "predestined to be conformed

46
Jn. 14:1, 27.
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to the image of his Son" and at the manifestation of Christ

"they will appear with him in glory" (Col. 3:4). The Chris-

tian condition and structure are not visible here on earth,

but "we know that when he appears, we shall be like him,

because we shall see him just as he is" (1 Jn. 3:2). Conse-

quently, the motive of our assurance on the day of judgment

is our "Christian being" itself, our conformity to the Lord

of glory, acquired when we were regenerated by God's

nature at baptism.47 We are as he is! Such a likeness is a

legitimate basis for the strongest confidence, even on the

Day of Judgment. Our confidence is all the more justified

since it is not a question of being a more or less exact copy

of a model, but rather of an "adoption" which is already

accomplished and awaiting the full possession of its rights

(Gal. 4:7), or, better, of an "assimilation" which will be

completed in glory. No foundation more solid could be

given to Christian hope than this one which completely

eliminates any difference between the present and the future.

Since they are other Christs, believers have only to live,

to continue to be, and they will arrive successfully. We
might add that the Christian is the most stable of beings

(esmen = manei; v. 16). He is eternal like Jesus Christ who
"is the same yesterday, today, and forever" (Heb. 13:8).

At any rate, since our union-incorporation into Christ guar-

antees our access to heaven, we may gloss the opening

words of v. 17, "Love attains perfection with us," by the

words, "that love which Christ has among us," by Christ's

presence among us and in us.

"There is no fear in love; rather perfect love drives out

fear, because fear implies chastisement, and he who fears

has not reached the perfection of love" (v. 18). Verses 18-19

explain the psychological relationship between agape and

confidence, or, more specifically, they explain the initial as-

sertion of v. 17, "Love attains perfection with us." The facts

about the Christian conscience are the following. Objec-

tively, the child of God, precisely because he is God's child,

47
1 Jn. 3:9; cf. Jn. 5:18.
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cannot be condemned at God's tribunal, so he is confi-

dent.48 Subjectively, however, since Adam and Eve, the

spontaneous reaction of man before God is that of a guilty

person who stands before his Judge (Gen. 3:8), dreading

his punishment: he is afraid (v. 18). St. John is affirming

the incompatibility of love and fear, or at least of the love

of charity which includes no fear at all. It would seem,

then, that the Christian who "lives in love" (v. 16) must

ipso facto be removed from all apprehension and filled with

confidence (v. 17). In reality, the solution is not so sim-

ple. A feeling of fear is inherent in every creature who
stands before God, in every sinner even though he is a

Christian, and in every defendant brought before a court.

The Christian convert knows that he has been begotten

by God and assimilated to Christ. He knows he is already

saved, but he cannot eliminate overnight his innate reac-

tion of fear before the sovereign Judge, at least when he

thinks of the punishment he deserves. In other words, fear

is man's primary, spontaneous, and habitual attitude in such

a situation, and the infusion of divine charity cannot elimi-

nate it all at once. The dominion of agape has to extend

itself gradually over the Christian's thoughts and feelings

until little by little it modifies all his responses. An evo-

lution in his psychology will give the child of God a men-

tality conformable to his new state and to objective reality.

Consequently, he will pass from fear to confidence. Such

progress implies the great strength of love, which imposes

its dominion not only over the highest faculties but also

over the sensibilities. This is "agape which has attained

perfection with us" (v. 17a), hë teleia agapë (1 Jn. 4:18).

It is strong enough to drive out a fear that is completely

foreign to it. Since charity is union and communion with

God (v. 16), it engenders a respectful, confident boldness

in the relations of the child of God with his Father. Fear

would have the opposite effect; it separates, cuts off, and

withdraws. The two feelings cannot co-exist. Nevertheless,

48
1 Jn. 2:28; 4:17; cf. 5:14.
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it seems preferable to understand the explanation, "because

fear implies chastisement," in the light of the context. The
strong assertion in the first part of the verse

—
"there is

no fear in love"—is repeated in concrete form at the end—"he who fears has not reached the perfection of love."

Fear is rejected for its inferior quality. It is a feeling

aroused by the threat of punishment, a servile and egotistical

reaction. Perfect charity cannot admit fear in those who are

like Christ (v. 17) and who live in God. The lucid love of

agape bases its confidence on these facts. How could it

possibly admit a fear whose motives are opposed to its own?
Verse 19, "We exercise mutual love because he first loved

us," confirms this truth. By opposing the motives of charity

and fear, it explains why true Christians feel complete as-

surance. Unlike the fearful man who is not consumed in

charity, the Apostle and his readers love because God loves

them and they believe in his first and total love. God is

charity, and when he has manifested his love to us and in-

vited us to intimacy with him (v. 16), how can we not

welcome his kindness? How can we not let our redamatio

grow into complete confidence? We know that God's at-

tachment and generosity will be permanent, because they

arise from his own initiative; we have nothing to fear (cf.

Rom. 8:37-39). We love with confidence because we know
what love is when it is the love of God and Christ, and we
know that we are sure of being loved. "We have believed

in love" (v. 16). Finally, perfect charity is abandonment to

the divine agape.

Verses 20-21: "If anyone says, 'I love God,' yet hates

his brother, he is a liar. Why? Because he who does not

love his brother whom he sees cannot love God whom he

does not see. Besides, we have received this commandment
from God: He who loves God must love his brother also."

Surely such bold confidence in God's agape is presump-

tuous. The pretension of possessing "perfect love" may be

only an illusion or a superficial emotion. St. John recalls,
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therefore, the infallible criterion of authentic charity, its

two inseparable objects, God and neighbor.49 It would be

impossible to exaggerate the importance of the declaration,

"I love God," agapô ton theon. It proves that agape ascends

from man to God. That it is made by an anonymous Chris-

tian implies that each believer must have learned it in his

elementary religious instruction and must have enunciated

it with conviction. However, as always when fundamental,

common realities are concerned, the meaning of this love

can easily be misunderstood. It will never become unneces-

sary to say again and again that whoever professes to love

God must also love his brother if he does not want to be

telling a lie; if he does not love his brother, he does not

love God. Such a Christian would be a liar in the same way
that "the man who says, 'I know him,' but does not keep his

commandments, is a liar, and the truth does not dwell in

him" (1 Jn. 2:4). St. John is not thinking in terms of capital

sin or even of serious sin, but rather of total exclusion from

salvation and communion with God. To be a liar is more
than to delude oneself either voluntarily or unconsciously;

it is to range oneself with Satan and against God. It is a

spiritual attitude with the two essential characteristics of

any sin—nothingness and illusion. The liar wounds that

integrity within himself which is the prerogative of the just.

St. John therefore brands the liar with the same strong

language which Jesus used to condemn the hypocritical

Pharisees. The great difference between the liar's relation-

ships with God and those with his neighbor shows him to

be a "double-minded" person (James 1:8); the true child

of God must love both God and man with his whole soul

(Deut. 6:5).

St. John immediately proves the impossibility of exclud-

ing one's neighbor from charity. "Because he who does not

love his brother whom he sees cannot love God whom he

does not see" (v. 20b). Very strangely, most exegetes com-
4S
4:20; cf. Mt. 25:40; 1 Jn. 3:10-11; 14-16.
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ment that he who is incapable of accomplishing an easier

thing cannot do a more difficult one. Anyone who has lived

community life, whether conjugal or religious, knows that

a human being is a thankless object of love. He has limita-

tions and evident faults; he is basically evil (Lk. 11:13),

whereas God, who is infinitely good and totally beautiful,

is supremely lovable. The problem should be how one could

not love love itself.

The difficulty clears itself up if we translate agape cor-

rectly. It means "to manifest love; to prove one's attach-

ment." The Christian who does not show his neighbor

respect or kindness has no other valid means of expressing

his love for God (cf. 3:17 ff.; 4:12). Lacking effective fra-

ternal love, he deprives himself of any authentic expression

of his love for God. Moreover, St. John is applying here an

argument of popular dialectic, the qol wahômer of the

rabbis, which consisted in passing as easily from a less im-

portant category to a more important one (e.g. from men
to God) as the reverse. It can be concluded, for example,

that if all men are mortal, Socrates, being a man, is also

mortal. Just as validly, in the popular dialectic, if Socrates

is mortal, then all men are mortal. It is a question of logic,

not psychology; they are not—as everyone knows—the

same thing. In our text, the a fortiori consists in passing,

not from the easier to the more difficult, but from the

smaller to the greater, from the infinitesimal to the infinite.

We believe that the two expressions, "whom he sees" and

"whom he does not see," must be interpreted in this sense.

Although they have only a subsidiary value, they neverthe-

less suggest the disproportion between the two objects of

love. The "invisible" God is transcendent and unable to

be grasped. "Visible" man is near; he is permanently (the

verbs are in the perfect) the object of respect and devotion.

The liar, perhaps an ecstatic, claims to neglect his brother

for the sake of concentrating his love on God alone
—

"I

love God"—but the very nature of agape and of the divine
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economy (v. 21) is opposed to this dichotomy. The liar's

sinful illusion lies in his assuming sentiments that are radi-

cally irreconcilable with objective, divine reality.

He "cannot love God." The word "cannot," ou dynatai,

let us repeat, does not refer to a psychological impossibility,

but rather to God's own refusal to be loved to the exclusion

of other men. He had declared his refusal in the most cate-

gorical way, in a commandment (v. 21) transmitted by
Christ and his apostles to all Christians, but St. John does

not quote it here. He simply draws its conclusion: "He who
loves God must love his brother also." The Lord has so

prescribed, and the nature of agape requires it.

42^-6. Criteria by which the child of God can

recognize the authenticity of his love

for his neighbor and for God

1 Everyone who believes that Jesus is the Christ is born of

God. Everyone who loves the parent loves his child also. 2 We
know by this sign that we love the children of God: when we
love God and keep his commandments. 3 Yes, to love God
means to keep his commandments. They are not burdensome

(ljn. 5:1-3).

St. John completes his account of agape with a magnifi-

cent inclusio which repeats the theme of 4:7: charity and

begetting by God. A very pure theological light permits him

to unite, in terms of God's initial love (5:2), all his teachings

on fraternal love and to define exhaustively both authentic

agape (v. 3) and the total religious attitude of the Christian.

The cycle of charity has two parts: God, Christ, and the

children of God; and faith, love, and obedience to the pre-

cepts. Everything begins from faith and ends in the practice

of the commandments, and everything rests on the reality

of the Christian's begetting by the heavenly Father, who
makes all his children brothers of one another and com-
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municates to them the faculty of loving which they cannot

help using if they are really born of him.

Essentially, the Christian is a man born of God, ton

gegennëmenon ex autou. The Greek passive participle shows

a quality acquired once and for all, maintaining its subject

in permanent dependence on God. Unlike human generation

(cf. Jn. 1:13), in which the sons, once they have been

begotten and conceived, become autonomous persons inde-

pendent of their parents, the child of God is always a person

in-the-act-of-being-born; he never stops receiving his being

and life from his Father. A child's relationship to his Father

is one of love and filial respect {ho agapôn ton theon; 4:21).

In speaking of "everyone who loves the parent," pas ho

agapôn ton gennësanta, St. John recalls filial piety, the

attachment created by blood-ties which expresses a funda-

mental gratitude toward the person who has given being

and life, the first goods which are the condition and point

of departure for all others. How much more this is true

when the creature regards his God, and the Christian his

heavenly Father! The force of this law of nature increases

immeasurably under the light of faith which understands

to what an extent God is our first, permanent, total bene-

factor. The believer consciously and voluntarily attaches

himself body and soul to the heavenly "Begetter" who
dwells within him.

It is just as true that every noble love extends its affec-

tion and pleasure to everyone who is close to its beloved.

Our friends' friends are our friends too. St. John's thought

is profound in another way, also. It explains how the

neighbor whom we love is united to God as a child is to

his Father. There is, then, a profound similarity between

child and Father (cf. Jn. 1:18). The Son resembles his

Father because they both possess the same nature (Heb.

1:3), and not because they are alike as a copy is like its

model. Something of the father exists in the child. Besides,

in this case God continues to be personally present and to

live in the Christian. Agape, a reflective love which is keenly
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aware of the motives of its devotion, knows that it will

find God and reach him in everyone who "is born of him."

Therefore, it loves all Christians because of its love for

God. The faithful person, who knows that he is begotten

by God, knows that he has the same nature and benefits

from the same grace as his neighbor. Similarity is a cause of

love, and here it plays its most formal role. The children

of God are brothers in the most real sense, and the agape

which unites them is a Philadelphia. Thus faith establishes

new relations among Christians and the law of loving God
and his children becomes rooted in the baptized person

(4:21).

"We know by this sign that we love the children of God;
when we love God and keep his commandments" (v. 2).

Verse 2 clarifies the meaning of agapan in v. 1
;

50 agapan is

the manifestation and carrying out of love, as in v. 20. Verse

1 may be explained in this way: whoever venerates, ac-

claims, and adores God will also express his attachment for

the children of God. But nothing is more equivocal than

love, both in its tenderness and in its most absolute gen-

erosity. How is it possible to know whether the intimacy

and exchange among God's children within the Church

spring from authentic agape? Verse 2 gives the answer:

when (hotan) love is addressed first of all to God. If hotan

(= bote an) is taken as a synonym for ean, "if," the propo-

sition may be understood as expressing a general condition.

Fraternal love is simply the expression of agape in a heart

directed to God and desiring to love its Lord and conse-

crate itself to his service. As soon as a person sincerely

loves God, he necessarily loves his brother. The extension

is part of the very nature of the love of God. However, in

the koine, hotan with the indicative present or future often

conveys chronological sequence. It refers to a particular ac-

tion, especially if the action is repeated. The thought here

"Together with the majority of commentators and in conformity
with usage, we connect en toutôi with what follows (2:3; 4:9, 13, 17;

Jn. 13:35).
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would be that each time we make an act of the love of God,

we are sure of possessing the agape which unites us to our

brothers. Whenever we love God, our love also includes

love for his children. In accord with the Johannine usage

of hotan with the indicative,51 a proper translation would

be that at the very moment when we manifest our charity

for God, we have the assurance of loving our brothers with

a supernatural love. There is nothing secret and hidden

about the divine love; it exists only if we observe the com-

mandments. Consequently, the believer who conforms him-

self to God's will knows by his very act of fidelity that his

love for God is authentic. He has, ipso facto, the assurance

that his fraternal love has the same divine nature. Few texts

are as decisive as this one about the original, supernatural

character of the love of neighbor in the Church of Jesus

Christ. Only the "virtuous" person or, better, the "religious"

person can have charity for his neighbor. Agape is entirely

different from philanthrôpia, erôs, storgê, or philia. It exists

only in a soul that is consecrated to God and belongs to

him. It is part of the family heritage; it is the appanage of

the children of God, who extend to their brothers the

attachment which binds them to their Father.

"Yes, to love God means to keep his commandments.

They are not burdensome" (v. 3). The first part of v. 3

merely repeats the definition of agape as given for the first

time in Wisd. 6:18: "Agape is the observance of the law."

It is repeated by the Lord (Jn. 14:15, 21, 23; 15:10), and

finally taught by St. John (1 Jn. 2:3-6; 3:22-24; 5:2). It

applies to love the basic axiom of the Gospel's moral teach-

ing concerning works. It is not enough merely to listen to

the teachings of the Master and believe them; his teachings

must be put into practice (Mt. 7:24). In this case, action is

all the more required because agape, by its nature, calls for

exercise and exterior activity; charity for God is conformity

of wills and, consequently, fidelity and obedience.

The final words of the New Testament about agape stress

51
Jn. 7:27; Apoc. 4:9; 8:1.
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its sincerity and effective fulfillment. In v. 3a the whole

moral life is conceived of as proof and deployment of love,

and in v. 3b, ease and liberty of soul in the strictest obedi-

ence are affirmed. "His commandments are not burdensome."

Jesus had denounced the Pharisees' onerous casuistry (Mt.

23:4; cf. Lk. 1 1:46) and declared that the burden he imposed

was light (Mt. 11:30). He repeated it to the community at

Thyatira: "I am laying on you no other burden" (Apoc.

2:24). His Church took care not to tyrannize the faithful

(2 Cor. 1:24) by laying heavy charges on them. By the end

of the first century, St. John was expressing the Christian

experience: The precepts of the Lord are not burdensome,

although their accomplishment undoubtedly demands effort,

and fidelity is ultimately a victory (v. 4; cf. Rom. 7: 19, 23).

The Christian is not a slave acting against his will; he is a

child of God whose soul expands in the joy of love and

triumph. "Conquer evil by good" (Rom. 12:21). The pre-

cepts of God are not heavy, precisely because charity,

which receives them and carries them out, lightens their

weight so that they become easy to observe. At the same

time that agape is a precept, it is also divine force infused

into the soul of the believer. Juvat qui jubetf Agape is a duty

because it is an exigency of God's nature in us (4:8, 16), a

fact which sufficiently states the dynamism of this immanent
life whose pouring out and activity are necessarily causes

for joy.

47-48. Charity, an attachment that is both human
and divine

The presbyter, to the Lady Elect, and to her children . . .

whom I love in truth (2 Jn. 1).

The presbyter, to Reverend and dear Gaius, whom / love in

truth (3 Jn. 1).

The titles of the recipients of St. John's letters are original

in the New Testament corpus. Whether the letters are ad-

dressed to the Church, the Lady Elect of God, the spouse of



154 Agape m the New Testament

Christ and mother of the faithful, or to the reverend and

dear Gaius, the recipients are greeted with courtesy and

honor, delicacy and respectful affection. Only St. John
could say exactly what he intended to convey by his decla-

ration of "love in truth," agapô en alëtheiai. The modern
equivalent, "sincerely" or "loyally," is surely insufficient.

The verbal parallel in 1 Jn. 3 : 1 8, "Let us love in truth," aga-

pômen en alëtheiai, meaning to love effectively, hardly ap-

plies here. "Truth," alëtheiai, has no article before it, an

omission which would suggest that St. John was writing to

the Christians on the basis of their common possession of

evangelical truth. St. Paul referred to this love as "love in

Christ Jesus."

It seems preferable, then, to understand with Wescott,

Brooke, and Dodd that St. John loves "in a true charity," an

authentic agape, a holy love, if you will. This is the love

which 1 Jn. 5:1-2 described as the bond among all the chil-

dren of the one heavenly Father. It includes both respect and

fervor, attachment and devotion, kindness and generosity. It

has the notion of solidity, according to the biblical meaning

of "truth": I love you profoundly. "Love in truth," then,

is a love which is truly divine but humanly assimilated by
the Apostle (egô). He loves the faithful "in God" (1 Jn.

4:21-5:1), and yet it is truly he who loves.

49. Charity and truth, criteria of the true disciples

Grace, peace, and mercy will be with us from God the Father

and from Jesus Christ the Father's Son, in truth and love (2 Jn. 3).

It was customary for the salutation of an epistle to close

with a wish for the gifts of salvation, but the addition of

"in truth and love" is enigmatic. It seems to refer to objec-

tive religious truth, to the orthodox faith in the new revela-

tion. Agape is the virtue of charity and, more precisely, of

fraternal love. The gifts of God can be received and bear
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fruit only in authentic Christians who are characterized by
the double note of truth and love. The divine love increases

to overflowing in everyone who believes and loves.

50-5 1. The Christian life is to love

5 And now I beg you, Lady, let us love one another. This is

not a new commandment that I write, but the one that we have

had from the beginning. 6 Now love means that we live ac-

cording to his commandments. The commandment, as you
have heard from the beginning, is that you live in (love) (2 Jn.

5-6).

With great delicacy St. John exhorts the community to

fraternal charity. He respectfully asks (erôtô, v. 5; cf. Jn.

17:15) that the precept of the Lord be applied. This is no

new burden (1 Jn. 5:3), but the great commandment which

they had learned and accepted at their initiation into Chris-

tianity.

One cannot withdraw from it, because agape proves itself

in the observance of precepts (v. 6). Verse 5 and 1 Jn. 5:2

suggest that the charity he refers to is love of neighbor. Ac-

cording to 1 Jn. 5:3, it would be love for God. Wescott cor-

rectly unites the two meanings, but it is still preferable to

do as Bonsirven does and identify agape with the very soul

of the Christian life, participation in God's own charity (1

Jn. 4:7; Jn. 17:26) which belongs to all his children (5:1).

This is the only interpretation which eliminates the apparent

tautology of the conclusion: "The commandment is that you
live in (love)." Authentic and religious agape reveals itself

in fidelity to the totality of the Lord's commandments, but

there is one precept apart, one essential and predominant

precept to which all these others refer—love of neighbor:

hina agapômen allëlous (v. 5). St. John is repeating the

teaching of his first Epistle. It is primarily by loving his

brothers that the Christian proves that he loves God and is

God's child. God's child is a loving person. All his life long,
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he manifests charity; his attention is concentrated almost ex-

clusively on the precept of love. On this moral level agape

is basically good will, which welcomes the authoritative di-

vine will; it is a permanent effort to conform to God's will

adequately in unchanging and effective fidelity.

52. Hospitality, a work of fraternal charity

They themselves spoke favorably in an assembly of the faith-

ful about your love (3 Jn. 6).

Even when he did not know them personally (v. 5), Gaius

had thoughtfully and generously taken care of Christians

who were traveling. Moved by his hospitality, they grate-

fully sang his praises before the assembly of their local

church. They were qualified witnesses because they had ben-

efited personally from Gaius' charity, which they publicized

as much as they could.

"Charity" here means all the services which Gaius per-

formed for the travelers: lodging, meals, alms, etc. Philoxenia,

hospitality, is agapan's most classic sense, "to receive a guest

cordially." It is no accident that Christian agape, despite all

the riches of its new doctrinal content, retained its original,

double nuance of cordiality and liberality. Moreover, when
the travelers spoke forcefully about Gaius' love, they were

doing more than expressing their surprise and praising his

generosity and respect for them. In his welcome they had

discerned an authentic charity, a divine love, and a model of

Christian conduct. Agape, therefore, refers to both his gen-

erous gift and his disinterested love. Gaius was inspired by
divine charity, which can always be discerned in noble ac-

tions like his.
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1 he doctrinal content of the texts have been brought out.

It is now necessary to compare and harmonize their many
teachings and to disengage the principal themes of St. John's

thought on agape. 1 His writing is far removed from the

Jerusalem kerygma, which was more or less eschatological,

yet "the beloved disciple" is not only the theologian of

charity; he is also and above all the witness of love. For him,

as for St. Paul and the other apostles, Christ is the gift

which God has made to humanity. St. John expresses the

evangelical message in his own vocabulary. As his theology

became more profound and his personal experience more
intense, he summarized the entire mystery of salvation in the

divine agape. The idea was not an innovation, for the re-

vealed religion had always been presented as God's gratui-

tous gift and condescendence to men, but in Christ the

meaning of his initiative and generous outpouring became

clear. No one but the only-begotten Son was able to disclose

the nature and secrets of his Father (Jn. 1:18). Only his

confidants (15:15) can know that God is love or know
what his love means. Everything is clear now that he has

1
St. John uses the noun agape 30 times (7 times in the Gospel; 18

times in 1 Jn.; 3 times in 2 and 3 Jn.; twice in the Apoc); the verb
agapan 72 times (37 times in the Gospel; 28 times in 1 Jn.; 3 times in

2 and 3 Jn.; 4 times in the Apoc); the verb philein 15 times (13 times

in the Gospel; twice in the Apoc).
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come, and the believer is defined as a person who both

knows what love is and clings to it (1 Jn. 4:16).

1. God and Jesus

According to the Synoptics, God revealed his love for

Christ, a love of sovereign respect and delight, and Christ

referred to his Father's signal love for him.2 The declara-

tions from heaven heard at the Jordan and Tabor are not

mentioned by St. John. On the other hand, Jesus' awareness

of God's love for him is constantly being represented, and

the best expression of their reciprocal relation and union is

agape.

When Jesus speaks of the divine love for him, he always

presents it as the love of a Father for his Son—"the Father

loves the Son" 3—even when God's charity is addressed to

the Christ-man. In these cases, the Savior proclaims that the

Father is greater than he,4 and the elements of the Father's

love which are emphasized are kindness, intimacy, 5 and the

generosity of his gift. "The Father loves the Son and has put

all things at his disposal." 6 God manifests his charity by
confiding his secrets to his ambassador and giving all power
to him. Agapan, "to love," and didonai, "to give," are almost

synonymous, because the generosity of the Father's gift is

the expression of his love for his Son. The Father "honors"

the Son: he holds him in special esteem; he respects him

greatly; and his gifts are his way of giving authenticity to

his message—"God the Father has set his seal of approval on

him" (6:27; cf. 10:36)—and of proving his agape for his

Son.

On Jesus' part, his charity for his Father is no less active

or generous. It is expressed by a constant fidelity to the

Father's will. In Christ's soul there is an exact equivalence

between love for God and observance of God's commands.

2 Mk. 12:6; Lk. 20:13.
s
Jn. 3:35; 10:17; 15:9; 17:24, 26.

4
Jn. 10:29; 14:28.

5
Jn. 5:20; 17:23. °Jn. 3:35; cf. 10:29-
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"I treasure my Father's commandments and thus secure his

love" (Jn. 15:10). His filial love manifests itself in obedience

(tërein tas entolas). It inspires all his actions (17:6), espe-

cially his acceptance of the sacrifice of the cross. "The
world must come to know that I love the Father and am
acting strictly according to the Father's instructions" (14:31).

Jesus' love reveals itself not only in a more or less passive,

even though exact, fidelity, but also in a deep accord of wills

and a sovereign spontaneity that extends even to total self-

sacrifice. It is not so much that the Savior's deeds and actions

correspond to the divine orders as it is that his soul thinks

and loves as the Father himself thinks and loves. The precise

point of their union is the salvation of men by the sacrifice

on Calvary.

Christ is like a good shepherd who gives his life for the

sheep God has entrusted to him. 7 His obedience is so coura-

geous and so completely inspired by his love for the Father

that the Father in his turn manifests even more openly the

bond of love that unites him to the Son: "The Father loves

me because I lay down my life" (Jn. 10:17). The Father's

agape includes gratitude for Jesus' love of him, and their

love for one another is seen to be permanent, active, and re-

ciprocal. Christ and God never cease loving one another,

telling their love to one another, and proving it to one an-

other. Each initiative of one is met by a response of the

other. Their relationship is an exchange in which total love

is expressed in every sort of way. The Father loves Jesus and

lavishes gifts upon him. Jesus loves the Father and glorifies

him.8 The Father is again thankful for what his Son does for

him (12:28; 13:31). Jesus, aware of his Father's love, takes

pleasure and rejoices in it (15: 11; 17:25-26). His joy springs

from his knowledge of the Father's delight. It supremely

honors the Father. In all truth, Jesus can summarize his spir-

itual life in these words: "I remain in his agape" (Jn. 15:10).

This degree of love cannot be God's love for one of his

creatures, even the one chosen above all (Lk. 9:35); it must

7
Jn. 6:37, 39; 17:6, 12, 24.

8
Jn. 7:18; 8:49-50; 14:13; 17:4.
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be the unchanging love which unites two divine Persons in

a beatifying delight. Jesus relates the love his Father bears

him now to the charity with which he has surrounded him
from all eternity, before the incarnation and even before

the creation. "You loved me before the world was founded"

(17:24; cf. v. 26). In this context, the Father's agape is pre-

sented as a source of beatitude, since closeness and com-
munion between two persons who love one another bring

beatitude, especially if their union is not only a bond but

also a mutual indwelling. "The Father and I are one"

(10:30). "You in me ... as you love me" (17:23).

2. Jesus and his disciples

The Master's tender, deep friendship for Martha, Mary,

and Lazarus was the admiration of the Jews. 9 He made no

attempt to hide his predilection for St. John, a predilection

which was at the same time both human tenderness and su-

pernatural attachment. 10 The twelve were especially singled

out (15:16), and the Master seemed to have a special affec-

tion for Peter (21:15-17). In other words, the agape of the

incarnate Word took on a thousand different shades which

St. John was given the grace to discover and reveal to the

world. The "beloved disciple," who rested his head on Jesus'

breast during the Last Supper, shows himself uniquely in-

formed of the secrets of the heart which he had heard beat,

and he came to understand that Christ is divine love incar-

nate. More exactly, the only Son came to make the love of

the Father present in the world. He incarnated the charity

of God which rests on him for all eternity, and he died in

order to transmit it to us (17:26). His mission and sacrifice

were commanded by the manifestation and communication

of the divine agape.

St. Paul considered the Savior's whole life an epiphany of

God's kindness and "philanthropy" (Tit. 3:4). St. John

"Jn. 11:3, 5, 11, 36.
10
Jn. 13:23; 19:26-27; 20:2; 21:2, 4, 7.
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summarizes it as a deployment of agape. "The feast of the

Passover was approaching, and Jesus knew that his time for

passing from this world to his Father had arrived. He had

always loved his own who were in the world, and he loved

them to the end" (13:1), that is, he loved them totally. Hav-
ing shown his love for his disciples all his life long, Jesus

gave them the greatest proof of his love during his last hours

when he made his supreme confidences to them, entrusting

the eucharist to them and, especially, sacrificing himself for

them. St. John's description is singularly suggestive of the

dimensions of the Savior's charity. He defined Jesus' soul by
his charity for the Father and then went on to say that his

charity extends to the disciples at the same time. Jesus' love

for his disciples has several principal characteristics. It is

a) A declared love, affirmed and reaffirmed and always

proved. The Lord wants to convince the disciples of his love

for them—"I love you" 11—and he associates his love with

the Father's love for him and for men. 12

b) A love of respect, for the Savior's whole mission is

ordained to those whom the Father confides to him (Jn.

17:6, 9) and whom the Father draws to his Son (6:44). This

accounts for the value we have in Christ's eyes and for the

attention with which he receives us (6:37; 10:29).

c) A delicate, extremely solicitous love, which wants to

exclude all anxiety and fear from the hearts of those he loves

(14:1). It communicates his peace and joy to them 13 and

exhorts them to absolute trust.14

d) A love of predilection, because he chose his disciples

with a first and gratuitous choice. "I have chosen you"

(15:16) as a shepherd who knows his sheep and calls each

one by name (10:3, 14).

e) An intimate love. "His own" are his familiars, tous

idious, or even his friends, hymeis philoi mou este, whom he

initiates into the mystery of the life of the Trinity (15:14-

15). Knowing what a trial isolation is, he wants to shield his

u
Jn. 13:34; 15:9, 12.

M
Jn. 8:42; 14:23-24; 16:27.

13
Jn. 14:27; 15:11; 16:22.

14
Jn. 16:26-33; cf. 4:10; 14:13.
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disciples from experiencing it and he brings about an inti-

mate, mutual presence in spite of physical separation. The
presence will be their "abode in love" (15:4-9) as they

await the final reunion in the house of the Father. 13 This

communion is the supreme wish of Christ's charity. "I in

them!"

f) A merciful and generous love. Jesus did not come to

judge; his entire mission was to save man from darkness, sin,

and death. When he offered living water to those who thirst

(6:35; 7:37), he wanted to communicate to them a super-

abundance of the divine life (10:10; 17:2) and a participa-

tion in his glory and his beatitude (17:23-24). Mediator of

the divine charity, the Son transmits what he has received

from the Father, all that fills him interiorly, his plërôma

(1:16). Furthermore, he is the way, the truth, the life, the

resurrection, and the light (14:6). His gifts are identical

with his Person (6:35) so that when he gives himself, he

gives all things (1 Jn. 5: 11). Can it be said that Christ trans-

mits even greater riches, meizoîia toutôn (14:12)? He will

send you "another advocate to be with you for all time to

come" (14:15).

g) A gift-giving love. "He loved them to the end." Christ

manifested his charity to his own from the moment of his

first call of them by the lake. He loved them all through the

life they lived together intimately like nomads sharing the

same tent,16 and his love culminated in his immolation on

Calvary. His sacrifice is a decisive proof of his love and a

gesture which shows how great a love it is. Having always

loved his own, the Savior ended his life by sacrificing himself

for them. This is supreme charity. "No one can give a

greater proof of his love than by laying down his life for his

friends" (15:13).

The apostles could not help understanding the meaning

of such declarations and especially of such actions. They
saw the Master's whole ministry as a manifestation of charity

and his death as the decisive revelation of his love. "We
u
Jn. 14:2-3; 16:22; 17:24. "Jn. 1:14; 1 Jn. 1:1-3.
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know what love is from the fact that Jesus Christ laid down
his life for us" (1 Jn. 3:16). According to the Lord's own
declaration, his agape is identical with his Father's. Jesus

loves his own with the same absoluteness and the same deli-

cacy with which God loves his Son. "Just as the Father loves

me, so I love you" (15:9). In revealing his own charity,

Christ especially wants to make his Father's love known. "I

have made known to them your name, and will continue to

make it known, so that the love with which you love me
may dwell in them." 17 In and through Christ, men can see

what God's agape is. This is St. John's Gospel.

3. God and the world

It cannot be too often repeated that the essence of the

faith of the primitive Church lay in its seeing the life and

death of Jesus as a signal manifestation of God's love for

men. The incarnation and death on the cross are an epiph-

any of the Father's agape. The captivity Epistles and espe-

cially the Pastorals had already taught this lesson,18 but St.

John makes it explicit and repeats it frequently. "So marked,

indeed, has been God's love for the world that he gave his

only-begotten Son; everyone who believes in him is not to

perish, but to have eternal life" (Jn. 3:16). "God's love was
made manifest among us by the fact that God sent his only-

begotten Son into the world that we might have life through

him" (1 Jn. 4:9). This is the summit of "revelation" and the

center of the Christian religion. The coming of Christ to

earth, his life, and his death on the cross are historical facts,

and believers discover a mystery in these particular events.

They contemplate the "glory" of the Son-made-flesh, who
reflects his Father's divine nature (1:14), and they under-

stand that Christ's gift begins in the divine charity and is

ordained to procure them eternal life, participation in God's

own life. In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus had proposed
1T
Jn. 17:26; cf. 15:16; 14:7, 9, 11.

18
Tit. 3:4; cf. Agape in the New Testament, vol. II, pp. 396 ff.
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his Father's kindness as an example to his disciples. Because

he loves all men, even thankless ones, God generously gives

them all they need for the life of the body. The angels had

praised the heavenly eudokia which proposed salvation for

men and reconciliation of sinners with God (Lk. 2: 14). The
Virgin Mary and Zachary sang the mercy of the Almighty. 19

After Christ returned to his Father, the apostles meditated

upon his teachings and his stay among them. They con-

cluded that the Savior had been sent because of the divine

mercy, and they also understood the nature and extent of his

agape. Their knowledge of charity grew as their faith in the

person of Christ grew.

Christ is more than an ambassador, more than a revealer

full of grace and truth, more than the Messiah, more even

than a Savior who sacrifices himself personally. He is God's

only Son. "Everyone who believes that Jesus is the Christ

is born of God" (1 Jn. 5:1). His only-begotten Son is the

person whom God honors and cherishes above all others.

That the Father has turned him over to sinners in order to

bring them to a part in his own life is proof of an infinite

love which no human imagination could ever have con-

ceived. The price of the gift reveals the depth of his agape.

It is almost unthinkable that God would love creatures so

much, especially creatures who had offended him. "The
world must come to acknowledge that I am your ambas-

sador, and that you love them as you love me" (17:23).

Faith enlightens us on precisely this point: "God's love was

made manifest among us by this fact" (1 Jn. 4:9). Such love

can scarcely be imagined, let alone put into words, so each

Christian is invited to meditate on it. "See what kind of love

the Father has bestowed on us" (1 Jn. 3:1). "Thus has God
loved us" (4:11), with this prodigious generosity. The be-

loved Son, crucified for us, reveals how much God loves us

and what his love, agape, is. "This love consists not in our

having loved God but in his having loved us and having sent

his Son as a propitiation for our sins." 20

18 Lk. 1:50, 54, 72, 78.
20

1 Jn. 4:10.



Conclusion 165

4. God is love

For St. John, what distinguishes believers from other men
is their understanding of the mystery of Jesus. It is not only

a matter of proclaiming the authenticity of the Messiah and

the lordship of the Son of God, of adhering to the efficacy

of his death, of awaiting his return in glory, but also of relat-

ing all these saving deeds to the love which conceived and

directed them, of reading in the person and life of Jesus the

divine charity they express. God, who is pure spirit (Jn.

4:24), is by his very nature invisible. No one has ever seen

him (1 Jn. 4:12), but he becomes present in Christ, and we
can see the Father through the Son (Jn. 14:9). In the charity

which Jesus manifested for us, we reach the love of God
himself. The strong conviction the apostles felt about Jesus'

manifestation is expressed with the force of a clear discov-

ery. "We ourselves know and believe in God's enduring love

at work among us. God is love" (1 Jn. 4: 16). In the religion

of Jesus Christ, to know God is not simply to perceive his

omnipotence, holiness, or justice, but to grasp that he is love

(v. 8).

Deus charitas est! The import of the assertion in St. John's

first Epistle must be understood in terms of its genesis. It is

not a statement made by the Lord or a dogmatic declaration

unrelated to history, but the outcome of St. John's contem-

plation of the life and death of Christ and of Jesus' relations

with God. The more the Christian meditates on what the

Savior did and on his teachings about charity, the more he

discovers that Christ is first and foremost the revealer of

God, not like the prophets who proclaimed what the Spirit

suggested to them, but as the only Son who rests perma-

nently on the Father's bosom and explains and makes known
the mysteries of his intimate life with God (Jn. 1:18).

Whether we consider God's relations with Jesus and men or

the relations of the Son of God with his Father and "his

own," agape is the summary and exhaustive explanation of

everything.
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First of all, agape is a gift
—

"See what kind of love the

Father has given us" (1 Jn. 3:1)—and it can come only from

God. "Love takes its origin in God" (1 Jn. 4:7). However,
this charity as virtue is only an infinitesimal part of the di-

vine attribute. Faith discovers an adequate object in the love

God possesses in his own right in the person of his incarnate

Son, "God's love among us" (1 Jn. 4:16). Jesus appears as

love personified, and through him the Christian can truly

know what love in God is. If Christ is all love, then his Fa-

ther is all love too. The following two verses must be juxta-

posed. "We know what love is from the fact that Jesus

Christ laid down his life for us" (1 Jn. 3: 16) and "God's love

was made manifest among us by the fact that God sent his

only-begotten Son into the world" (1 Jn. 4:9). There is so

complete an identity between Christ's love and the Father's

love that we can conclude from one to the other. It is more

than a matter of manifestations and marks of love, as if God
and Jesus were acting with one and the same heart. The re-

lationship between the Father and his only Son springs from

a reciprocal, permanent, and eternal charity (Jn. 17:23-24).

Everything that Christ has revealed about the intimate life

of God is summarized in its being an exchange made within

the mutual relationship of knowledge and love between God
and his Son. The union of the two persons seems to be ac-

complished in agape.21 Thus one arrives at conceiving of a

substantial charity which is God (1 Jn. 4: 10). Love is of the

same nature as God.

These remarks indicate that when St. John wrote "God is

love," he intended first of all to furnish the explicative prin-

ciple of the economy of salvation—in this he agrees with

St. Paul 22—and to take into account the personal relations

which unite the Father to the Son within a single glory.

Their agape is primarily the active manifestation of love.

This is no definition of the God of philosophers, specified by

aseity, but a valid designation of the essence of the living

God. Love is more than an attribute of God; according to

21
Jn. 17:22-23, 26. ^Eph. 2:4 ff.; Col. 1:19 ff.
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the supreme revelation of the New Covenant, it is his own
name. Love expresses God's nature and consequently all his

other attributes—justice, patience, strength, etc. Above all

else, God is love. Agape is not something of God. It is God
himself, his substance; God is incapable of not loving.

Here we are face to face with a great mystery. Biblical

theology cannot make it any more explicit, but the declara-

tion, "God is love," says what is most proper to God and

what he desires us to know about him. He has shown that

he is love, and he wants to be recognized as he is. If we may
dare to say so, charity is the property of his nature which

means the most to him. St. John saw it as his most specific

quality, as Jesus had implied in his teaching on "the Father

who is in heaven." The Holy Spirit made St. John under-

stand that charity is an active love; it is a fullness overflow-

ing in kindness, whose movements are their own determina-

tion and justification, like a spring that overflows into the

stream which it feeds. God is life, so his immanent love is

completely spontaneous and communicative. He is light (1

Jn. 1:5) because his love is spiritual and clear. Agape ex-

presses all of this. Like a sun that illuminates and radiates,

like a spring that flows and fecundates, God is pure charity

which loves by expressing and giving itself. His communica-

tion and sharing of himself are his nature and, therefore, the

law of his life.

5. Divine sonship, the work and gift of the

Father's agape

God loves men so much that he sacrificed his Son for

them, and his charity does not remain external in the form
of helpful providence which would first surround men with

good things and finally assure their happiness. Instead it

gives them eternal life (Jn. 3:16), which must be understood

as the life of God himself rather than as a life that death

cannot reach. In the depths of his being, the Christian pos-
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sesses the life with which God himself lives. More pro-

foundly still, out of love God begets believers by communi-
cating his own nature to them. Of sinners, he makes children

capable of entering into intimacy with him. "See what kind

of love the Father has bestowed on us that we should be

called his children, for that is what we are." 23 The words,

"for that is what we are," kai esmen, exclude any watered-

down or softened interpretation of the expression "children

of God." It is not a metaphor, honorific title or affectionate

name, as if God had for us a love like a father's love for his

sons or as if only he treated us like sons. God actually is our

father just as truly as our human fathers are, who begot us

and transmitted their own lives to us. This is so true that ac-

cording to St. John, the Christian is called "he who has been

begotten by God." 24 Indeed, according to the mode of be-

getting of living things, "the life-germ implanted by God
abides in him" (1 Jn. 3:9).

Anyone who is surprised or doubtful about this should

reread St. Paul's teaching on the new birth (Tit. 3:5) and

Jesus' conversation with Nicodemus in which the Master

used the analogy of human birth to explain birth according

to the spirit (Jn. 3:3-9). The new or divine begetting is just

as real as the first begetting in the mother's womb, and

Christians can truly consider themselves "of the race of

God" (Acts 17:28). In fact, strictly speaking, begetting by
the spirit is more true and authentic than human begetting.

For one thing, human fathers are intermediaries who can

only transmit a life that is not their own property (Eph.

3:14-15); for another, a human child is autonomous from

the moment he comes into the world. Once the umbilical

cord is cut, his dependence on his parents becomes only

moral. The child of God, on the contrary, is forever being

born. He is permanently being begotten, as the perfect tense

of the verb gennan shows.25 He is always being born; he is

23
1 Jn. 3:1; cf. vv. 2, 10; 5:2.

M
1 Jn. 3:3-10; cf. 2:29; 4:7; 5:1, 4, 18; Jn. 1:12.

25
1 Jn. 2:29; 3:9; 4:7; 5:1, 4; Jn. 3:6, 8.
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always receiving direct participation in God's nature and

life. For St. Paul, the Christian is a person who "is in Christ

Jesus"; for St. John, the Christian is a person who "is from

God" 26 or "is from the Father" (1 Jn. 2: 16).

Theologians identify the truly divine nature communi-

cated to believers with sanctifying grace. Jesus called it

"glory." "The glory you have bestowed on me I have be-

stowed on them, that they may be one as we are one—I in

them and you in me. Thus their oneness will be perfected.

The world must come to acknowledge . . . that you love

them as you love me" (Jn. 17:22-23). Since the basic nature

of the heavenly Father is agape and since, strictly speaking,

a begetter transmits his own nature in begetting, God's chil-

dren will clearly be persons who are essentially loving. The
divine glory or the divine nature in which we participate,

thanks to Christ, includes, first and foremost, entitative pos-

session of the Father's love which also belongs to all his sons.

"May the love with which you love me dwell in them as I

dwell in them myself" (Jn. 17:26). This explains why and

how the children of the God who is love can be recognized

by their capacity to love. For St. John, the words ek tou

theou, "to be (born) of God," mean to belong to God and

to resemble him, as well as to take one's origin from him ( 1

Jn. 2:16). Someone who is especially patient, consoling, or

easily angered is sometimes referred to as "a son of" patience,

consolation, or anger. In the same way, the description "son

of God" suggests not only that a person is born of God but

also that he depends on the heavenly Father and possesses

the same qualities that his Father has. If God is love, "those

who are of God" are also love, and not accidentally, but by
nature. Furthermore, the child acts like his father. At birth

he is furnished with both his nature and his faculties, which
exercise themselves in activities. Authentic children of God
can be recognized by the charitable quality of their activi-

ties.

This doctrine must be kept in mind for an understanding

26
1 Jn. 4:2-3; cf. 3:10; 4:6; 3 Jn. 11; Jn. 8:47.
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of the Johannine definition: "Everyone that loves is a child

of God" (1 Jn. 4:7), which follows the assertion, "Love

takes its origin in God." Charity is the criterion of sonship,

and, consequently, of the disciple. There is no more basic

teaching in the New Testament. Like St. Paul, St. John does

call the Christian "one who believes," ho pisteuôn, but he

conceives of him principally as "one who loves," ho aga-

pôn.27 The present participle indicates both incessant activ-

ity and a condition of stability—sometimes very much
emphasized, as "he who abides in love," ho menôn en têi

agapêi (1 Jn. 4: 16). The child of God is, as it were, always

in the act of loving, like his heavenly Father. At least, he

has a permanent disposition to love, and he is prompt to

manifest his charity. Love is his life, because love is his being.

Just as it can be stated categorically that "he who does not

love abides in death" (1 Jn. 3:14b), so it is equally true to

say that he who loves has passed from death to life (3: 14a)

and lives in the light (2:10), in participation in the divine

life.

6. What is agape?

Having seen that for St. John a disciple is one who pos-

sesses divine love and lives from it, it is possible to examine

the nature of the divine love and determine its characteristics.

According to the Synoptics, God was the model for a love

which is respectful, kind and tender in its manifestations

toward neighbor. St. Paul is faithful to this meaning, but the

central place he gives to agape, the bond of perfection, in

his development of Christian theology forces him to enrich

its content. He says that the love of God conceived and ac-

complished the whole economy of salvation. Along with the

crucified Christ, God is "he who has loved us" (Rom. 8:37;

Gal. 2:20). Charity inseparably unites the Father and the

Son in their relationship with redeemed men (2 Cor. 13:13).

27
1 Jn. 4:21; 5:1; cf. Jn. 14:21.
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St. Paul's words in Rom. 8:39, "God's love for us, which is

in Christ Jesus our Lord," can be considered the point of

departure for St. John's speculation on Christ, the redeemer

and giver of the divine charity to believers. Furthermore,

St. Paul had the merit of exalting agape as the essence of the

Christian life. To have charity is everything; not to have it

is to be reduced to nothing (1 Cor. 13). All morality is

summed up in charity (Rom. 13: 10). This, too, prepares for

St. John's repeated assertions of the unrivaled importance of

fraternal love.

Moreover, St. Paul prays unceasingly to God to make
agape increase and abound in the disciples' hearts, and he

writes that agape is constantly diffused in them by the Holy
Spirit (Rom. 5:5). St. John insists on this point even more,

and makes agape more than a simple gift of God, even if the

greatest one, and more than a grace; it is participation in the

divine nature. For St. Paul, the Christian is an adopted son

of God, huios tou theou, whose soul is endowed with the

qualities and titles appropriate to his new state, particularly

with the right to his inheritance. For St. John, the Christian

is a child, teknon, begotten by the heavenly Father. The Fa-

ther is charity. When he communicates his nature and life to

his child, he transmits something of the agape which is

proper to him. The supernatural, divine character of Chris-

tian love could not be more clearly stated. Taken literally,

many Pauline texts might seem to indicate that charity is a

moral virtue, because the emphasis in them is on agape's

practical efficiency, "the labor of love," ho kopos tes agapes

(1 Thess. 1:3). In St. John, however, the theological charac-

ter of agape is always evident. Because of its origin agape is

different from all human attachments. "Love is from God"
(1 Jn. 4:7). Its origin is its specific character. God alone has

charity. He alone loves in this way. On this earth, only those

whom he begets possess this love and only they can love as

God loves.

Pauline agape is a force, an extremely active dynamis;

Johannine agape is above all a nature, considered sometimes
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as transcendent, sometimes as immanent, precisely because it

is both divine and incarnate. It can be said that the Christian

(ho agapôn) is in a stable condition because he possesses

charity. He remains in a state which testifies to his spiritual

authenticity. In a way, the love he has received surpasses

him. It is greater than his own heart, and he is bound to

agape and must plunge himself into it. At any rate, charity

is the bond which unites the believer to God. It is the child

of God's permanent participation in the nature and life of

his Father.

This conception takes into account the expressions proper

to St. John. He says that the charity of God or of the Father

remains in the Christian (1 Jn. 3:17; cf. 2:15) and is rooted

in him (Jn. 5:42). He defines the disciple as a man who
abides in the love (1 Jn. 4: 16) which God or Christ have for

him (Jn. 15:9-10). Charity is a mutual attachment, therefore,

between perfectly real and living persons; it is the love

proper to God and revealed by Christ. It is divine and is

given first, taking the initiative in every communication and

gift (1 Jn. 4:10, 19). The disciple welcomes its declarations

and manifestations. He believes in love (4: 16), and his firm,

stable adherence makes him live and remain in charity, live

and remain in God. "He who abides in love abides in God
and God in him" (1 Jn. 4:16; cf. v. 12). This way of ex-

pressing the link between God and the believer is original

with St. John, and it is noteworthy that he already insisted

on it so strongly when he had only just discovered it. Never-

theless, the indwelling was self-evident once it was realized

that agape is a nature common to God and to his children.

Charity is characterized, therefore, by the depth of its at-

tachment. The whole person loves and is directed toward

the beloved.

Charity is more than a simple relationship of delight. It

draws together persons who love one another to the point

of realizing a presence. The immediacy of the nearness is

spiritual, of course, since it is a question of God and the soul,

but it is also in a certain sense local, since St. John calls it a
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mutual indwelling and even an existence of one within the

other. It is the common psychology of love that the be-

loved haunts the spirit and heart of the lover, and vice versa.

Ubi thesaurus tuus, ibi et cor tuum. . . . However, the pres-

ence of a memory or an affection is purely psychological,

whereas charity brings God, Christ, and the believer to-

gether, uniting them in their very being rather than by ex-

trinsic relation. Agape is the place, the home, where the

Father, the Son, and all believers meet (1 Jn. 5:1, 2, 18) be-

cause they all possess the same nature. It is not enough, then,

to say that charity assures the mutual intimacy of the lover

and the beloved, or even that it makes them present to one

another. There is more than contact; there is communication

of being and life, and it is on this level that we must under-

stand the reciprocal indwelling which agape causes.

St. John's first epistle emphasizes so strongly the relation-

ship between Christian charity and the new birth (1 Jn. 3 : 1
;

4: 7; 5:1) that we are led to conceive charity as a family love.

God loves as Father. Christians love him as his children,

and they love one another as brothers (1 Jn. 3:16). We are

bound to love Christ and Christians because "everyone who
loves the parent loves his child also" (1 Jn. 5:1). If we have

God for a Father, we cannot help loving his Son (Jn. 8:42).

In other words, God's agape for his only-begotten Son and

for his children is of the same nature and founded on a fun-

damental similarity. "You love them as you love me." 28 The
glory proper to the Father is received by Jesus and com-

municated to the disciples (Jn. 17:22, 24). The counter-

proof, "He who does not love his brother is no child of

God" (1 Jn. 3: 10), is as absolute as the proof, "We know by
this sign that we love the children of God; when we love

God." 29 Agape is a familial affection, an immense kindness

which can contain a great deal of tenderness. This helps us

to understand better why it has an innate tendency to unity

(Jn. 17:23). Father, Son, and brothers are to form only one;

the whole economy of salvation is ordained to this ideal (Jn.

28
Jn. 17:23; cf. v. 26.

28
1 Jn. 5:2.
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12:52), precisely because it is governed by the Father's char-

ity.

Progress in the Christian life is progress in love, and it is

marked by an ever closer union. No matter how strong the

assimilation of his new child to him is at baptism, it can

always be intensified, since it is conditioned by an increased

awareness of God's love for us. The more the Christian

knows the Father's agape, the more he becomes attached to

Christ who manifests it to him, and the more the Father and

Son draw near, uniting themselves more closely to him. "He
who accepts my commandments and keeps them—he is the

one that loves me. And he that loves me will, in turn, be

loved by my Father; and I will love him, and will manifest

myself to him. . . . My Father will love him, and we shall

visit him and make our home with him" (Jn. 14:21, 23). The
love which at first seemed so static appears here as singularly

active. The highest faculties have come into play. For spir-

itual beings, to be is to live and to act. Therefore, to live in

love is not an ideal of repose; it is rather to know God,

direct the affection of the heart to him, and to prove one's

fidelity. For his part, Christ manifests himself, emphanisô,

and comes with the Father, eleusometha; together they bring

about an active presence, monén poiêsometha. The disciple

cannot be unaware of their coming and permanent dwelling

within him, because he lives in the light.30 Since agape is a

lucid love, it is very much aware of God and of all its rela-

tions with him. One of St. John's most original contributions

to the theology of charity is his reiterated affirmation of the

new vision. "Everyone that loves . . . knows God" (1 Jn.

4:7); "we ourselves know and believe in God's enduring

love at work among us" (v. 16); "we know . . . because we
love" (3:14); "by this we shall know" (v. 19); "by this we
know . . . when we love God" (1 Jn. 5:2).

The knowledge intrinsically linked to charity comes from

experience, from an intimate grasping based on the com-

munion of nature and life established with God. The Chris-

30
1 Jn. 2:10; cf. v. 27.
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tian is converted when he sees God's charity revealed. In the

beginning, he sees a proof of God's love in the person of

Christ, and as he grows, he acquires a clearer awareness of

the Father's love. His supreme wish is not so much the Pa-

rousia or entrance into heaven as it is the consummation in

unity (Jn. 17:22-23) and finally, the sight of the glory, doxa,

and love, agape, that the Father has given the Son before

the creation of the world (v. 24). The union and presence

which he experiences will be completed in the contempla-

tion of the Trinitarian life he shares. Agape will have become

perfect when the manifestation is total (cf. 1 Jn. 3:2).

This doctrine is apparent in the texts only if agapan-agapê

keeps its classical and biblical nuance of manifestation of

love. More than any other New Testament writer, St. John

shows charity as a love which reveals and proves itself. We
have seen how enlightening this meaning was for an under-

standing of the divine "nature." "God is love," ho theos

agapë estin, must be understood primarily in terms of the

fact of Christ and of the economy of salvation, the epiphany

of the agape of God. God is manifest and generous love. He
makes no secret of his love for his Son and for men. St. Paul

traced everything to God's paternity (Eph. 3:14), but for

St. John, God is an overflowing and communicative love, a

fullness poured out

—

Bonum diffusivum sui—and conse-

quently the source of all love and all good. Thus the "greater

love," meizona agapën, of Jn. 15:13 is the most convincing

proof of love and its decisive manifestation. Jesus' death is

the most expressive act of his charity (cf. 13:1).

Furthermore, the Savior multiplies his declarations of

love; 31 he requires the apostles' declarations in turn (Jn.

21:15-17), and he wants the proclamations to be confirmed

by deeds.32 Just as the incarnation is for believers a mani-

festation of the Father's charity (1 Jn. 4:9), so they will

recognize one another as God's authentic children through

the exercise of fraternal charity (3:10). The activity of this

love will be an unmistakable sign by which even unbelievers

31
Jn. 13:34; 15:9, 15.

82
Jn. 14:15, 21, 23.
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can always identify Christ's disciples (Jn. 13:35). Charity

is spiritual, yet it draws attention to itself; it is invisible, yet

it is radiant; it is intimate affection, yet it acts openly; it is

recognizable in its works (1 Jn. 3:16). In definitions, agape

must be understood in its traditional sense of manifest love.

For example, en toutôi estin hê agapë is usually translated,

"Love consists in this" (1 Jn. 4:10, 16), but the correct

sense is, "The manifestation of love consists in this: God
sends his Son as a propitiation for our sins."

Just as God proves his love and just as charity is neces-

sarily efficient and effective, so St. John "defines" the Chris-

tian's agape (1 Jn. 5:3; 2 Jn. 6) by the proof of his love for

God: the manifestation of charity is the observance of the

precepts. Like St. Paul, he insists as much on the efficiency

of the divine charity as on the disciples' works as character-

istic of their love. To have charity is to keep the word of

God (1 Jn. 2:5). To love God is to put his commandments
into practice (5:2); the proof of agape is the keeping of the

commandments (v. 3). "To walk in truth," "to walk accord-

ing to his precepts," "to walk in love" (2 Jn. 4-6; cf. v. 3)

all mean the same thing. The entire moral life, which is

fidelity to the divine will, is the blossoming of charity. A
person shows his attachment to God by obeying him, and

the activities of agape constitute perfect obedience because

the divine precept par excellence prescribes love. "His com-

mandment is this, that we should believe in the name of his

Son, Jesus Christ, and love one another, as he commanded
us" (1 Jn. 3:23).

St. John did not invent this notion of charity. He learned

it from the Master and then declared it in his own words:

"We know what love is from the fact that Jesus Christ laid

down his life for us. We, too, ought to lay down our lives

for our brothers" (1 Jn. 3:16). Christ's example reveals how
extremely active and efficient agape is. Jesus had commanded
several times, "Love one another, as I have loved you" (Jn.

13:34; 15:12). He himself is the model of total devotion,

carried even to the sacrifice of the cross. More clearly still,
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the Lord had defined, "Anyone who loves me with charity

will keep my word. . . . Anyone who does not love me
does not keep my word" (Jn. 14:23). This is the same as

saying, "He who has my commandments and keeps them

—he is the one that loves me with charity" (v. 21), and "If

you love me, you will keep my commandments" (v. 15).

Charity and fidelity are one and the same thing, as the

Old Testament consistently taught. Given the emphasis

placed on the values of delight and union in Johannine

agape, however, fidelity is no longer so much a matter of

obedience pure and simple or of strictly material submission

as it is of accepted dependence and agreement of wills. The
disciple fulfills the prescriptions of God and Christ out of

love; more exactly, he adopts their will and conforms to it.

"We keep his commandments and do what is pleasing in

his sight" (1 Jn. 3:22). Agape, authentic love, is exact in fidel-

ity and prompt and fervent in welcoming the Father's will,

which it takes so completely to itself that God's will actually

becomes the believer's own will. That is why agape never

feels that its precepts are heavy (5:3). Jesus was referring

to the depth of this spontaneous adherence and conformity

when he said, "If you observe my commandments you will

remain in my love, just as I have observed my Father's

commandments and I remain in his love" (Jn. 15:10). St.

John echoes, "He who keeps his commandments abides in

God and God in him" (1 Jn. 3:23), and, "To love God
means to keep his commandments" (1 Jn. 5:3).

Our piety should be essentially filial, and Jesus is its per-

fect model. "As he is, so we are" (14:17; cf. 2:6). The
children of God love not only because God has commanded
them to and because his Son has given them the example of

love, but also because as children of the Father and sharers

in his loving nature, they are incapable of having feelings

and desires different from his. When they love with infused

agape, their love has the essentially effective quality of divine

love. It manifests itself, dedicates itself, sacrifices itself and

proves itself in every way. For a Christian, loving is never
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anything other than manifesting what he really is (1 Jn.

3:10), just as God's agape manifests him in himself.

It is now possible to understand the strength of the ex-

hortation, "Little children, let us love not merely in word
or with the tongue but in deed and in truth" (3:18). It

would be monstrous for God's children to pretend to love

if their actions were to belie the sincerity of their words

(cf. 4:20). In any case, it would be contradictory to the

nature of effective, convincing agape. True charity con-

forms to the effectively beneficent, generous, divine model

(4: 11), as St. John emphasizes in the stereotyped expression,

"In this is love."

In conclusion, we must sum up St. John's very complex

notion of agape. Agape is an overflowing fullness which

springs from the very being of the lover and expresses him

adequately. Completely spontaneous and gratuitous, it is a

love of holiness and beauty which expresses itself in esteem

and sovereign respect, in delight and kindness. Sometimes it

vibrates with compassion at the sight of another's misery

(1 Jn. 3:17); sometimes it rejoices in the happiness of its

beloved (Jn. 14:28). It is so closely united with its beloved

that it remains always in his presence. Its communion is

the most intimate possible because it is reciprocal indwell-

ing. We possess within ourselves the person whom we love

and he exists in us. Mutual indwelling is possible because

agape is God himself. His children remain in him (1 Jn.

4: 16), and the loving and beloved brothers are united in the

Father's charity which they share (Jn. 15:9). On this

level, St. John explains, there is no true charity unless one

loves God. "We know by this sign that we love the children

of God: when we love God" (1 Jn. 5:2). In other words,

charity is something completely different from tender storgë

or the most perfect philia, although it includes the highest

values of both these loves (cf. Jn. 11:3, 5, 11, 36), partic-

ularly the confiding of secrets to a friend (15:14-15) and

the gentle, generous welcome reserved to guests (3 Jn. 6).

As in the Septuagint, the Synoptics, and St. Paul, agape in
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St. John is extremely active, powerful, and generous. It

communicates the most precious thing it has; 33
it gives of

its best (1 Jn. 4:10). It tends to sacrifice itself for the be-

loved (Jn. 15:13). Charity is belonging to another (1 Jn.

2:15), and it demands unchanging fidelity. When it is a

matter of man's love for God or Christ, charity is equivalent

to consecration (Jn. 21:15-17). At least, that is its ideal, for

St. John's expressions, like our Lord's in the Sermon on the

Mount, show that man, magnificently endowed with divine

charity as he is (Jn. 17:26), tries to love his best but can

never fully realize the infinite delight and gift that such a

love includes by its very nature. "Whoever keeps God's

word, truly that man's love for God is perfect" (1 Jn. 2:5).

7. Fraternal love

From the very beginning God had asked his people to

love one another (Lev. 19: 18). In the Sermon on the Mount
Jesus extended charity even to enemies (Mt. 5:44-48), and

in his Farewell Discourse he made fraternal agape his own
precept: "This is my commandment: love one another"

(Jn. 15:12). He called it a new precept: "A new command-
ment I give you: love one another" (13:34). He was re-

ferring to the love which his own must actively bear one

another and which characterizes them as his disciples: "You
are my friends, provided you do what I command you"

(15:14). They are to love as Christ has loved them, as Jn.

13:34 and 15:12 emphasize. These texts show how the pre-

cept can be called completely new and absolutely proper

to Christ. "As I love you, so I want you, too, to love one

another" (Jn. 13:34). Thus, simple philanthropy, tender-

ness, and the kind of devotion which people ordinarily feel

and practice are not what he was referring to. The Master

was consciously introducing into this world an original love

which was unknown until he himself lived it.

33
Jn. 3:34-35; cf. Lk. 15:31.
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He immediately explained how he understands and mani-

fests his love: "No one can give a greater proof of his love

than by laying down his life for his friends" (15:13). Love

is therefore gift of self and desire for the happiness of one's

friends which is so profound that one is even willing to

sacrifice oneself for them. Examples of this kind of generos-

ity exist outside Christianity (Rom. 5:7), however, and the

Lord goes even further. "Just as the Father loves me, so I

love you" (Jn. 15:9). Consequently, there can no longer

be a question of human attachment alone; Christ's love is

also divine love. To love as Christ loves is to love both

religiously and humanly, to share in God's own love and

to extend it to others. That is what makes Christian agape

specific and new. Its origin and nature are heavenly, and it

has the power to unite all God's children within the Church.

Clearly, then, agape has something of the infinité about it

and, clearly, it tends to immolation. Because it is divine, it

is without measure. Christ alone has shown its perfect reali-

zation.

To love as Christ loves is not a more or less optional

counsel or simply one precept among many. It is the last

testament and supreme will of the Lord and Master who was

actively fulfilling what he ordained for others (13:13-14).

Love is the spirit of his Church and the soul of the new
covenant which he sealed with his blood. Therefore Christ

kept only fraternal love, as he defined it, as the criterion of

authentic discipleship; he identified love with the Christian

life itself. Jesus practiced all the virtues and prescribed them

for his own, but only agape is specific because agape makes

Christianity what it is. "By this token all the world must

know that you are my disciples—if you have the love of

charity for one another" (Jn. 13:35). Love that is a token

must be active and manifest, able to play the role of witness

and proof. It must be love so special that it cannot possibly

be confused with any counterfeit. It must be an attachment

so broad, constant and patient that even strangers can see

in it the fulfillment of the command of Christ. They must
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see Christ's way of loving and even his presence and the

presence of his Father in the disciples' community and com-
munion. "I in them and you in me, that their unity may
be perfect, so that the world will recognize that you sent

me and that you love them as you love me" (17:23). Agape

is the "mark" of the visible church, because no one can

possess this love unless he has been chosen and loved by
God, who transmits it to him in his beloved Son present with

his Father, by love, in the midst of his own (Jn. 14:23).

St. John had meditated for a long time on the testament

of the Lord, and the essence of his Epistles seems to com-

ment: "This is all I command you: love one another" (Jn.

15:17). Referring to the very first catechesis which each

convert received, he wrote: "This is precisely the message

which you have heard from the beginning—that we should

love one another" (1 Jn. 3:11). His reference to the early

stages of initiation into Christianity seems to imply that the

convert's commitment was made first of all to the reciprocal

love within the Church. In any case, St. John does not con-

sider love simply a wish or precept of Christ, but rather the

will of God himself: "This is his (God's) commandment"

(1 Jn. 3:23). The Christian life is summed up in faith in

Christ and fraternal love, en alëtheiai kai agapëi (2 Jn. 3).

It would be impossible to give greater fullness to agape or

to associate it more happily with the Witness-Revealer who
prescribed it.

This is not just a general juxtaposition of dogma and

morality in which the faithful are characterized by their

confession of the incarnate Son of God and by their loving

conduct. For St. John, the proper object of faith is the

divine charity: "to believe in the love that God has mani-

fested among us" (1 Jn. 4:16; cf. v. 10) in the person of

his Son. He is the epiphany of the Father's agape, so that

fraternal love finds its model in the love Christ has for his

own. Fraternal love is verified in him: "the truth is in him"

(2:8). Jesus had said: "Love one another as I love you. No
one can give a greater proof of his love than by laying down
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his life for his friends" (Jn. 15:12-13), and the disciple

comments: "We know what love is from the fact that Jesus

Christ laid down his life for us. We, too, ought to lay down
our lives for our brothers" (1 Jn. 3:16; cf. 4:11). "We
ought," opheilomen, implies more than the necessity of con-

forming to a model; it refers to the obligation of the debt

of gratitude. Having received so great a gift of love, how
could we in our turn not love and surround our brothers

with the same kind of generosity?

On the human plane, it is fitting that a superior person

be able to rise to difficult circumstances. An honorable and

noble-hearted person tries to share with others any benefits

he has received. The Lord, who was severe to the slave who
had been acquitted of his debts and then was intransigent

toward his own debtors (Mt. 18:23-34), went on to say,

"In the same way my heavenly Father will treat you if you

do not each forgive your brother from your heart" (v. 35).

St. John was not taking his position on the plane of human
decency, however. He was intrinsically linking charity re-

ceived from God with charity toward neighbor, and this

connection is his most personal contribution to the theology

of agape.

Jesus had associated the two commandments as making

up a single supreme class of precepts (Mt. 22:36-40). St.

Paul had summed up Christian morality in fraternal charity

(Rom. 13:8-10). St. John teaches that it is impossible to

love God without loving one's brother. To pretend to have

charity for God without extending it to one's neighbor

would be a lie (1 Jn. 4:20). Worse still, the divine agape

cannot live in a heart that closes itself to compassion for a

brother in need (1 Jn. 3:17). A priori, when the objects of

the two loves are so diverse, it is difficult to see why they

cannot be dissociated. But the apostle declares that this is

the divine ordinance: "We have received this command
from God: He who loves God must love his brother also"

(1 Jn. 4:21).

The command does not actually appear in the Gospel, so
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it must be understood that St. John, by his apostolic au-

thority, was interpreting and clarifying the Lord's will in a

sort of theological conclusion to which he gave the force

of law. In any case, it is easy to retrace the evolution of

his thought. Agape is a very particular kind of love, which

bespeaks absolute initiative and anteriority, not reciprocity.

God has revealed his charity under this mode (4:11, 19).

How then can Christians possess and exercise agape without

themselves taking the first steps? Vis-à-vis God, their agape

is necessarily response; only toward neighbor can it manifest

authentic spontaneity. Perhaps it is in this sense that 1 Jn.

4:19 and 1 Jn. 4:12 should be understood: "We must take

the initiative in loving our brothers since he first loved us";

and "No one has ever seen God, yet if we love one another,

God abides in us and our love for him reaches its perfec-

tion," its full ratio of agape.

Another, more profound consideration is added to this

one. The love which the believer possesses is infused (4:7).

It is the charity with which God loves himself and all

Christians. It keeps the same objects in our hearts, therefore,

as it has in God, as 1 Jn. 5:2 suggests: "We know by this

sign that we love the children of God, when we love God."

What does this mean if not that the possession of the divine

reality which is agape is enough to unite us ipso facto with

God and his children? Charity accomplishes this communion
because it is its nature to do so, and that is why it is un-

thinkable that anyone could be attached to God and exclude

his neighbor, or vice versa. This dichotomy, which could be

valid in human affections or in certain mystiques, is con-

trary to the very notion of charity, which is a love that is

proper only to God and to his own.

We arrive, then, at St. John's ultimate reflection, one

already made by Peter and Paul. According to St. John,

the proper fruit of faith is not justification or even obtain-

ing eternal life, but, first of all, becoming the child and

sharer of the divine life. "Everyone who believes that Jesus

is the Christ is born of God" (1 Jn. 5: 1; Jn. 1: 12). God is
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love, the manifestation and gift of love (1 Jn. 4:8, 16). When
he begets children, he gives them the agape which char-

acterizes his nature. From the gift, it is easy to deduce the

consequence: the child of God is "naturally" loving; charity

is the rightful possession of every disciple who is reborn of

God. "Everyone that loves is a child of God" (1 Jn. 4:7).

This is certainly the supreme motive of fraternal love.

Christians are exhorted to love their neighbor because of

the loving nature they received at baptism. "Beloved, let us

love one another, because love is from God" (1 Jn. 4:7).

St. John tells us that this love is a family love. God is the

Father; he loves his children; and each of them must con-

sider the others also children of their common Father and

must love them as their brothers. "Everyone who loves the

parent loves his child also" (1 Jn. 5:1). This notion makes

everything clear, and we can understand why St. John

united charity for God so intimately with charity for neigh-

bor, or rather for other Christians. Fraternal agape is much
less a love prescribed for the sake of resembling God and

conforming to Christ's example than it is a sharing and

application of God's love of predilection for all the dis-

ciples of Jesus.

That is why our fraternal charity is a proof that God
lives in us (1 Jn. 4: 12). To distinguish between the children

of God and the children of the devil, it is only necessary

to observe who loves his neighbor and who does not ( 1 Jn.

3:19). Only those who do are sure of "being born of the

truth" (3: 10) and of having passed from death to life. "We
know that we have passed from death to life, because we
love our brothers. He who does not love abides in death"

(3:14). The charitable person is truly alive (v. 15); he

possesses God's own life in him and he walks in the light

(1 Jn. 2:10).

Although St. John multiplies statements about the duty

of manifesting love of neighbor and about the reasons love

is necessary, he is silent about the acts and modes of its

being carried out. He emphasizes only that it must be effec-
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tive, because effectiveness is the characteristic of charity

which God and Christ have revealed to him.34 Since true

love consists in the Father's giving the Son and the Son's

giving his life (4:10; 3:16), the essential sign of fraternal

love is that it does not love "in word or tongue, but in deed

and truth" (3:18). It dedicates itself to the kind of humble

and fervent service of which our Lord gave a very con-

crete example when he washed his disciples' feet (Jn. 13:15;

cf. Lk. 22:26). A good spirit is not enough; we must really

give ourselves to others in a union of heartfelt love and

self-sacrifice
—"happy are you if you do these things" (Jn.

13:17). Consequently, just as God sacrificed his only Son

out of mercy for us, so the disciple will feel himself full of

pity for those in need and will share everything he has with

them. He must even be ready to give his life, following the

Savior's example (1 Jn. 3:16) and the law of infused charity.

Furthermore, when Jesus was told that his friend Lazarus

was sick, he let him die
—

"Jesus loved . . . Lazarus" (Jn.

11:5)—and he even rejoiced because he had not helped him

sooner (Jn. 11:15, chairô), because Lazarus' sickness and

death were to manifest God's glory (v. 4). Attachment to

neighbor is subordinate to the demands of divine love. If it

is a matter of God's honor (cf. 9: 3-4), we must agree to the

most painful trials for those we love
—"your dear friend is

ill" (v. 3). Then, however, we will taste the joy of being

in full accord with the Father's will (echarëte; 14:28), in

direct contrast to the Jews who, not having charity within

themselves (5:42), "cared more for the approval of men
than for the approval of God" (12:43).

8. The progress and fruits of agape

Because agape is God's nature in us, nothing is more stable

than our love. Whether it is charity for God, Christ, or

neighbor, the person who possesses it is assured of being

31
1 Jn. 4:11; Jn. 15:9-10, 12-13.
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forever established in God or in Christ, in life eternal and

heavenly light. "He who abides in love abides in God and

God in him." 35 The moral life is seen as a walking under the

inspiration of charity (2 Jn. 6), and the Christian is sure that

he will never stumble (1 Jn. 2:10). Where there is agape,

there is also security.

But stability, permanence, or even fixedness are not syn-

onymous with inertia. Johannine charity, like Pauline, is

extremely active, proving itself above all in the practice

of the commandments.36 Diligent fidelity arouses the delight

of the three divine Persons and wins new gifts, first of all the

coming and indwelling of the Holy Spirit: "If you love me
you will keep my commandments. And I will ask the Father,

and he will give you another Advocate to be with you for

all times to come" (Jn. 14:15-16). The believer's first reac-

tion before the divine ambassador is to "receive" him (Jn.

1:11-12). Only those who love God "welcome Jesus." 37

The person who gives himself and attaches himself to Christ

has the assurance that both the Father and Christ will return

his love. Just as the faithful person's charity expresses itself

in works, so Jesus' charity is shown in his gifts: "He who
has my commandments and keeps them—he is the one that

loves me. And he that loves me will, in turn, be loved by my
Father; and I will love him, and will manifest myself to him"

(14:21; cf. vv. 19-20). The disciple's loving obedience brings

him deeper into the divine intimacy. As the charitable per-

son proves the sincerity and force of his agape, the Father

and the Son draw nearer and their indwelling in the soul

becomes more profound. "Anyone who loves me will keep

my word, and my Father will love him, and we shall come

to him and make our home with him" (14:23).

In these three texts (14:15-16, 21, 23) the fervor of agape

is proved by fidelity. Everything depends on "keeping the

commandments" or "the word." John 14:21 accentuates

35
1 Jn. 4:16; cf. Jn. 15:9-10; 1 Jn. 4:12; 2:10; 3:14-15, 17.

80
Jn. 15:10; 1 Jn. 3:23-24; 4:21; 5:2-3, 2 Jn. 5-6.

37
Jn. 5:43; 13:20.
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even more the notion of practical realization and persever-

ance: "he who has my commandments and keeps them."

The disciple receives, keeps, and accomplishes the will of

Jesus. As he does so, his charity not only proves itself but

also is strengthened by use; consequently, his divine partici-

pation becomes even fuller. Christ shows him still more

love (Jn. 14:21). With his Father, he establishes himself

permanently in the soul (1 Jn. 14:23), and, if we may dare

to say so, the stay of the Holy Spirit becomes even more

active (Jn. 14:16).

Since the coming and abiding of the Trinity are presented

as something new with respect to the first divine indwelling

within the convert (1 Jn. 4:16), the whole Christian life

may be considered an incessant, always-increasing manifesta-

tion and reciprocity of love between the disciple and God.

On God's side, this is self-evident, since he is charity and

charity is pure gift and communication. God never stops

loving, manifesting his love, and lavishing his gifts upon his

children. On the Christians' side, however, since their char-

ity is received from God—"the love of the Father in him"

(1 Jn. 2:15; cf. 4:7)—the problem is to increase love by a

more generous sharing in the divine agape. St. John calls this

God's agape among us (4:17) or in us (v. 12) or in this

person (2:5). Charity itself cannot grow, since it is already

all fullness, but it can make progress in the soul that assimi-

lates it. It occupies or inhabits the soul with greater sov-

ereignty. Its mastery increases until it becomes "finished"

or consummated, until it is "perfect love," he teleia agapë

(1 Jn. 4:18).

St. John writes several times that God's agape reaches

perfection in us (1 Jn. 4:12, 17; 2:5). This amounts to

saying that we grow and become perfect in agape (4:18).

We should understand that the disciple of Jesus Christ as-

similates more and more profoundly the entity which is

"the agape that comes from God." He gives it full place

in his soul. He "realizes" it better and better in himself,

so that he exists integrally in agape and, like God himself,
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arrives at identifying himself with love. Certainly that is

his ideal and the direction of his progress.

Thus the participation in the divine nature that the child

of God received at his engendering in baptism is intended to

grow. The essence of its nature is love; its acts are manifesta-

tions of love: observance of the commandments and fra-

ternal love. Its progress, linked to its concrete activity, is

progress in charity. Its perfection is the perfection of love

itself, and finally it is consummated in the unity, which will

be complete only in heaven, of all those who participate in

agape—of God, Christ, and the children of God (Jn. 17:23,

26). Heaven and earth could not be brought closer to each

other. Agape is at once link and place of meeting. This is

is true only because agape is God himself.

As agape grows and acts, the psychology of the Christian

changes; he no longer fears God. If we really understood the

content of this revelation, we would have to call it a miracle.

After all, God is the holy one, the transcendent one, and

before him every creature is seized with fear (Lk. 4:36).

Furthermore, ever since the flight of the first guilty man
before God (Gen. 3:8-10), every man feels himself a sinner

(Lk. 5:8-9). His instinctive reaction is to see God as a judge

whose punishments he fears. He is afraid. But the immense

manifestation of God's love in the merciful coming of the

Savior teaches man that God is a father and that he does

not want to lose any of his creatures (Jn. 3:16-17) but on

the contrary wants to associate them with his own life and

make them share his intimacy (1 Jn. 1:3).

The realization of the immensity of God's love ought to

dissolve all apprehension and "reassure our heart" (3:19).

Even when he is conscious of his sins, the Christian still

dares to approach God, because he knows that God is

"greater than our heart" (v. 20), that he is magnificent in

his pardon, and that he does not treat us according to our

iniquities (1:8-2:2).

However, this conviction given by faith does not seem to

be enough to eliminate the instinctive terror of the human
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heart before the divine majesty and holiness. There can be

no question of establishing a koinônia between the Father

and his children until fear has first been dissipated. St. John

attributes the psychological victory of confidence over fear

to agape. He declares, "There is no fear in love" (1 Jn.

4:18). He understands clearly that the two feelings can

coexist only in souls that are not sufficiently evolved. When
agape succeeds in establishing its reign profoundly and the

disciple understands what God's manifestations of love for

us mean (4:16), then he attains to authentic, perfect char-

ity, hë teleia agapë, which casts out fear. For St. John, the

triumph of divine love in the human heart is the criterion

of perfection. "In this has agape become perfect in us: that

we have full assurance, parrësia, against the day of judg-

ment. . . . He who fears has not yet reached the perfection

of love" (1 Jn. 4:17-18; cf. 3:21). Parrësia is not only the

daring confidence of the innocent who appear before the

tribunal with their heads held high, but also the liberty,

clarity and intimacy of the relationships which have been

established in an atmosphere of joy between the Father and

his children. When agape raises the children to the level of

their Father, it allows them a true "society" and a perfect

intimacy.

The contrast between the Church and the synagogue can

be summarized in the substitution of loving assurance for

fear and of filial piety for servility. It is not that life in the

Church is easier or obedience to precepts any less constrain-

ing. On the contrary, in the Church it is necessary to sacri-

fice one's life totally and to be strictly faithful to the

commandments. But Christ took Moses' place as mediator

(Jn. 1:17), and agape replaces the Law; consequently, "his

commandments are not burdensome" (1 Jn. 5:3).

According to St. John, not only is agape the first reality

and the foundation on which everything else rests, as it is

for St. Paul, but also it is the very essence of the Gospel,

stated in Jn. 3: 16 and repeated in 1 Jn. 4:9. The relationship
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between God and man, which is what religion is, has been

revealed and established by the mediator Jesus Christ. "No
one comes to the Father except through me" (Jn. 14:6-9).

Christ's love for his disciples desires that God's love for him

should extend to his own, and he accomplishes his desire

by making his disciples dependent on the divine paternity

(1:12), by making them begotten of the Father (17:26).

The teaching and life of Jesus are summed up in his mani-

festation of God's true name—Father. His religion is a

loving relationship between father and children, between

God and the Word, between the Word and his adopted

brothers, and between the Father and children.

St. John knows only one love, agape, unlike St. Paul and

St. Peter, who also mention philanthrôpia, chrêstotês, Phila-

delphia and philoxenia. Agape is the love which God alone

possesses and, consequently, with which he loves himself

and in which he envelops his incarnate Son and all his chil-

dren. He communicates his charity to them, so that Christ's

disciples love God, Christ, and their brothers by a law of

nature and not because they have been commanded to.

Consequently, it is correct to say that agape is a reciprocal

love. However, the reciprocity is first of all the relation of

effect to cause, since it is God's charity in the Christian that

returns to God and extends to neighbor. Besides, reciprocity

or mutual exchange are not strong enough to express the

intimacy of the koinônia or, especially, the unity among the

persons who love and are loved. Johannine agape is more

than a link. Agape is God himself in whom the Christian is

and lives. By love, the Christian participates in God and in

his nature; consequently, it is he and his Son who love in the

Christian. That is why to live in charity is the same thing as

to live in Christ, as Christ lives in the Father and the Father

in him.

The "theonomic" moral life, according to St. John, de-

pends on this essential conviction. Since to live is to act,

it reconciles in a marvelous harmony the double fundamental

requirement of "living in God" and "acting in God." The
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Christian's activity is in the line of the structure of his

being. "We are born of God and his need is in us" (1 Jn.

3:9). By faith the disciple of Jesus Christ is removed from

the kingdom of darkness and admitted to the light of life

(Jn. 17:3). Clinging to the word made flesh, he has become

a child of God (1:12) or a child of the light (12:36). The
Christian life will be perseverance in this attitude of soul

which is oriented toward Christ—or, rather, united with

Christ, who is the way, hodos (14:6)—and faithful to the

light, en toi phôti peripatômen.38

Practically speaking, walking in the Savior's footsteps ac-

cording to his example 39 consists in fulfilling God's will and

observing his commandment. It is called "walking in truth,"

peripatein en agapëi (2 Jn. 6) or en alethëiai kai agapêi (2

Jn. 3). Just as to hate is to be the son of the devil and walk

in the darkness (1 Jn. 2:11; cf. 3:10-11), so to love is to

behave as a son of God and walk in the light.

In short, St. John knows only two virtues which can

animate the Christian life. More exactly, since faith is pri-

marily the initial condition and fundamental decision, all the

dynamism and fidelity of the Christian's actions are attrib-

uted to agape. Faith itself consists of "believing in love" (1

Jn. 4:16), and its conviction first arouses adherence to the

divine will and then inspires conformity to it. Thus the

precept or law is inherent in faith and not superimposed

upon it. The unique normative principle is truly the love of

God manifest in Jesus Christ. The Christian is confronted

less with the task of determining his duties than with the

necessity of understanding better and better the meaning

and implications of agape. Johannine charity is life, over-

flowing richness, and fecundity (Jn. 15:4-11). All the dis-

ciple's "fruits" as well as his permanent "living in Christ"

must be attributed to agape's intensive nature. Unlike St.

James, St. John tells very little about the details of Christian

works. His panoply of virtues

—

agathopoiein (Jn. 5:29);

38
1 Jn. 1:6-7; cf. Jn. 8:12; 11:9-10; 12:35.

*1 Jn. 2:3, 4, 6; 3:22, 24; 5:2.
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poien tën dikaiosy?iën (1 Jn. 2:29; 3:7, 10)—is considerably

poorer than that of the Synoptics, of Peter, and especially

of Paul. Except for Apoc. 2:19, he has no "catalogue of

virtues," no Haustafeln, and no traditional topoi.

This is not to say that for St. John the disciple is a pure

contemplative or a mystic who is disinterested in morality.

No one insisted more than St. John on the connection be-

tween the theological virtues and practical conduct. He is

the specialist of observance. He knows no love except in

"deed and truth" (1 Jn. 3: 18), and he is the one who conse-

crated the meaning of agape as the manifestation and effec-

tive proof of love. However, St. John is more interested in

the basic inspiration, the fundamental principles, and the

main axes of the new morality than in the details of practical

applications. No one had a greater sense of the hierarchy of

values or of their synthesis. His great merit is to have organ-

ized the Christian ethic as a function of agape conceived as

total gift of self. "We know what love is from the fact that

Jesus Christ laid down his life for us. We, too, ought to lay

down our lives for our brothers" (1 Jn. 3: 16). Everything is

in this statement. To love is to forget oneself, to give oneself

without reserve, to sacrifice oneself.

This kind of heroism or sanctity, carried out in the

variety of everyday circumstances, can come only from

God. Therefore, just as St. Paul prayed without ceasing that

divine charity might grow in the souls of the faithful, so

St. John has only one desire, that we may share perfectly

in God's agape and that his agape may act without impedi-

ment "in us and with us." All the rest follows of itself. There

is no real danger on the way (skandalon; 1 Jn. 2:10-12).

His commandments seem light (1 Jn. 5:3). Untouched by

fear, our hearts are filled with the confidence and assurance

(parrêsia, tharsein) of one who triumphs (1 Jn. 5:4). Our
joy is complete (Jn. 15:11; 16:24); it is the very joy of the

glorified Lord (14:28). The disciple in St. John has nothing

taut or strained about him; he is calm and radiant and all

on fire.
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Such a psychology" is understandable if "this love is a

vital movement, a form of existence, an actualisation of God
in this world." 40 It is understandable if God is charity and

if he inspires the person who loves him and in whom he

dwells. Truly, agape is everything. To know means to ex-

perience and to possess, and "everyone that loves is born of

God and knows God" (1 Jn. 4:7).

40
E. Stauffer, "Agapaô, agapê" G. Kittel, Theological Dictionary

of the New Testament, I, p. 53.
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The verb philein and its derivatives in the Synoptics

The verbs eraô, stergô, and their derivatives do not appear

in the Synoptics; neither does the noun philia. However, the

verb phileô is used eight times and the noun-adjective philos

sixteen times. Fifteen of these uses are in St. Luke, who also

has the only two examples of the noun philëma. 1 A brief

account of these usages will be helpful in explaining the

vocabulary of love in the Gospels.

The three synoptic writers conveyed faithfully the Sav-

ior's insistence on the hypocrisy of the Pharisees and the

danger of their example. The sentence which Matthew in-

serts in the Sermon on the Mount, "And when you pray,

do not be like the hypocrites, for they love (philousin) to

pray standing in the synagogues or at street corners to

attract the attention of their fellow-men" (Mt. 6:5), is

developed under this form by the same Evangelist: "They
love (philousi) the places of distinction at meals and front

seats in the synagogues" (Mt. 23:6). Similarly, Luke 20:46

has, "Beware of Scribes, who fancy (ton thelontôn) fine

robes for outdoor wear, and crave (philoiintôn) ceremoni-

ous greetings in public places, and front seats in the syna-

gogues, and places of honor at meals." It may be granted

that in this case philein is a synonym of agapan, since

philoutôn in this doublet of Luke replaces agapate in the

exactly parallel passage of Lk. 11:43. However, we have

shown that in this last text, the nuance of agapao was some-

what special, corresponding to thelô, "To have a taste for,

to take delight in," in Mk. 12:38, which was Luke's source.

At any rate, the meaning is classical and has no theological

significance.

Mk. 10:37 is more notable: "He who loves (ho philôn)

father or mother more than me is not worthy of me." Since

it is a question of choice or preference and of a love that

J Lk. 7:45; 22:48.
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implies personal renouncement, agapaô would seem to have

been a better choice than phileô, and a writer like St. Luke,

who was careful about exact meanings, would undoubtedly

have used it. However, the two verbs are not synonymous,

because the choice and meaning of phileô are determined

by its objects: father, mother, sons and daughters. It is a mat-

ter of family affection and of the attachment that arises from

ties of blood which are so strong that they can even become
an obstacle to entrance into the kingdom of heaven. Specifi-

cally, the Lord demands a religious love for his person, a

devotion which surpasses all other bonds and is capable, if

it should become necessary, of breaking them. Separation

and sacrifice for the sake of adhering to the Lord arise

from agapan. "The Lord urges that he be preferred to all

human love. . . . God is to be loved before all else" (St.

Thomas)

.

There are three texts in which phileô is used in the sense

of "to kiss." When the Master was arrested in the Garden

of Olives, Judas gave a signal: "The one I shall kiss, hon an

philëso, that is the one. Arrest him." 2 The traitor carried

out his plan to "approach Jesus to greet him with a kiss,"

philësai auton (Lk. 22:47). Where Luke has philêsai auton,

Mt. 26:49 and Mk. 14:45 have katephilêsen auton. Luke has

avoided the verb which he always used in a tender, noble

context. 3 That two witnesses of the scene should choose to

use it seems to suggest the extent of Judas' gesture. Not
content with giving Christ a kiss, he put his arms around

him (cf. Acts 20:37) to point him out more clearly. Perhaps

the traitor, sensing that Jesus understood him, wanted to

disguise his treacherous intention by emphasizing a gesture

of friendship. We might even suppose that as he embraced

the Lord, Judas felt his soul hesitate as he experienced his

first remorse. Frozen, he could not loosen his embrace for

several moments. 4 Certainly, the Master made him realize

2 Mt. 26:48; Mk. 14:44.
8 Lk. 7:38, 45; 15:20.

* Kataphilein can have this triple meaning: to kiss tenderly, to clasp
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the horror of his gesture. "Judas, with a kiss (philëmati)

you betray the Son of Man." 5

St. Luke liked to describe a man surrounded by friends

who pay him the tribute of their affection, confidence, and,

if need be, devotion. Friends will help out in necessity, be-

cause their gratitude can be trusted. They are invited to

dinner with parents and neighbors, and they are honored

by having a good place saved for them (Lk. 14:10, 12).

Good meals are a pleasure only because friends are there

(Lk. 15:29). The great joys of life are increased by being

shared with philoi (15:6, 9).

These are the friends of the parables, as are the hetairoi.

The centurion had sincere and devoted friends (7:6), and

St. Luke notes that Pilate and Herod, who had not been on

good terms, revived a more confident and cordial relation-

ship after the trial of Jesus. "They became mutual friends

again that very day" (Lk. 23:12). As for the Lord, his

adversaries reproached him for his association with the dis-

reputable publicans and sinners and for his sympathy with

them

—

philos telônôn kai hamartôlôn (7:34; cf. Mt. 11:19).

According to the context and the other uses of philos, it

must be understood that Jesus ate with them and did not

hide his pleasure at being with them. His eating with them

seems so habitual and accepted that it might be concluded

that these people without morals constituted the social milieu

preferred by the Savior. However, the Master lived day in

and day out with a group of intimates who were even more
dear to him. They were his apostles, and when he had to

reveal to them the heavy trials they would have to undergo,

his heart was moved and he could not help softening the

cruelty of the future by revealing his tender attachment

in one's arms, to embrace over and over. According to Philo (Quis rer.

div. 41), none of these demonstrations necessarily signifies a real

affection.
B Lk. 22:48; cf. 7:45. The solemn designation "Son of man" empha-

sizes the sacrilegious character of the betrayal. Jesus is not only be-

trayed by a friend; the Messia is betrayed by one of the twelve!
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for them: "I tell you, my friends (philoi), do not fear those

who kill the body and, that done, have no power to inflict

anything worse" (Lk. 12:4). Philoi here has its strict sense

of very close and dear friends. The depth of affection comes

from a life completely shared by those who love one

another. The twelve must share their Master's trials pre-

cisely because they are so closely united with him.

It is clear, then, that philein and philos are almost always

used in their profound sense by the Synoptics. They never

refer to God's love for men or men's love for God or to

the religious love of men for one another. The language of

the Synoptics, which was the expression of the Lord's revela-

tion, had already fixed its vocabulary in function of the

epourania of the new Covenant. Various texts of the Sapien-

tial books may seem almost to equate philein and agapan,

but from the time of Jesus, the word agapan is strictly re-

served to the love of charity.
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"And who is my neighbor?"

The Evangelists never define "neighbor." When the Scribe

asked the Lord, "And who is my neighbor?" kai tis estin

mou plêsion (Lk. 10:29), the Master evaded the speculative

question and showed through the parable of the good Sa-

maritan that it is possible to draw near to anyone through

love, even to a foreigner or a stranger. It is not forbidden,

however, to try to make the notion of plêsion, "neighbor,"

more explicit, on condition that the attempt remain on the

plane of language and usage and not seek a strict or a philo-

sophical definition in the revealed text.

In speaking to the Scribe, Jesus referred to the precept

of Leviticus 19:18: "Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thy-

self." In Hebrew the word "neighbor" is designated by
rê

l

a and in the Septuagint by the adverb plêsion used as a

noun. The Vulgate translates this incorrectly by the superla-

tive proximus. However, the idea is certainly one of some

spatial or temporal proximity: "in the neighborhood of" or

"what is about to happen." In both cases "near" is opposed

to "distant." In fact, in showering his kindnesses even on

sinners, God shows himself good to those who are the most

removed and the most dissimilar, those who differ the most

from his sanctity. In the same way, the good Samaritan,

in contrast with the priest and levite, drew near an unknown,

wounded man who was nothing to him. This is the funda-

mental notion of biblical plêsion. Only the context can

determine the degree of proximity of "the other" to the

interested person.

In most cases, both Hebrew and the Septuagint use the

word "neighbor" where we would say "another person" or

simply "a being" in the most impersonal sense. Thus, for

example, Ruth did not get up until it was light enough for

one person to distinguish another (Ruth 3:14). Ho plêsion

201
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can be a synonym of ho heteros, then, and mean simply

"someone else." This is the authenticated sense of most of

the uses of the word in legislative texts forbidding injustices

against "the neighbor" 1—bearing false witness (Ex. 20:16),

coveting a house,2 taking the wife of "another." 3 It has this

sense in establishing what should be done if one man's ox

injures another's 4 or, especially, in anticipating the case of

a man who hates his "neighbor" and kills him. 5 In all these

instances, the "neighbor" has no bond or kinship or affection

for the person concerned, who may be a stranger or even an

enemy.

However, the precepts given in Exodus and Deuteronomy
with regard to the re'a are often formulated in an identical

way in Leviticus with regard to the
l

âmît, the socius, the

"person-who-lives-with-one," the compatriot. The Septua-

gint translates this word, also, by plësion? When Leviticus

19:18 (cf. Sir. 28:7) prescribes love for neighbor, it desig-

nates neighbor by re'a, but the commandment is parallel to

another: "You will harbor no rancor against the children of

your people," so that plësion is explained as "the children

of your people."

Proximity can refer to a smaller area than nationality; it

may be based on neighborhood. In this case ho plësion is

synonymous with ho geitôn (Jer. 6:21). For the Passover,

"If any household is too small for a sheep, it shall provide

one along with its neighbor who is nearest to its own house-

hold," ton geitona ton plësion autou (Ex. 12:4). "You must

not move your neighbor's landmark, which the early in-

habitants put in place." 7

More often, "neighbor" is a passing companion or fellow-

workers 8—those who make bricks together (Gen. 11:3),

1
1 Kings 8:31; 2 Chr. 6:22. • Ex. 20: 17; Lev. 19: 13; 20: 10.

3 Deut. 22:24; Ez. 18:6, 11, 15; 22:11; 33:26; cf. Lev. 18:20.

'Ex. 21:35; 22:8-14.
B Ex. 21:14, 18; Lev. 19:16; Deut. 19:4, 11; 22:26; Sir. 34:22.
9 Lev. 18:20; 19:11, 13; 24:19; 25:14, 15, 17; cf. Ex. 2:13.
7 Deut. 19:14; cf. 23:25, 27:17.

"Hab. 2:15; Sir. 6:17; 9:14; 10:6; 15:5.
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woodcutters who fell trees together (Deut. 19:5), an em-

ployer and his employee (Jer. 22: 13), the contracting parties

to an agreement (Ruth 4:7), a creditor and his debtor,9 two

persons telling each other their dreams (Judges 7:13, 14).

All these relationships are temporary and arise from the

circumstances of social necessity.10

Plësion has a genuinely affective value only when it refers

to a friend; then it is a synonym of philos. After the episode

of the golden calf when Moses said to the people, "Let each

kill his brother, his friend, and his neighbor" (Ex. 32:27),

he put "friend," ton plësion, between "brother," ton adel-

phon, and "neighbor," ton eggista. The union of "neighbor"

and "brother" is quite frequent 11 and was considered very

close. Hatred and dissension are odious between those who
ought to love one another: "They shall fight brother against

brother and friend against friend" (Is. 19:2).

In making his own formulation of the precept of loving

one's re'a, Jesus wanted first of all to disengage the notion

of "neighbor" from the notion of relationship of family,

friendship, or nationality. He used the traditional term be-

cause it lent itself perfectly to this extension. It can actually

mean anybody one meets or has some business with; "neigh-

bor" is everybody eke, even enemies. Like the good Samari-

tan, we must love the other person, whoever he is, as soon as

we approach him. Liberated from its social and affective limi-

tations, the biblical concept of plësion becomes an absolute.

In Christian language, "neighbor" is "everyman." "In all

respects do to your fellow men exactly as you wish them
to do to you. This, surely, is the gist of the Law and the

Prophets" (Mt. 7:12).

The notion of plësion is extended to the whole human
race because it is henceforth intrinsically associated with

agapan. In the Old Covenant, "neighbor" was considered

from the point of view of justice, and the many precepts

"Deut. 24:10; Sir. 29:1, 2, 5, 14.
10
Ps. 28:3; 45:15.

n Deut. 15:2; Ps. 15:3; 35:14; 38:11; 122:8.
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determining duties toward neighbor were negative: do not

harm another, do not wrong him or do evil to him. In

promulgating the new morality as a function of the love of

charity, the Lord necessarily affirmed the primacy of neigh-

bor and formulated positive precepts about him, because

agape is essentially generous. It is defined by both its object

and its act
—

"the one who pitied him" (Lk. 10:37). It can

be concluded, then, that according to the Gospel a "neigh-

bor" is anyone to whom it is possible to do good. Further-

more, according to Mt. 5:43-48, the "other" is seen as

already loved and blessed by the Father who is in heaven.

We love him with agape in order to imitate and prolong the

divine love he has received from the beginning. Finally,

according to Mt. 25:31 ff., to the eyes of faith every person

in need will forever represent the suffering humanity of

Christ. The neuter plësion of the Old Testament has become

theological and Christological, we may say. That is why
plësion is exalted as the privileged object of the love of the

sons of God and even more of their compassion. It is under-

standable, then, that in loving neighbor we love God, with

whom we are united in the one will, one object, and one

set of acts of agape, and we love Christ who is identified

with our brothers (Mt. 10:40, 42). It is even explained that

"proximity" with Jesus is established through charity. 12 Ac-

cording to the new revelation, agape draws men close to one

another and unites them. Since it is always active, their union

will never end.

12 Mt. 12:50; Mk. 3:35; Lk. 8:21.
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The origin of the triad: faith, hope, charity

The association, already made in the first epistle of the

Pauline Corpus, of the virtues which Clement of Alexandria

called "the sacred triad," hë hagia trias (Strom. 4:54), and

which later came to be called "the theological virtues," 1

has led several historians to pose an aporia of literary criti-

cism: what is the origin of the triad? Is the grouping a re-

sult of chance, a deliberate creation of St. Paul, or a borrow-

ing from some unknown source? An adequate solution to

such a problem would call—before any recourse was made
to possible parallels—for reference to the mystique of num-
bers and to a definition of the psychological rules which

govern the rhetorical development of a "formula." How-
ever, it is important to recall, first of all, that St. Paul has

nothing in him of the stylist picking over his vocabulary

and still less of the comestor plundering his contemporaries

or copying from his predecessors. He is essentially a thinker,

whose language must be interpreted more on the doctrinal

plane than on the literary. When the Apostle chooses a par-

ticular word or expression, he always does so because of the

notions he wants to express and not for the sake of the

sound or the harmony of his phrase (2 Cor. 11:6).

In the present case, it would be impossible to overempha-

size the fact that St. Paul's religious language depends

primarily on the Septuagint, in which agapa?i, expressing

both persevering love and religious fidelity, is associated

several times with faith and hope. Moreover, in his own the-

ology, the Apostle uses pistis to designate the fundamental

attitude of soul attaching the Christian to the Savior and

governing his entire moral life. Faith is completely impreg-

nated with love. To adhere to Christ is not only to recognize

his divinity but also to give oneself to him wholeheartedly

1
1 Thess. 1:3; 4:8.
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and to consecrate one's life to him. Consequently, it is

natural for St. Paul to have distinguished faith and charity

as the two governing virtues which summarize the Christian

life. Sometimes he reserves faith for relations with God and

charity for love of neighbor; 2 other times he simply wants

to emphasize the two major components of the new life.
3

The revelation of Christ had put agape in a unique position.

There are thirteen passages in St. Paul's epistles where pistis

is mentioned along with agape 4 without their mutual re-

lationships being made clear.5

Moreover, the life of intimacy with the Lord is only

sketched in here on earth; it presses on with hope toward

the heavenly encounter. On the moral level, our present

existence is nothing but waiting and faithful patience. Six

different times St. Paul was led to associate faith with hope,

although in a less intrinsic way than he associated it with

charity.

Two observations must be made about these groups of

quotations. First, the virtues are not always listed in the

same order. Faith is usually given before charity, but there

are three cases where charity comes first.
7 Secondly, none

of these statements is a stereotype. Even the shortest are not

strictly identical with one another 8 and, consequently, do

not correspond to any pre-established "formula," which

might have been imposed by tradition, a borrowing from an

authority, or a liturgical text. Furthermore, the groupings

are not limited to just two virtues. To faith and charity are

*2 Thess. 1:3; Eph. 6:23. In Philem. faith itself is associated with
agape in fraternal service.

a
l Thess. 3:6; Eph. 3:17; cf. 1 Tim. 2:15; 4:12.

*In chronological order they are: 1 Thess. 3:6; 2 Thess. 1:3; 1 Cor.

16:13-14; 2 Cor. 8:7; Gal. 5:6; Eph. 3:17, Eph. 6:23; Philem. 5; 1 Tim.
1:14; 1 Tim. 2:15; 1 Tim. 4:12; 2 Tim. 1:13; 2 Tim. 2:22; cf. 1 Pet. 1:8.

5 With the exception of Gal. 5:6; Eph. 6:23; and still more vaguely

1 Cor. 16:13-14.
a
2 Thess. 1:4; Gal. 5:5; Rom. 4:8; Rom. 15:13; Col. 1:23; Tit. 1:1-2.

7 Eph. 6:23, Philem. 5; 1 Tim. 4:12; cf. Rom. 15:13.

1 Thess 3:6; 2 Thess 1:3; Gal. 5:6; Philem. 5; 2 Tim. 1:13.
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added peace,9 justice,10 zeal (2 Cor. 8:7), grace (1:14),

purity (1 Tim. 4:12), and sanctification and prudence (1

Tim. 2:5). There are combinations of three (1 Tim. 1:14),

four (1 Tim. 2:15; Tit. 1:1-2; 2 Tim. 2:22), five (2 Cor.

8:7; 1 Tim. 4:12), six (1 Tim. 6:11), and even nine (2 Tim.

3:10) virtues.

St. Paul liked to name faith and love or faith and hope

together in the most varied contexts, combining them some-

times with still other qualities, and it was perfectly natural

that he should be led to mention the three virtues together.

In fact, he mentions the triad ten times 11 with an even

greater freedom of expression than in the other formulae.

Not only the order of the virtues but also their names vary.12

Moreover, it was not only the pastoral epistles which added

three or six other virtues to the "theological" virtues ( 1 Tim.

6:11; 2 Tim. 3:10), for Rom. 5:1-5 had already interpolated

grace, peace, and patience. Finally, in 1 Thess. 1:3 and 4:18,

the "triad" is mentioned only in terms of its works. Begin-

ning with 1 Cor. 13:13 each virtue is exalted for itself. This

is the major text and the equivalent of a catechism definition:

"Now there remain these three, faith, hope and charity;

and the greatest of these is charity."

According to these observations, then, this last formula

is the outcome of a frequent and varied use of the terms

"faith," "hope," and "charity." This kind of juxtaposition

often happens in preaching. After having treated some theme

of moral theology under the most diverse aspects, the

preacher will arrive at a happy phrase which summarizes
9 Eph. 6:23, 2 Tim. 2:22; cf. Rom. 15:13.
10

2 Tim. 2:22; cf. Gal. 5:5.
11 Besides 1 Thess. 1:3; 4:8; cf. 1 Cor. 13:13; Rom. 5:1-5; Eph. 1:15-

18; Eph. 4:2-5; Col. 1:4-5; 1 Tim. 6:11; Tit. 2:2; 2 Tim. 3:10; cf. Heb.
6:10-12; 10:22-24; 1 Pet. 1:21-22; and 1 Cor. 16:13-14 where grègor-
eite is a precept of hope.

™Elpis in 1 Thess. 4:8; 1 Cor. 13:13; Rom. 5:1-5; Eph. 1:18; 4:2-5;

Col. 1:4-5; hypomonê in 1 Thess. 1:3; 1 Tim. 6:11; Tit. 2:2; 2 Tim.
3:10.
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and clarifies all he has previously said, making plain the

hierarchy of values within a complex notion. From the be-

ginning of his ministry St. Paul had presented the Christian

life as the work of one or another of the "theological" vir-

tues. Here he wanted to make it clear that these three

virtues are the major ones among all the others and that

charity is always supereminent. The definition is so clear

and so unexpected that some commentators wonder whether

it was original with St. Paul or was borrowed from some

Christian or pagan source.

A. Resch holds firmly that the triad comes from the Lord
himself. 13 As proof he quotes the beginning of a homily of

the Egyptian monk St. Macarius (+ 392) On Paradise,1*

which says that this logion agraphon comes from Christ.

Actually, this apophthegm is more than suspect. Macarius

is a late and edifying author, who represents no personal,

traditional authority. His vocabulary is as far removed as

it is possible to be from the Gospel. Furthermore, his sen-

tence appears to be a condensation of Christian doctrine;

it is probably a reproduction of the common teaching of

the primitive Church rather than a revelation of its source.

In 1913 Ed. Norden,15 considering the manner of expres-

sion and the number of the words more than the thought,

mentioned the relationship between the "triadic" Pauline

formula and certain formulae of Hellenistic mysticism. The
comparative method was at its height at that time, and

R. Reitzenstein, taking up the suggestion a little while

later, 16 discovered a parallel for 1 Cor. 13:13 in Porphyry,

an author of the third century a.d.

13 Agrapha, Leipzig, 1906, p. 155. It must be noted that A. Resch
understands by agrapha not only the extraevangelical sentences of the

Savior, but every fragment of a discourse or even of history given

later as scriptural. Cf. L. Vaganay, art. Agrapha in DBS, I, col. 161—

163.

"Horn. 37:PG. 34:749.
15 Agnostos theos, Leipzig-Berlin, 1913, pp. 352-354.
la Historia Monachorum und Historia Lausiaca. Eine Studie zur

Geschichte der Monchtums und der frïihcbristlichen Begriffe Gnosti-

ker und Pneumatikcr, Gôttingen, 1916, pp. 100-102.
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There are four first principles that must be upheld concerning

God—faith, truth, love, hope. We must have faith that our

only salvation is in turning to God. And having faith, we must

strive with all our might to know the truth about God. And
when we know this, we must love him we do know. And when
we love him we must nourish our souls on good hopes for our

life, for it is by these good hopes that good men are superior to

bad ones. Let then these four principles be firmly held.17

Does this series of four elements—faith, truth, love, hope

—permit us to believe that an analogous formula of the

stoicheia of "the interior man" was current in Corinth two
centuries earlier? Reitzenstein thinks so. Saint Paul could

have used this hypothetical formula with a polemical in-

tention, substituting agape for erôs and suppressing alëtheia,

which had too many Gnostic overtones. Finally, "there re-

main Faith, Love, and Hope, these three (and only these

three)."

Hypotheses so gratuitous and unlikely could not go un-

answered. A. von Harnack immediately pointed out six

things: 18
1) The improbability of a Pauline borrowing from

pagan mysteries; 2) The anachronism and paradox of the

reference. If there were a borrowing, it could only have

been Porphyry's borrowing from Paul and not Paul's from

Porphyry. The preacher of the Gospel could not have bor-

rowed from a successor, who had had to be first informed

of Christian doctrine. 3) The inexactness of the parallel.

With Porphyry the "four elements which refer to God" are

developed successively, whereas "the three" of Paul are

simultaneous. 4) The psychological impossibility in the pre-

supposition that common persons, slaves, and women knew
a "current expression" of neo-Platonic literature and phi-

losophy. 5) The frequency of the triad in the other Pauline

epistles, which Reitzenstein seems to overlook. 6) Although

"Porphyry, To Marcella, 24, trans. Alice Zimmern (London,
George Redway, 1896), p. 71.

18 "Uber den Ursprung der Formel 'Glaube, Liebe, Hoffnung' " in

Preussiche Jahrb. 1916, pp. 1-14, reprinted in Ans der Friedens-und
Kriegsarbeit, Giessen, 1916, pp. 3-18.
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v. 13 seems poorly connected with the context, it is simply

a recalling of a doctrine which was well known to the con-

verts and often repeated in Pauline preaching. On the posi-

tive side, Harnack believes with good reason that Paul

arrived at "forging the triadic formula" through the com-
bination of the pairs "faith and charity" and "faith and

hope," in such a way that there can be no doubt about the

truly Christian origin and creation of the three fundamental

virtues. A thorough investigation of the "erotic," pre-Chris-

tian literature leads to the same conclusion. There is no

affective or religious triad there, even when words are used

which are more or less closely related to Paul's words.

"Faith, hope and charity" are as proper to the new religion

as "Father, Son, and Holy Spirit" and "Our Father."

Despite the rejection of his theory, Reitzenstein reaffirmed

his judgment as pure philologist many times and at length,

and his originality and subjectivism led him to many an

astounding conclusion.19 For example, he says that faith,

charity, and hope—he prefers this sequence—cannot repre-

sent Christian ideas, since agape and elpis, hope, which he

arbitrarily distinguishes from hypoinene, are not found in

the Synoptics. Moreover, he says that the pairs "faith and

charity" and "faith and hope" are not true formulae. After

analyzing many religious dyads or triads in the New Testa-

ment or in primitive Christian texts, R. retains only a very

few which he says are true "formulations," and this because

they were influenced by non-Christian models which arose

more from popular thought than from philosophical systems.

The only authentic formulation in the Pauline corpus, he

says, is 1 Cor. 13:13, which is related to a "Hellenistic sys-

tem" of four "forces," reduced by the Apostle to three.

Instead of being dependent on gnosis, these forces are hence-

forth subject to agape. Certainly, each philologist is free to

decide the categories of his analysis and to choose his own

10 "Die Formel 'Glaube, Liebe, Hoffnung' bei Paulus" in Nacbrich-

ten von der kôniglichen Gesellschaft der Wissenschaften zu Gôttingen

Philologische-historische Klasse, 1916, pp. 367-416.
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vocabulary. R. has the right, then, to distinguish Freie

Verbindungen or Quasi-Formeln and Ecbte Formeln, and,

strictly speaking, one can agree that 1 Cor. 13:13 belongs in

this last category. But how can one not see that the constant

interplay of the relationships faith-hope, faith-charity, faith-

charity-hope, was bound to lead to the stabilizing of the

grouping and hierarchy of the three virtues, a stabilizing

which came very naturally at the end of the only develop-

ment in which agape is exalted for itself? The contrary is

what would have been surprising. There is no need to resort

to profane parallels to explain the formulation. All that is

necessary is to follow the vital evolution of a doctrine which

seeks its own internal coherence and adequate expression.

Its evolution will necessarily lead to precisions first in the

notions involved and then in the terminology which ex-

presses them. Finally, R. concentrates his entire interest on

1 Cor. 1 3 and neglects both the importance of the first triad

(1 Thess. 1:3) and its later reappearances. 1 Cor. 16:13-14,

for example, may not correspond to the canon of "formula-

type," but it nevertheless expresses the fundamental Chris-

tian attitude under the dominion of charity perfectly.

Undaunted, Reitzenstein took up his thesis a last time in

his great work on the mystery religions.20 He pushed it to

the extreme, for he noted the evolution of an originally

Iranian formula of five elements into the Hellenistic type

with four elements which was then reduced by Philo and

St. Paul to a triad. St. Paul's intention of arguing against his

adversaries in Corinth shows clearly, R. says, that the pagans

themselves could understand as divine forces faith, love

(erôs, agapë), truth, knowledge.

Approval for this erudition was not lacking. In particular,

J. GefFcken 21 furnished new texts of the same Coptic-

Gnostic and Manichean type. H. Lietzmann declared it

impossible that the strongly circumscribed trinity—faith,

20 Die hellenistischen Mysterienreligionen*, Leipzig-Berlin, 1927,

pp. 383-393.

^Der Ausgang des griechisch-rômischen Heidentums, Heidelberg,

1920, pp. 271-272.
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hope, charity—should have been created by St. Paul. In vir-

tue of the parallels mentioned above, he conceived of the

agape of 1 Cor. 13:13 "as a spiritual fluid poured into us." 22

R. Bultmann, although he rejects certain invalid parallels,

explained that St. Paul was combating a formula of Gnostic

origin in which gnosis was seen as a divine force which, in

union with other forces (faith, hope, charity), constituted

the spiritual man. Gliosis was the foundation of his immortal

nature. St. Paul rejected the description of these entities as

dynameis (or stoicheia) and he removed gnosis from them.

Finally, W. Theiler, after having noted the "strong bond"

between the expressions of 1 Cor. 1 3 :
2

—

pistis, gnosis, agapë

—and of Porphyry, Ad Marc. 23

—

therapeia theou—goes

on to gather and compare the sparse references to pistis,

elpis, agapë (erôs) from among the most dissimilar neo-

Platonicians: Philo, Posidonius, Proclus, Jamblicus, Dio

Chrysostom, etc.23

The accumulation of texts and verbal analogies is always

impressive and even intoxicating, at least if one is not too

particular about the chronology of the quotations or the

psychology of the authors or, in the present case, even about

the existence of Corinthian Gnosticism in the middle of the

first century. C. Clemen has shown that Reitzenstein's thesis

was nothing but a succession of hypotheses. He grants that

pistis and elpis are used in 1 Cor. 13:13 in a sense somewhat

different from their usual meanings, but, returning to the

essential, he denies that Reitzenstein has furnished any proof

that Paul borrowed from an earlier "formula." 24 He refers

to Wettstein, who had already cited literary parallels to ta

tria tauta, "these three," and shows that they could not be

understood as signifying "only these three" without vio-

lence being done to the texts. Even if this were the nuance,

33 An die Korinther', I—II, Tubingen, 1922, pp. 68-69.
23 Die Vorbereitung des Neuplatonismus, Problemata (Forschungen

zur klassichen Philologie, 1), Berlin, 1930, pp. 147-153.
24 Religioîisgeschichtliche Erklàrung des Neuen Testament', Gies-

sen, 1924, pp. 328-330.
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it would not follow that Paul was engaging in polemic and

trying to reduce a formula of four terms to a formula of

three. Not only is it not established, but also it remains

highly unlikely that the Apostle would have known a Mani-

chean or Gnostic formula and still less likely that he would

have used it. For his part, R. Schiitz notices the arbitrariness

of the suppression of agape in Lk. 11:42 and Mt. 24:12. His

special merit is to have recalled that the appearance of the

triad in 1 Cor. 13:13 poses no real problem if it is related to

the language of the Septuagint and to the religious concep-

tions of Rabbinism.25 E. von Dobschutz makes a positive

contribution to the discussion in studying the psychological

and linguistic process of the development of binary and

ternary formulae in the New Testament.26

Consequently, an extra-biblical explanation of 1 Cor. 13:

13 is superfluous. To look for one would be barking up the

wrong tree, as the proverb says. Therefore, E. B. Alio judges

correctly that the triad, which goes back to the earliest times

of the Church if not to Jesus himself, is the fruit of the

essence of Christian life and experience.27 Both the way the

triad is introduced and its mention in 1 Thess. 1:3 and 5:8

show that this grouping of virtues was well known to the

faithful and already consecrated at Corinth by time and

custom. Consequently, it was not forged by St. Paul during

the Corinthian controversy.

If one desires to understand the language and vocabulary

of St. Paul in terms of contemporary literature, the theologi-

cal "triad" and the lists of virtues in the New Testament

should be considered a customary device of style in the

Hellenistic diatribe. Often even the vocabulary of these lists

appears dependent on the terminology of popular moral phi-

25 "Der Streit zwischen A. v. Harnack und R. Reitzenstein iiber

die Formel 'Glaube, Liebe, Hoffnung', I Kor. XIII, 13," Theologische

Literaturzeitung, 1917, col. 454-457.
26 "Zwei—und dreigliedrige Formeln. Ein Beitrag zur Vorgeschichte

der Trinitatsformel," Journal of Biblical Literature, 1931, pp. 117-147.

""Saint Paul. Première Épître aux Corinthiens. Paris, 1934, pp. 351—

353.
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losophy, even when their meanings were profoundly altered.

J. Dupont, after making a minute literary analysis of the

Pauline lists, concluded that agape is the echo of a truly

Christian theology,28 unlike gnosis, which was inserted

among the virtues under the influence of Judaism. Its excel-

lence and primacy are not mentioned in any of the known
documentation. Cuique suum. Neither Hellenism nor Juda-

ism inspired St. Paul in the "determination" of this funda-

mental point of doctrine. The teaching and the life of the

Lord, especially in the Sermon on the Mount, and the fruit

of the Holy Spirit in the soul of the converts (Gal. 5:22)

are all abundant and fruitful sources well able to account

for the formula "faith, hope, charity, these three things"

and for its many applications in the Pauline epistles.

28 Gnosis. La Connaissance religieuse dans les Êpîtres de Saint Paul.

Louvain, Paris, 1949, pp. 379^17.
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Benignity

It is very difficult for anyone who reads the New Testament

today to grasp the depth and variation in meaning of terms

which express some moral quality. For one thing, the con-

text does not often allow their exact meaning to be de-

termined; for another, these words which were assumed into

the sacred language had a wide gamut of extremely varied

meanings in their profane uses. What nuance is correct in a

particular passage of the Gospels or of St. Paul? The prob-

lem arises for chrëstos-chrëstotës, particularly, which St.

Paul liked so much to use, and even more for chrêsteuesthai,

which appears only once in the Bible in 1 Cor. 13:4. These

terms have such an affinity with agape that the theologian

of charity is obliged to define them as clearly as possible.

How did the first Christians understand them?

For a Corinthian of the first century the terms chrëstos-

chrëstotës meant first of all the "good quality" of things,

either in the sense of usefulness, something that could be

used, or, if it described food, something that was healthful

or agreeable to the taste. From these meanings chrëstos came

to describe good news or a happy outcome, as well as a

favorable judgment or a profitable counsel. Later the ad-

jective and the noun were used in a moral sense with a triple

meaning. First they were a designation pure and simple of

virtue, whether they described a good master, a good citizen,

or good behavior. Then they became an expression of in-

tegrity, with the nuances of bravery, loyalty, nobility and

honor. In this sense, chrëstos is a designation of excellence

and chrëstotës is an honorific title of state etiquette. Finally,

the accent came to be on that which renders service, and

chrëstos meant "obliging, kind, attentive." This moral sense,

which was very common, conveys the liberality of the good

215
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person, from the devotion of a slave to the aid given by
beneficent gods. Benignity is especially a manifestation of

disinterested benevolence composed of gentleness or mercy.

It is the birthright of magnanimous hearts; it is the virtue

of the great Lord. When St. Paul uses chrêstos and chrëstotës

together with the agape of God or the Christians, 1 he must

intend to convey this meaning of generous and spontaneous

kindness, but in 1 Cor. 13:4, the nuances of virtue strictly

speaking, magnanimity and honor, are not absent, and the

readers of the Epistle were surely aware of them. St. Paul,

nourished by the Septuagint, undoubtedly recognized a

more complex meaning in the word, however, a meaning

for which we must now look.

Hebrew vocabulary is very poor, especially in words ex-

pressing abstract notions, and it had only one word to con-

vey the idea of kindness, tôb. By taking the context into

consideration, the Alexandrine translators specified the nu-

ance of tôb and translated it about thirty-eight times by
chrêstos, chrëstotës, which from then on assumed a moral

and religious meaning. When the adjective refers to human
kindness, it qualifies kindness with exquisiteness and brings

out the many elements it contains when it is perfect—be-

nevolence, affability, gentleness, obligingness, service, devo-

tion. The Vulgate understood it in this way and often

translated chrêstos by dulcis and suavis, and chrëstotës by

didcedo and benignitas. This last translation is particularly

happy if it is true that benignus is derived from bonus and

gignendus and, according to etymology, means "good-

natured."

Applied to things, benignity refers to their quality, utility,

and especially their sweetness. Jer. 24:2, 3, 5 speaks of bas-

kets of "good" figs—excellent, ripe, or sweet and sugary

figs in contrast to very bad and inedible ones. When it is

applied to human beings in a figurative sense, therefore,

l 2 Cor. 6:6; Gal. 5:22; Eph. 2:4-7; 4:32-35:2; Col. 3:12-14.
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benignity must make the same kind of impression on the

mind and heart of others that sugar and honey make on the

taste. Benignity is not an entirely interior feeling; it tends

to manifest itself and render service. Beneficence is an es-

sential part of benignity, under the special mode of humane-

ness, gentleness, indulgence, or condescendence.

That is why the Old Testament assigns benignity to God
as his special attribute. In himself and in his name, in his

favors and in his commandments, Yahweh in his person and

his works is chrëstos. He eminently possesses a benevolent

and helpful kindness. From the Psalmist 2 and Nahum (1:7)

to the Book of Wisdom (15:1) and the priests of the Mac-
cabean period (2 Mace. 1:24), all proclaim that the kind-

ness of the God of Israel is particularly sweet and helpful.

They ask that Yahweh be praised, blessed, celebrated, and

thanked because of his benignity; 3 that the divine sweetness

be contemplated and tasted (Ps. 34:9); and that his people,

assured of God's loving welcome and sweet kindness,4 ap-

proach him and pray to him. Because Yahweh is all benig-

nity, we must trust him (Ps. 52: 11), rely on his Providence, 5

beg for his help, seek refuge with him in the day of distress

(Nah. 1:7), listen to his prescriptions, and obey his decrees

(Ps. 119:39, 68).

If God's transcendence, omnipotence and holiness are the

object of "the fear of God" and of worship, the just man
also remembers in his prayer the marks of the divine kind-

ness which he has received. The memory of these favors

aroused the admiration and enthusiasm of the Psalmist:

"How great is thy benignity which thou hast in store for

those who fear thee" (Ps. 31:20). "Thou didst prepare in

thy benignity for the poor, O God" (Ps. 68:11). "Thou
crownest the year with thy benignity and thy paths drip

fatness" (Ps. 65:12). "They shall publish the memory of

thy great benignity" (Ps. 145:7). The pious soul comes to

3
Ps. 25:8; 119:68; 145:9.

3
Ps. 100:5; 106:1; 107:1; 136:1; Jer. 33:11; Dan. 3:89.

*Ps. 69:17; 86:5; 109:21.
6
Ps. 109:21; cf. 51:20; 25:7.
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know the divine chrêstotês through the generous manifesta-

tions of God's tender love.

God's generous kindness is sometimes associated with his

uprightness (Ps. 25:8), his fidelity (Wisd. 15:1), his power

(2 Mace. 1:24), and especially with his mercy. Because the

relation of God to man is that of creator to creature, master

to servant, and holy one to sinner, every manifestation of

the divine love for man is a mercy. Pity is an essential part

of biblical chrêstotês. "Thou hast treated thy servant with

benignity, O Lord" (Ps. 119:65). The good God is com-
passionate to all his creatures, but especially to those who
call upon him.6 The exhortation is chanted unceasingly:

"Praise the Lord, for he is benignity, his mercy is everlast-

ing." 7 The parallel construction shows that chrêstotês and

eleos are synonymous, and it can be said with equal correct-

ness that God's benignity is merciful or that his mercy is

all benignity. 8 Finally, the divine perfection is described by

four attributes which express a single disposition of heart:

God is "compassionate, merciful, slow to anger, and rich

in kindness." 9 The prophet could exhort the Israelites to

return to Yahweh their God, for he is propitious and re-

serves a favorable welcome for them. The fundamental

notion of biblical benignity includes all these notions—deli-

cate goodness and exquisite kindness which manifest them-

selves above all in loving, eager welcome. This is exactly

the same attitude as is expressed by agapan, verb of gracious

and generous hospitality.

This benevolent, helpful kindness is very suitable for men
who are in a position to help their neighbors by lending

them money without interest (Ps. 112:5), especially the

rich, and even more for rulers, who have greater means and

more frequent occasions for magnanimity. They are more
able to imitate the generous benignity of God. It is striking

that nearly all the characteristics of benignity proper to

e
Ps. 86:5; 145:9; Wisd. 15:1.

7
Ps. 100:5; 106:1; 107:1; 136:1.

8
Ps. 69:17; 109:21.

"Ex. 34:6; Ps. 86:15; 103:8; 145:8; Joel 2:13.
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princes which the Old Testament records express a benevo-

lent, generous welcome. Thus the Babylonian king, Evil-

Marodach, treated King Jehoiachin with benignity, speaking

to him kindly and providing for his support. The chancellor

of state, Heliodorus, was received cordially by the high

priest of the city when he arrived at Jerusalem.10 On his

deathbed, Antiochus Epiphanius declared that he had always

treated his subjects with benignity (1 Mace. 6:11), and he

recognized that they had shown him unmistakable signs of

good will (2 Mace. 9:21). Whether it refers to God, princes,

or the most humble man, chrëstotës always has the two char-

acteristics of kindness and liberality, of warm welcome and

generous beneficence. Chrëstotës is a love of well-wishing

that proves itself in works which display charm and tact,

urbanity and delicacy, always right for the circumstances.

In the New Testament as well as in the Old, benignity

is a divine attribute and an aspect of mercy. 11 Rom. 11:22

contrasts the severity of the God who punishes (apotomia)

with his benignity toward those who have remained faithful.

As in the Psalms, Rom. 2:4 associates chrëstotës and makro-

thymia: "Do you despise the wealth of his benignity, pa-

tience, and long-suffering? Do you not know that God's

benignity is meant to lead you to repentance?" The sinner

is importuned by chrëstotës, which is full of pity; it is in-

clined to pardon and leads him (se agei) to the welcome of

reconciliation.

One of the innovations of Pauline theology was to con-

ceive the entire plan of salvation in function of the benig-

nity of God, who is not only benevolent and merciful but

also helpful and effectively active. It was in order to show
throughout the ages to come the overflowing riches of the

grace springing from his benignity to us in Christ Jesus,

that God, who is rich in mercy, was moved by the intense

love with which he loved us and made us live with the life

of Christ; he raised us up together with Christ Jesus and

10
2 Mach. 3:9. Cf. Acts 28:7.

u Lk. 6:35; 1 Pet. 2:3.



220 Appendix IV

enthroned us in the heavenly realm (Eph. 2:7). The same

idea is repeated in Tit. 3:4: When the goodness and kindness

of God our Savior toward all mankind was manifested (epe-

phanè) by the birth of Jesus, we were saved in virtue of his

mercy. According to the context, chrëstotês has a special

nuance of pity for the deplorable state of humanity de-

scribed in v. 3. This compassion is more than a simple feeling

in the heart; it is active and decrees the means of remedying

the unfortunate situation. It decides to send a Savior. Christ

is the living expression of the divine benignity; he is its in-

carnation. His life on earth was an "epiphany" of some

thirty-five years of gentle, merciful, beneficent kindness

—

the tender welcome he gave to indiscreet crowds (Lk. 9: 11)

and repentant sinners (Lk. 7:37-50); the invitation he ad-

dressed to tired and heavily burdened hearts (Mt. 11:28);

the pardon he granted the good thief (Mt. 27:38); the pre-

dilection he showed for the poor; the miracles he worked

for the sick and the disabled; his pity for all distress. 12

Chrëstotês is surely Christ's dominant trait and the best sum-

mary of his ministry.

Consequently, it is self-evident that the criterion which

distinguishes the authentic apostle, the apostle who is the

messenger of divine salvation and the witness to Jesus Christ,

can only be benignity. We recommend ourselves as God's

ministers, writes St. Paul, "in long-suffering, in benignity

. . . in unaffected love" (2 Cor. 6:6). "In," e?i, means "by

means of"; it is a Hebraism for the simple Greek dative used

to express the feeling which inspires an action. The whole

passage shows that the patient, benign behavior of the

preacher of the gospel is simply a concrete manifestation

of the divine charity. The Apostle's chrëstotês gives, as it

were, a human face to God's invisible agape.

Since Christians are sons of God, they must resemble

their Father, and from the moment of the Sermon on the

Mount the Master had demanded that his disciples love their

neighbor in imitation of the benignity of God (Lk. 6:35).

12 Mt. 14:14; 15:32; 20:34; Lk. 7:13; 10:33.
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St. Peter mentions the trait of sonship (1 Pet. 2:3), but it

is St. Paul, especially, who described the most expressive

form of agape as chrëstotês. In all the Churches—the Cor-

inthian, the Galatian, the Ephesian, the Colossian—he asked

the faithful to give proof of a perfect benignity. "As God's

chosen ones, holy and well beloved, clothe yourselves with

sentiments of compassion, kindness, humility, meekness,

long-suffering. Bear with one another and forgive whatever

grievances you have against each other . . . just as the Lord

has forgiven you" (Col. 3:12). These terms are complemen-

tary and explain each other. Fraternal chrëstotês presupposes

a tender, pitying heart; merciful within, it willingly and

smilingly pardons the wrongs or even the injuries it has

suffered; patient, it knows nothing of revenge. All these

responses, which would be impossible without humility to

accentuate the note of sweetness and unalterable gentleness,

are proper to Christians who are the objects and benefici-

aries of the divine charity (ëgapêmenoï). Those who have

received the grace and gifts of God's love ought to manifest

them in turn to their brothers. The benignity of "the elect"

is not just any kind of goodness; it is the very kindness of

God participated in and reproduced by his "beloved."

Eph. 4:32 repeats: "Be kind to one another, and merciful,

generously forgiving one another, as also God in Christ has

generously forgiven you. Therefore, follow God's example,

as his very dear children, and walk in love." To live in

agape is to participate in God's love and consequently to

show one's neighbor the tender, merciful benignity which

characterizes truly divine charity. It presupposes a naturally

gentle and sensitive temperament which is capable of feeling

with real emotion (eusplagchnoi) the evils that happen to

someone else; It also requires an appropriate ascesis, espe-

cially the perfect receptivity to grace which softens the

heart and assimilates it to the heart of Christ, full of pity

for sinners. In all the texts, chrëstotês appears as the human
expression of infused love. St. Paul had already opposed the

fruit of the Holy Spirit to the works of the flesh: "It is
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charity, joy, peace (with one's neighbor), long-suffering,

affability, goodness, fidelity, gentleness, self-control" (Gal.

5:22).

In order to understand what St. Paul meant by chrêsteu-

etai hë agapë, "love is kind" (1 Cor. 13:4), it is necessary to

take all these texts into consideration. The verb agapan al-

ready signified a delicate welcome, affectionate care, and

the signs of tenderness one shows a guest or very dear friend.

To add that charity is kind is undoubtedly to emphasize

the fact that it participates in the gentleness of the divine love,

but, more, it is to strengthen singularly its nuance of sweet-

ness and delicacy. According to St. Paul, a Christian should

create an impression of charm and attractiveness. When the

believer finds himself in some connection with his neighbor,

he is predisposed in his favor from the beginning; he is

ready to make allowances; he welcomes him graciously and

is smiling and affable. He shows the joy he experiences at

their meeting, listens patiently, and responds gently, so that

the whole conversation is, as it were, impregnated with

sweetness in the sense that this word is used of perfumes

and colors which make a sweet and pleasant impression on

the senses. Christi bonus odor sumus!

Both agape and chrêstotês imply exterior manifestation

and generosity. Benignity is more than a benevolent disposi-

tion; it includes willingness and liberality as essential parts.

The charitable man shows himself eager to oblige his neigh-

bor, to be "useful" to him, and to spend himself in his serv-

ice. St. Jerome described these two characteristics. "Benig-

nity or sweetness—the Greek chrêstotês has both meanings

—is a gentle virtue, caressing, tranquil, disposed to share all

its goods. It invites entrance into its familiarity; it is sweet

in its word and measured in its conduct. In short, the Stoics

defined it as a virtue spontaneously disposed to beneficence.

Goodness properly so-called (agathosyne) is not very far

removed from benignity, for it too is disposed to benefi-

cence. But it differs from it in that goodness can be a little
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somber and furrow its brow with an austere morality, doing

good, no doubt, and giving what is asked of it, but without

being sweet in its relationships or attracting the world by
its sweetness.13

Thus, by chrêstotës the invisible divine charity which

lives in the soul of the Christian becomes plain to everyone,

gives the Christian new features, and imparts a new style

to his life. It is marvelous that this trait was so exactly re-

produced by all the members of the primitive Church, who
modeled themselves so successfully after the image of their

Savior that the pagans exclaimed, "See how they love one

another." 14 They pronounced the name "Christian" not

christianoi but chrëstianoi. 1* It could be said of each one

of them, "Apparuit benignitas Sahatoris nostri Dei!"

"In Gal 5:22 (PL 26:420).
14
Tertullian, Apol. 39.

15 De snavitate vel benignitate composition (ibid. 3:5; cf. Ad Nat.

1:3).
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Philein and the other terms for love in the Acts

and the Epistles of the New Testament

The verb philein appears eighteen times in the Gospels, 1

only twice in St. Paul, and not at all in the other epistles.

It can be concluded, then, that this verb does not belong to

the language of the primitive catechesis, or at least that it

was supplanted by agapan in preaching to the communities

whose language was Greek.

In signing his first letter to the Corinthians in his own
handwriting, St. Paul set down an imprecation: "If anyone

loves, philei, not the Lord, let him be accursed" (1 Cor. 16:

22). At first the reader is surprised and even a little disturbed

that the epistle which is the theological place of fraternal

charity should close with a curse. It is true that agape in-

cludes horror of evil as well as attachment to good (Rom.

12:9) and that this is not the first time the Apostle had thun-

dered out an anathema,2 but could a loving Father leave his

small children 3 with such a heavy threat? Our astonishment

grows when we notice the unusual use of philein in a re-

ligious formula, when all the parallel texts have the verb

agapan.4 Possibly the choice of philei was influenced by
the word philëmati in the preceding verse. However, and

especially if we take this possible influence into account,

philein expresses primarily the interior sentiment of affec-

tion, the familiar union between two friends, not adoration,

veneration, and the total belonging of the disciple to his

Lord. We would expect its object in this verse to be "Jesus"

rather than "the Lord." In this text, therefore, it is preferable

to consider philein a synonym of agapan, and since the for-

*Ten uses are in the fourth Gospel; cf. in addition Apoc. 3:19;

22:15.
2 Rom. 9:3; 1 Cor. 12:3 (cf. 5:1-5); Gal. 1:8.

8
1 Cor. 3:1; 4:14.

4
1 Cor. 2:9; 8:3; 1 Jn. 4:20; cf. Rom. 8:28 (vv. 35, 39); Eph. 6:24;

2 Tim. 4:8.
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mulation of the verse is foreign to St. Paul's vocabulary, it

is probably a quotation from some other source.

In 1926 E. Peterson demonstrated that the final anath-

ema of 1 Cor. reproduces an ancient liturgical formula and

resembles the Didache, 10:6; "May Grace come ... If

anyone is holy, let him advance; if anyone is not, let him

be converted; Marana tha. Amen." (elthetô charis . . . ei

tis hagios estin, erchesthô; ei tis ouk esti, metanoeitô, ma-

ranatha, amën.5
) G. Bornkamm, in his turn, observing that

philein ton Kyrion is not a Pauline expression, pointed out

the eucharistie terminology of Heb. 6:6; 13:10-15 and in

particular the parallel of Apoc. 22:15-19 hexo hoi kynes

("outside are dogs") . . . ho dipsôn erchesthô ("let him

who thirsts come") . . . erchou kyrie lësou ("come Lord

Jesus"). 6 Meanwhile, K. M. Hofmann recognized in the

"holy kiss" 7 a rite of introduction to the Last Supper and

concluded that the four elements of 1 Cor. 16: 20—23 : phi-

lëma, anathema, marantha, and the call to grace (v. 23) re-

flect the liturgy of the eucharist. 8
J. A. T. Robinson,9 who

curiously overlooks all his predecessors, 10 and K. G. Kuhn 11

understood the pericope in the same way.

Even if a particular argument of these authors or the

eucharistie character of the whole pericope is rejected, it

must be admitted, at least, that v. 22 is a quotation trans-

cribed from the Aramaean and coming from the first Pales-

tinian communities. The studies of A. Lemonnyer 12 and

B E. Peterson, Eis Tbeos, Gottingen, 1926, pp. 130 ff.

6 G. Bornkamm, "Das Anathema in der urchristlichen Abendmahls-
liturgie" in Theologische Literaturzeitung, 1950, col. 227-230, re-

printed in das Ende des Gesetzes, Munich, 1952, pp. 123-132.
7

1 Cor. 16:20; cf. 1 Thess. 5:27; 2 Cor. 13:12; 1 Pet. 5:14.
8 K. M. Hofmann, Philema Hagion, Giitersloh, 1938, pp. 23-26.
9
J. A. T. Robinson, "Traces of a liturgical sequence in 1 Cor. 16:

20-24," The Journal of Theological Studies, 1953, pp. 38-39.
10 E. Kàsemann, "Sàtze heiligen Rechtes im Neuen Testament,"

New Testament Studies, 1955, pp. 250 ff .; G. Bornhamm and Lietzmann,
Messe und Herrenmahl, 1926, p. 229.

11 Art. maranatha in G. Kittel, Th. Wôrt, IV, 470-475.

"A. Lemonnyer, Théologie du Nouveau Testament, Paris, 1928,

pp. 151-161.
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especially those of L. Cerfaux 13 have shown that the title

of Lord (Maran, Kyrios), which commonly described the

reigning sovereign in the protocol of the Syro-Hellenic

royalties, was applied from the beginning to Jesus, the Mes-

sia king, particularly by St. Peter at Jerusalem: "Therefore,

let all Israel know most assuredly that God has made him

both Lord (Kyrion) and Christ." 14 To affirm that "the

Lord" has come or that he is there is to make an essential

profession of faith in the person of Jesus, to submit to his

sovereign authority, and, consequently, to be inscribed in

the community of his disciples—like a soldier in the army

of his leader—or to be inserted into this religious society

which "invokes the name of the Lord." 15

The liturgical meetings of the Church of Corinth included

charismatic manifestations, the celebration of the eucharist,

and occasionally the reading of an "epistle" of the Apostle. 16

It sometimes happened there that certain converts were once

again seized by their former satanic or pathological inspira-

tion and went so far as to cry "Anathema lêsous!" (1 Cor.

12:3). St. Paul must have felt the horror of such a blas-

phemy, which, like all sacrilege, provoked the jealousy of

God (1 Cor. 10:22), and he curbed it by a juridical or

ritual formula which was already current: "Whoever curses

Jesus will be cursed by him" or, more exactly, "whoever

does not love the Lord." The negative form suggests more
than the simple absence of love; it is a litotes, analogous to

"I do not know you," which expresses rejection and repro-

bation. 17 Consequently, "whoever does not love the Lord"

suggests more than lack of warmth and gratitude; it ex-

presses antipathy and positive opposition. The complement,

"The Lord," conveys the real horror of such a refusal of
13 Recueil Lucian Cerfaux, Gembloux, 1954, pp. 3-188.
14 Acts 2:36; cf. 1:3, 6, 22, etc.
15 Acts 9:14-21; 22: 16; 1 Cor. 1:2; 2 Tim. 2:28.
16 O. Cullmann, Le Culte dans l'Eglise primitive, Neuchâtel-Paris,

1944.
17 Lk. 13:27; cf. Mt. 25:12; 1 Cor. 16:12; 2 Thess. 2:10.
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love. It may be concluded, then, that the verb philein trans-

lates the Hebrew 'âhab and signifies, exactly as agapan does,

adoration and religious consecration of the believer to his

God. It is almost a tautology to write: Whoever refuses

to belong to Christ—in Christian language, "whoever does

not love him" (Mt. 6:74)—is excluded from the Church,

from the eucharistie banquet, and from the heavenly king-

dom, but legislative and liturgical texts often have the pe-

culiarity of affirming the obvious.

The only other Pauline use of philein also occurs among
the good wishes customary in letters, and it too appears to

be a synonym of agapan. "Greet those who love us in the

faith," aspasai tous philountas hëmas en pistei (Tit. 3:15).

Although this formula was original with St. Paul, it also

occurs very frequently in profane letters, at least in essence,

for example in the letter of Flavius Herculanus to Aplonar-

ion, "Greet all who love you," aspasai tous philountas se

pantas,18 or of Ptolemaios to his brother Zosimus, "I greet

my sister especially and her children . . . and all who love

us," aspazomai tën adelphë?2 mou polla, kai ta tekna antes

kai . . . tous philountas hëmas pantes. 19 The participle

philountas, "Those who love," is the equivalent of the ad-

jective tous philous, "our friends." 20
St. Paul is writing, as

most people do, "Greet our friends," but in doing so, he

Christianizes the conventional formula by adding en pistei, a

phrase which determines the quality and the mode of the

affection. To love "in the faith" or "in the Lord" is a peri-

phasis for "to love religiously" or "to love with charity"

—agapë meta pisteôs (Eph. 6:23). If the special vocabulary

of the Pastorals is considered, an element of truth and

authenticity will be noted in the phrase philein en pistei,

since pistei is associated with gnësios (1 Tim. 1:2; Tit. 1:4),

alêtheia (1 Tim. 2:7; Tit. 1:1; 13-14; 2 Tim. 2:18; 3:8) and
18 P. Oxy. 14:1676:38-39 (3rd c).
"B.G.U. 2:625:35 (2nd-3rd c>. "B.G.U. 2:423:20.
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with anypokritos (1 Tim. 1:5; 2 Tim. 1:5). Sincerity or

authenticity is the major quality of agape.21 Finally, the

formula, aspasai tous philountas hêmas en pistei, can be

translated, "Greet our true Christian friends." It identifies

"those who love us," philountes, with "our people," hëme-

teroi, in v. 14, contrasting them with the "disobedient men,"

hairetikon anthrôpon of v. 10. The exclusion of inveterate

liars (1:12) from the final greeting corresponds to the anath-

ema of 1 Cor. 16:22 and confirms charity's inseparability

from true faith.

The adjective philos, used twenty-two times in the Gos-

pels, appears only three times in the Acts and four times in

the Epistles. Because of its affinity with Tit. 3:15, 3 Jn. 15

should be mentioned first of all: "Aspazontai se hoi philoi.

Aspazou tons philous kaf onoma" "Your friends greet you.

Greet my friends, each one in particular."

According to customary epistolary usage, the Christians

of Ephesus

—

hoi philoi—join with John in greeting Gaius,

and John instructs Gaius to greet those whom he knows,

tous philous, in Gaius' circle. Certain commentators, ob-

serving that Christians in general are never designated by

the term "friends," explain that here the word describes the

brothers of the community who remained faithful to the

Apostle and did not approve of the conduct of Diotrephes.

Other commentators prefer a mystical interpretation. The
author of the Epistle calls the Christians hoi philoi because

he remembers that Jesus had called Lazarus his friend (Jn.

11:11) and said that he would confer the same title on all

those who fulfill his will (Jn. 15: 14-15). It is even suggested

that the designation, "each one by his name," kaf onowa,

refers to the name by which the good Shepherd knows his

sheep (Jn. 10:3), so that the Shepherd of the Churches of

Asia is imitating the good Shepherd.

And one might also be surprised that St. John, who used

agapëtoi so frequently, changed his vocabulary here and did

21 Rom. 12:9; 2 Cor. 6:6.
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not mention the love of charitv in his conclusion. In realitv,

the examples of the papyri prove that the Apostle was using

the conventional profane formula. He did not even take the

trouble to Christianize it as St. Paul had done (Tit. 3:15),

an omission which is normal enough in so personal a letter,

which is not really an "'epistle'' at all, but a simple note.

Moreover, he conformed to profane usage strictly in adding

the stereotyped formula, kaf onoina to the wording of Tit.

3:15. There is no need to track down some nuance of ten-

derness or pastoral solicitude in this phrase; it is simply a

cliché.

After quoting Genesis 15:6, "Abraham believed God, and

it was reckoned to him as justice" (James 2:23), St. James

adds, "and he was called God's friend," kai pkilos theou ek-

lëthë. This explanation, although it is not found in Genesis,

does reflect its spirit and express a traditional opinion in

Judaism, that Wisdom makes holv souls "friends of God and

prophets, for there is nought God loves, be it not one who
dwells with Wisdom," philous theou kai prophètes kataskeu-

azei; outhen gar agapai ho theos ei me ton sophiai synoi-

kounta {Wis. 7:27). In this text philoi theou is clearly to be

taken in its passive sense of "those loved bv God" (cf. 7:14).

Moses is exceptionally graced with this title of honor (Ex.

33:11), but it is Abraham who is the friend of God par ex-

cellence. Yahweh himself declared him so. "You, Israel, my
servant (pais mou), Jacob, whom I have chosen, offspring

of Abraham my friend, hon ëgapësa" (Is. 41: S). Josephat,

too, proclaimed, "Did not you our God give this land to

the seed of Abraham your friend?, tôt ëgapemenôi sou" (2

Par. 20:7). Azarias repeated, "Do not take away your mercv
from us, for the sake of Abraham, vour friend, dia Abraam
ton ëgapemenon hypo sou" (Dan. 3:35). The Septuasint al-

ways avoided writing philos, perhaps to put more stress on
the religious and honorable characteristics included in being:

ëgapëmenos, the preferred of God. What is certain is that

Abraham is the object of the divine charity, agapai ho theos,

and that the justification of the philos theou is attributed
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to God's generous love. In any case the justified man, dikai-

ôtheis, has a relationship of loving union with his Lord. It

mav be concluded semantically that philos is here a synonym
of agapetos and doctrinally that what we call "the state of

grace" is friendship with God.

In a severe apostrophe to Christians seduced by the pleas-

ures of this world en tais hëdonais hymon (4:3), St. James

expresses a basic evangelical truth in his own terms: "Adul-

terers, do you not know that friendship with the world

(philia tou kosmou) means enmity with God? Whoever,

therefore, wishes to be a friend of the world (philos tou kos-

mou) makes himself an enemy of God" (4:4).

According to the traditional metaphor of the Old Testa-

ment, the relations of Yahweh and Israel within the Alliance

are like the ties of marriage. God and his people are the

married couple. Sin is an infidelity by which the "adul-

terous" spouse breaks his commitments and renounces his

promises. Moreover, Jesus called his contemporaries "a head-

strong and adulterous nation." 22 The word "adulterous,"

moichalis, which was unknown in secular lançuaçe before

this period and appeared in the papyri only in the sixth cen-

tury, designates "a married woman who commits adultery"

(Rom 7:3). By his invective, "Adulterers!", St. James em-

phasized the violation of the contract, the breaking of the

bond, and the refusal of an obligation. Christians are indeed

already totally and definitively committed to God. Their

whole life is subject to the precept to love God with all

their hearts, all their souls, and all their strength. If they

satisfy their passions (v. 3), they will be sacrificing to the

philia tou kosmou, the friendship of this world.

It is impossible to determine the precise sense of philia in

this phrase, its only appearance in the New Testament. It

can signify simply "to be on good terms," but it can also

have its proper sense of "reciprocal friendship." Here it

seems preferable to give it its broad meaning of "attachment

and delight." The term is undoubtedly chosen because it

22 Mt. 12:39; 16:11; Mk. 8:38.
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fits the conjugal metaphor in evoking the leaning and "in-

clination of the heart"; and, consequently, the sinning soul

is represented as a woman who is enslaved by passion to her

lord and master the world, source of all contamination. Philo

declared that the soul which rejects all discipline becomes a

lover of pleasure instead of a lover of virtue, gegane pkilë-

donos anti pbilaretou. 23 Moreover, the Lord had said,

"Where your treasure is, there, too. your heart will be" (Lk.

12:34). St. James is making the most radical contrast, there-

fore, between attachment to the world and its pleasures (cf.

1 Jn. 2:16) and the consecration of one's entire self to God
which is an essential part of agape. More specificallv, since

the love of "friendship" is characterized by affinity of

thoughts, tastes and sentiments, harmonv of action and a

living relationship, "friendship of this world" creates so pro-

found a likeness to the sinful world that it implies radical

opposition to God. Theos and kosinos are antithetically op-

posed, just as echtbra and pbilia are. The stress of the phrase

falls on the antagonism and incompatibilirv. That is why.

using the svnonvmic parallelism bv which Semite "proverbs"

emphasize their main thought, St. James repeats, "Whoever
wishes to be a friend to the world makes himself an enemv
of God."' There is no conciliation possible. Attachment to

the one master excludes ipso facto a belonging to the other.

Love of God and love of the world cannot exist in the same

heart, as Jesus had already said very strongly ^.Mt. 6:24; Lk.

16:13). However, in his exhortation, St. James stresses the

subjective choice which each Christian must make—"Who-
ever wishes . . . makes himself'

—

boiilêtbêi . . . katbista-

tai. Each person must understand that if he willingly takes

his pleasure in the world, he places himself in a state of en-

mity with God.

The Acts of the Apostles have only three uses of pbilos,

all in an ordinary sense and, for the first two at least, in a

profane sense. While he was awaiting Peter's arrival at

Caesarea, Cornelius had invited several of his relatives and

"De lege alleg. 2:90.
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intimate friends, synkalesamenos tous syggeneis autou kai

tous anagkaious philous (Acts 10:24). In classical Greek hoi

anagkaioi, employed absolutely, refers to parents and rela-

tives. These blood relationships—which do not allow one to

refuse the responsibilities of an inheritance—are different

from those one has with strangers. After the time of Euripi-

des, the expression philos anagkaios was used for this idea,24

and in the Republic (IX, 574, b, c) Plato contrasts the

mother (philë anagkaia) with the courtesan who is desired

in marriage (philë ouk anagkaia); the father, the nearest rela-

tive and the one whose relationship is the longest-standing

(philos anagkaios) with the adolescent born yesterday

(philos ouk anagkaios). Flavius Josephus mentions "intimate

friends" ten times; but, oddly enough, these "intimate

friends" are almost always the intimates of the king. At that

time, philos was an aulic designation. Nebuchadnezzar's son,

for example, releases Jechonias and holds him among his

closest friends. The papyri finally testify to the common
usage of philos. They extend from a letter of recommenda-

tion written in March, 257 b.c.
—"Ptolemaios, who brings

you this letter, is my friend and intimate, estin mou philos

kai anagkaios" 25—to letters of the second and third centu-

ries a.d.—"I have an intimate friend in Alexandria," echo en

Alexandreiai anagkaion philon. 2G These examples allow the

vocabulary of St. Luke to be placed in relation to the con-

temporary language, and, consequently, the human nuance

of friendship it conveys can be determined. It is the same

type as that of 3 Jn. 15. It may be supposed that these "inti-

mate friends" shared the dispositions of soul of Cornelius

and that they, too, anxiously awaited the joyful message

which Peter was coming to bring them. However, the ex-

pression which suggests a gathering of suggeneis and philous,

"relatives and friends," around an important person is so

common in chancellery usage and aulic protocol that it sug-

gests Luke's desire to emphasize the solemnity of the recep-

24 Euripides, Andr. 671.
25 P. Zenon (Colomb.) 7:3.

™B.G.U. 2:625, 26.
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tion at Caesarea, which was to make such a mark in the

history of the primitive Church. For one thing, the audience

was worthy of the head of the new Church; for another, and

more important, the Roman officer appeared as an important

person. Not only was his dignity symbolized and enhanced

by the friends and relatives who surrounded him, but the

whole assembly, described in such "official" terms, "prepared

the foundation of the community at Caesarea." 27 Many
souls would owe their faith to this centurion and to his

philoi anagkaioi who were to become adelphoi agapëtoi (cf.

James 1:16).

The serious disturbance

—

tarachos ouk oligos (Acts 19:

23)—which Demetrius raised up against Paul at Ephesus is

well known. Paul wanted to go into the middle of the mad-

dened crowd to defend himself, but "some of the Asiarchs,

who were his friends (ontes autdi philoi), sent a plea to him

not to venture into the theatre" (Acts 19:31). The text is

clear. The Asiarchs, who were responsible for order in the

theatre, were sympathetic to Paul and respectful of his doc-

trine. They begged him not to expose himself to danger.

The origin and quality of their relations with Paul are not

known, but St. Luke emphasizes their intentions. It is out

of friendship for him that they warned him of the serious-

ness of the danger and worried about his security. This is a

good example of the philia and philanthropy of these great

magistrates. Clearly, the historian of the Church wishes to

contrast the kindness and respect shown by the highest per-

sons of distinction in the Capitol with the popular hostility

toward his hero. In other words, for Luke as for Flavius

Josephus, philoi has a strong nuance of honor and prestige.

The same feelings of respect and courtesy inspired the

centurion Julius. At the port of Sidon, Julius "treated Paul

kindly, allowing him to go to his friends and to be cared

for," epetrepsen pros tous philous poreuthenti epimeleias

tuchein (Acts 27:3). All the commentators from Harnach
to F. F. Bruce and E. Haenchen, with the exception of E.

27 E. Haenchen, Die Apostelgeschichte, Gôttingen, 1956, p. 302.
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Jacquier, H. J. Cadbury, and J. Renié, have decided that

philous with an article indicates a distinct category, the

Christians. It is true that Phoenicia knew the gospel message

from the beginning (Lk. 6:17) and that in the year 60 a.d.

there was a Christian community at Sidon. Objectively,

therefore, "the friends" that Paul was going to visit were his

brothers in the faith. It is not certain, however, that this is

the way the centurion understood the philoi of his prisoner.

In this phrase, which is completely classical from the linguis-

tic point of view, it seems preferable to understand "friends"

as the "relations and acquaintances" that the Apostle could

have had in the port; thus philoi has the same meaning it had

in its previous uses in Acts.

It is unwarranted to suppose that "the brothers," having

received news of the Apostle's arrival (cf. 28:15), would

have come to the port to wait for him and meet him, for the

ship's itinerary was not officially fixed and no one could tell

exactly when it would put in at Sidon. Therefore it was on

his own initiative that Julius had his prisoner disembark.

Very likely he freed Paul on parole. This sort of kindness

and confidence was so unusual that Saint Luke expressly

mentions it
—

"Julius treated Paul kindly," philanthrôpôs

chrësamenos—and some have supposed that the centurion

had known the Apostle for a long time.

The Roman officer's nobility and delicacy of heart are

even more evident in his reason for granting this permission

to Paul. It was not in the least so that Paul might find some

way to relax but rather so that he could see his friends and

be comforted by their love and services. This is the way we
understand the biblical hapax, epimeleias tuchein. The noun
epimeleia, which is not found anywhere else in the New
Testament, is very frequent in classical and Hellenistic

Greek, in particular in the sense of "to give all one's care to,

to pay attention to, to accomplish one's duty." 28
It is ap-

plied to a Curator (Epimelêtês) who administers a property

or supervises accounts; or to a manager who runs and super-

28 Letter of Aristeas, 317.
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vises a project; to the education of children, and, in particu-

lar, to the care given by a nurse. From this is derived the

medical meaning, "to care for a sick person," which is the

meaning retained here by several commentators. St. Paul,

who had been sick on this difficult crossing, would have been

cared for by the Christians of Sidon.

But, even in medical writings, epimeleia is frequently used

in the sense of attention and devotion in the most varied

domains, and the phrase epimeleias tuchein, recorded from

the time of Isocrates,29 means simply to receive attentive

care. An example of this usage is the request of Servaeus

Africanus that the strategot watch over the state of the treas-

ury, hai tamiakai ousiai tes prosekousës epimeleias teuxontai?

Finally, epimeleia in Acts 27:3 should be understood in terms

of Julius' philanthrôpia and Paul's philoi, in other words in a

context of urbanity, kindness, and affectionate respect. The
Apostle is not "hospitalized" in the homes of the Christians

of Sidon who would care for him to the best of their ability;

rather, he receives the "hospitality" of his friends who sur-

round him with kindnesses and do everything they possibly

can for him. The expression evokes all the generosity and

complexity of the oriental welcome of a venerated guest.

The centurion's philanthropy is matched by the humble and

active devotion of the brothers.

Finally, although the verb phileô is a synonym of agapaô

in two uses (1 Cor. 16:22; Tit. 3:15), and philos takes on a

religious meaning in James 2:23; 4:4, the adjective philos

keeps the meaning it usually had in profane language in the

epistolary salutation of 3 Jn. 15 and in Acts 10:24; 19:31;

27:3. It is not at all surprising that the Hellenist Luke should

have used the language of the kalos kagathos or that, as a

noble humanist, he appreciated the value of friendship. It

gave him pleasure to present one or another of his personages

surrounded by his friends and receiving their care. It re-

mains true, however, that friendship, philia, plays only a

secondary and episodic role in the epistolary corpus. That
29

Isocrates, Philip. 154; Areop. 37.
30 P. Oxy. 1:58, 22.
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it is mentioned so few times proves that the disciples of Jesus

did not think of themselves as contemporary thiasoi, groups;

they were keenly aware of the change in values and in the

ends of human life which their Savior had brought. Al-

though they surely applied the great principle of koina ta

philôn, "the goods of friends are held in common," more
than ever in their community, and although fraternal union

represented the summit of their eudaimonia, happiness, it

was no longer "flesh and blood" or reason and heart which

governed their relationship but rather the spirit and grace.

Essentially, they formed a "family of God," where relation-

ships were no longer those of one human being to another,

but those which unite the children of a same Father. Chris-

tians are no longer associates or friends but brothers, and this

Philadelphia presupposes a new birth and a new life. Con-

sequently, their love is no longer a more or less restricted

friendship, but an agape that is essentially universal and per-

manent because it is divine. In other words, since believers

can love one another only en Kyriôi, those whom they love

are agapëtoi.

To spend time on the numerous compounds with phil-

in the New Testament would be without interest for clarify-

ing the notion of agape. On the other hand, epipothein and

epipothêtos seem to have a rather close relationship with

charity, at least according to 1 Thess. 3:6 and Philip. 4:1.

Since neither R. C. Trench's Synonymes nor Kittel's Dic-

tionary analyzes these terms, it will not be superfluous to

determine their meaning.

The compound epipotheô, which is rare in classical Greek,

did not become frequent in the literary Koine until the end

of the first century a.d., and it was completely unknown in

the papyri. If we observe that it occurs twelve times in the

Septuagint and nine times in the epistolary corpus of the

New Testament and that the derivatives epipothësis, epi-

pothia, epipothêtos are used for the first time in the Greek
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language by St. Paul, we can rightly conclude that this

family of words is strictly biblical.

The determination of its meaning is not on this account

easy, for in the ten cases in which epipothein is used, it

corresponds to eight different Hebrew verbs. When it is

used with pheidomai, it means compassion,31 hence the note

of anxiety, as for instance that of the eagle which flut-

ters over its young (Deut. 32: 11). However, in the Wisdom
literature, epipothein has the basic meaning of "to desire"

either good or bad things, often with an element of intensity,

which is usually rendered by "to long for," "to yearn for."

Thus the holy soul longs for God as the hind longs for the

running waters (Ps. 42:1). The Psalmist emphasizes the

strength of the desire by using redundant expressions. Thus
he yearns and pines for the courts of the Lord, epipothei

kai ekleipei (Ps. 84:3); he is consumed with longing for his

ordinances, epepothësen . . . ton epithumësai (119:20); and

he gasps with open mouth in his yearning for the Lord's

commands, heilkysa pneuma hoti tas entolas sou epepothoun

(v. 131). So violent an aspiration presupposes that one is

profoundly caught up; besides, this verse is parallel to verses

47-48, 127, 159, 166 which use the expression, agapan tas

entolas. In Wisd. 15:19 or Sir. 25:21, where this desire is ex-

pressly aroused by beauty, epipothein can be translated "to

love"; it is a synonym of eran. Similarly, but in a religious

context, Ps. 84:3 places the notion of love and desire in a

parallel construction: "How lovely are your tabernacles

. . . my soul yearns and pines for the courts of the Lord,"

hôs agapëta ta skenômata sou . . . epipothei kai ekleipei hé

psyché mou eis tas aulas tou kyriou. It must be understood

not only that the divine courts are desirable and that the

soul longs to live there, but also that these courts are lovable,

and, consequently, that the intense desire to reach them is

the desire of charity, epipotheô being very close to agapaô.

This twofold sense is best expressed in the De Abr. 87 where
Philo says that those who seek God and aspire to find him

31 Deut. 13:9; Jer. 13:14.
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love the solitude which he loves, hoi gar zëtountes kai epi-

pothonntes theon aneurein tën philên autôi monôsin aga-

pôsi.

In the New Testament, St. Peter, comparing the neo-

phytes to newborn babes, urges them to act like infants who
long for their mother's milk and to aspire intensely to the

pure and nourishing doctrine of the gospel, to logikon

adolon gala epipothèsate (1 Pet. 2:2). The Vulgate accu-

rately translates the aorist imperative epipothèsate by con-

cupiscite, since epipothèsate has the same sense of desire and

effort it had in Ps. 42: 1-3. In both cases, there is a thirst and

the quenching of the thirst by a divine drink; it is a matter

of life or death.

The aspiration of St. Paul is equally intense. He groans,

stenazomen, in his present condition, and ardently desires

to clothe his body with a glory beyond that of his mortal

flesh, but without having to be despoiled of this flesh by
death, ependysasthai epipothountes (2 Cor. 5:2). The wait-

ing includes anxiety, as in Deut. 32:11; it is a mixture of de-

sire and fear.

In four Epistles epipotheô expresses a strong desire to be

reunited with cherished persons from whom one is separated.

When Timothy came back from Thessalonica, he brought

good news of the community, and in particular of its faith

and charity, ten pistin kai tèn agapèn hymôn; the brother

kept a faithful memory of their apostle, echete mneian

hëmôn agathën pantote, and ardently wanted to see him

again, epipothountes hëmas idein (1 Thess. 3:6). St. Paul

wrote to the Romans that he desired very much to come to

them, epipothô gar idein hymas (Rom. 1:11), and told

Timothy that he was anxious to see him again and is unable

to forget the tears of his dear child, epipothôn se idein mem-
nèmenos sou ton dakryôn (2 Tim. 1:4). He sent Epaphrodi-

tus back to the Philippians "because he is yearning for all of

you, and is distressed that you have learned of his illness,"

epipothôn hën pantas hymas kai adëmenôn (Phil. 2:26). For

one who knows the heart of Paul there is no doubt that in
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these circumstances he chose the verb epipothein to express

the warmth of his good wishes and, it must be added, of his af-

fection. In fact, in 1 Thess. 3:6 and 2 Tim. 1:4, his desire

arose because of the fidelity of their remembrance, in other

words, because of their love. In addition, remembrance and

desire are joined, in the first case, to the Thessalonians'

agape; in the second, to the Apostle's tenderness for his

child of predilection, agapêtôi teknôi (2 Tim. 1:2). In these

texts, epipotheô expresses the desires of charity. Charity

alone can account for Paul's wish to see the Romans whom
he has never met; but, precisely, he hopes "to impart some

spiritual gift" to them (Rom. 1:11). Thus the trite expres-

sion so often used in letters, "I desire to see you" must be

understood in terms of the personality of the writer, who
knows only one love, the love which the Holy Spirit diffuses

in the heart of those who have been justified. The case is

the same in Phil. 2:26, where Paul says that he is sending

Epaphioditus back, epipothôn hên pantas hymas, literally,

"because he had a desire for all of you" or "filled as he is

with desire for you." Taken alone, this has no great meaning,

so an addition is sometimes made, "he had such a desire to

see you again." However, according to usage in the Septua-

gint, the expression should be translated, "he was longing for

you," and, according to Pauline vocabulary, should be un-

derstood as "he loved you so much and tormented himself so

much because of you!" Epipothein expresses both the divine

quality of the love which united them and the painful desire

of the human heart longing for the presence of the person it

loves.

This interpretation is confirmed by 2 Cor. 9: 14. The
Corinthians must generously help the saints of Jerusalem. In

return, as the "saints" pray for their benefactors, they ex-

perience a "lively inclination" toward the Corinthians, re-

alizing what an extraordinary grace God has given to these

converts from paganism: kai antôn deèsei hyper hymôn epi-

pothountôn hymas dia ten hyperballousan charin tou theou

eph* hymin. "They in turn in their prayers give vent to the
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affection for you elicited by God's surpassing grace be-

stowed on you." As in Phil. 2:26, the human and the divine

interpenetrate one another. In the hearts of Christ's disciples,

spontaneous, natural gratitude was expressed in prayer; grat-

itude made the power of God's grace admired. The result

was epipothoutôn hymas. How should this genitive absolute

be translated? If the idea of desire is kept, one can gloss,

"their heart reaches out, springs forth to you." 32 However,

their strong inclination toward their benefactors is an affec-

tion, a penchant, and the most elementary psychology

knows that nothing wins the heart more quickly than a kind

deed. The Jerusalemites felt themselves bound and attached

to the Corinthians, both according to the natural order of

gratitude and according to grace (cf. Philem. 16), i.e., to the

divine love which had been lavished upon the neophytes of

the Pauline Churches. They adjusted their warm feelings

and response to the divine agape. We must therefore not

hesitate to read, "They are filled with affection for you too"

(E. B. Alio) or, "You have become the objects of their

love." 33 That this is a case of authentic charity is taught by

the very notion of charity in the Septuagint and in the New
Testament, where the love of charity is usually based on

gratitude. Thus epipotheô is here a synonym of agapaô, as

in Ps. 84:3.

Finally, the most beautiful declaration of love that the

Apostle ever made is decisive. He addressed it to the Philip-

pians, his favorite disciples, while he was in prison, a situa-

tion in which sensibility is acute and the prisoner feels a

great need to speak his heart without holding anything back.

"I have you in my heart . . . God is my witness how I

love you with the tender affection of Christ Jesus," hos epi-

pothô pantas hymas en splagchnois Christou. "The object

of my prayer is that your love may become richer and

richer" (Phil. 1:8). The literal translation of the Greek

words is, "How I love you in the entrails of Christ," for the

82 M. Goguel, Le Nouveau Testament, Paris, 1929, p. 289.
33 A. Lemonnyer, Épitres de Saint Paul, Paris, 1905, I, p. 218.
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entrails are the seat of the passions, especially of love. Today
we would say, "I love you in the heart of Christ." This

reference could have no meaning apart from the Apostle's

incorporation into the Lord, which is so profound and vital

that it is Christ who lives and loves in Paul (Gal. 2:20). He
who would ask the Philippians to have the same sentiments

as Jesus (Phil. 2:5) practiced what he asked of them. He
loved in Christo Jesu, with the love that is in Christ, with

agape. Consequently, epipothô joined to en splagchnois

Christou, has lost all sense of desire and even of vague cor-

dial inclination. It is an intense love, with an element of

feeling and of the emotion proper to the entrails. It is a very

tender—one would almost dare to say passionate—love (cf.

Sir. 25:21), at the very least a love comparable to the ex-

treme and gentle fervor of a mother's love for her little chil-

dren. One thinks of that fire of agape which Jesus came to

spread in the hearts of believers. . . .

There remains a very obscure text in which James, having

just contrasted friendship with the world to love of God,

quotes the authority of Scripture, pros phthcmon epipothei

to pneuma ho katôikisen en hêmin (Jas. 4:5). A few modern
commentators understand this to mean that the natural tend-

ency of man with his corrupted nature is to envy his

brothers and struggle against them (Phil. 1:15), and they

refer to Ecc. 4:4. But this is to give pneuma a meaning it

does not usually have (cf. Gen. 6:5) and to make unintelli-

gible the qualification, "the spirit which God made to dwell

in us." It would be better to translate, "It desires jealously,

this spirit which God made to dwell in us." If this pneuma
is not the Holy Spirit in person (Rom. 8:26-27), it is at

least a participation in him. This interpretation would allow

us to give epipothein a meaning similar to that in Ps. 42:2,

especially if we adopt Wittstein's correction of pros ton

theon in place of phthonon. However, one hardly sees the

meaning of this affirmation in the context; besides, no text

of the Old Testament records any such aspiration of the

Pneuma toward God (this is a strictly New Testament
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revelation). Therefore, we prefer the reading of almost all

the commentators: "Or do you suppose that the Scripture

utters empty words when it says that it is with jealousy

that he [God] desires the spirit he has made to dwell in

us?" There is agreement that epipothei should be closely

joined to pros phtho?ion which should be considered equiv-

alent to phthonerôs, jealousy, exclusivity, in the character-

istic of the divine charity for Israel (Ex. 20:5; 34:14). Its

object here is the pneuma, which is understood in the same

sense as in Ecc. 12:7 and Gen. 2:7 (pnoën zôës), not as a

spiritual faculty but as the vital breath, life itself. The
Creator, who made his creatures out of nothing and gave

them life, has the right of absolute ownership over them, and

he requires that his creatures direct their souls and all their

activity toward him (Is. 42:5). The mention of loan or

gift, ho katôikisen, suggests both the divine sovereignty and

man's obligation to be grateful. God cannot tolerate a rival

in the heart of his creature. St. James is referring to the first

commandment (Deut. 6:5), perhaps, insisting on the totality

of love which Yahweh demands; but it is more likely that he

is referring to the whole of Scripture which reiterates the

divine demand over and over again. To shirk it is to divide

one's heart, to be an adulterer (Jas. 4:4).

Therefore, the reference to the inspired text is perfectly

in order. Epipothei must have as its subject God, who has

just been named at the end of verse 4, and it must be under-

stood in terms of moichalides, "adulterers," and phiiia-philos

tou kosmou, "friendship-friend of the world," in the same

verse, i.e., in an affective and religious context. Yahweh is

both a Father and a lover, anxious about the choice of his

children or his spouse, about their total fidelity. He repeats

his jealousy to them, emphasizing that he has all the rights

to exclusivity. In other words, epipotheô pros phthonon

signifies "to love intensely and exclusively"; but since it is a

question of God's loving for himself and demanding what

belongs to him, the author could not use the verb agapan

which suggests a love that is essentially disinterested and
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beneficent. Nevertheless, St. James explains that when we
desire in this way, it is indeed a matter of true love. "God
gives a great grace" (v. 6). He would be our enemy if he

consented to the deviation of his creature. The epipothësis

of God is a charts, a love.

All these biblical uses indicate that epipothein expresses

an intense desire which is in direct relationship with what-

ever kind of love aroused it. The Septuagint only rarely

gives it the sense of covetous desire. The New Testament

employs it only in a good sense, of the aspiration of the

soul or heart, extending from a simple inclination to the

most fervent fraternal tenderness. If one "desires" his neigh-

bor, it is in order to be united to him and live in his presence;

when one "desires" God or the gospel, it is in order to be

nourished from the food that is of vital necessity to him.

Given the strong emotional quality and the anxiety which

is almost always present in epipothësis, epipothein cannot be

a synonym of agapan, which of its nature means content-

ment and happiness. But charity is certainly at its origin,

communicating to it its élan, its expressiveness, its vehe-

mence, and especially its specific characteristic of totality.

As the hind yearns and languishes until it finds running

water, as the converts cannot live without the food of the

Gospel, as Epaphroditus cannot keep from seeing the Philip-

pians again, so God himself is, as it were, impatient to possess

without reserve or sharing the pnewna of his creatures. He
loves them, he wants them, he desires them. All these senti-

ments are included in his agape for his epipothëtous.

The best illustration of charity's manifestations of tender-

ness is furnished by 1 Thess. 2:7-8, "But in your midst we
become as gentle as a nursing mother fondling her children.

Such was our tender love for you that not only would we
gladly have shared the gospel with you but even ourselves,

because you had become so dear to us." The very human
and tender words, "gentle," ëpioi, "as a nursing mother,"

hôs trophos, "tender love," homeiromenoi, are simply the
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expansion and manifestation of agape which bestows its

riches, dioti agapëtoi hëmin egenëthëte!

St. Paul did not wish to assert himself at Thessalonica

through his authority as an apostle, en barei (v. 7). On the

contrary, he was gentle and irenic. This is how we under-

stand ëpios, which does not occur in the Old Testament,

and is found again in the New Testament only in 2 Tim.

2:24. "The Lord's servant must not quarrel, but be gentle

toward all, qualified to teach," ëpion einai pros pantas,

didaktikon. Contrary to what one might think, ëpiotës is

not a virtue of intimacy or family life—much less of the

nursery, as some have thought. The Apostle requires it of a

head of the Church and usage makes a great many men its

object. In the Invocations to Isis, written in the second

century, it is an attribute of the divinity,34 similar to phi-

lostorgia, the virtue of sovereigns. Assuerus had claimed it

by the same token as epiekeia (Esth. 3:13), and in the fifth

century a.d. Leontios, the prefect of Illyria, considered it

a title of glory to have been gentle and kind to honest judges

and terrible to the abettors of injustice, krintërsi gar eimi

ëpios eithydikois, tois d'adikousi deos.35

In fact, in his treatise on royalty, the Pythagorean Stheni-

das of Locri wrote: "It is natural that the first god was

considered to be the father of gods and men especially for

this reason, that he is good-natured toward all the beings

he has created

—

hoti ëpios pros panta ta hyp'' autôi geno-

mena enti—and for all indiscriminately he is the foster

father, the master

—

tropheus, didaskalos—who teaches all

that is good." 36 The same idea is expressed in a treatise on

the good king in which Philodemos of Gadara, in the first

century, attributes gentleness to the prince, dia krisin phoi-

nëtai praos, dia men tën ëpiotêta phïiëtaiP Finally, J. Pollux,

consecrating a chapter in his Onoinasticon to royal titles,

84
P. Oxy. 11:1380:11.

36 Epigramme de Gortyne, line 4, published by L. Robert, Hellenica,

Paris, 1948, pp. 14-16.
s0 Stobaeus, 7:63: t. IV, p. 271. 37

7: 13-14; cf. 6:24.
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Peri Basilikôn onomatôn, begins it by the following praises:

Peri basileôs epainôn lege, patër, ëpios, praios, hëmeros,

pronoêtikos, epieikës, philanthrôpôs, megalophrôn.38

Indulgent and gentle, St. Paul was almost maternal toward

the Thessalonians. He warmed them with his own fervent

tenderness (thalpô) and surrounded them with his kindness.

That was his method of teaching his new converts. He was

trophos, an educator, just as Zeus, according to Sthenidas,

was tropheus, didaskalos. He cherished his children. The
rare homeiresthai should certainly be considered a synonym
of epipothein, since it means "to desire impatiently," "to

languish," but also "to love paternally or maternally," "to

cherish." This interpretation is borne out by an inscription

of the fourth century, in which the priest and priestess of a

local Lycaonian cult wrote on the tomb of their son Zotikos:

"hou charin estësan go?iees homeiromenoi peri paidosP 39 The
houtôs homeiromenoi hymdn of 1 Thess. 2:8 should there-

fore be translated, "Cherishing you in this way"; with

houtôs referring to êpioi and to hôs ean trophos thalpëi.

One could not discover a way to be more gently affec-

tionate. The Apostle explains why he feels such warm
tenderness: dioti agapëtai hëmin egenëthëte. We must not

understand, as is ordinarily done, "so dear have you become
to me," as if agapëtos were a term for just any kind of love,

on the same level as the preceding terms. To understand

agapëtos in this way would weaken the liveliness of Paul's

affection, since agapan and agape do not express the warmth
of passion. Actually, the Thessalonians' fidelity and holiness

of life (w. 9ff.) aroused an increase of charity in Paul's

soul, and they became the "object of his agape" of his

religious respect and love. The Apostle's esteem for so

courageous a Christian faith brings him to devote himself

to them in the most generous way possible. Authentic char-

ity is characterized by its depth and by its gift of the

greatest of goods: the gospel and, especially, the sacrifice

of self (cf. Jn. 15:13). The proper verb to express this kind
38

1:2, 40.
39
C./.G. 3:4000:7.
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of giving is metadidonai or didonai (1 Tim. 2:6; Tit. 2:14),

paradidonai (Gal. 2:20; Eph. 5:2). Agape is by nature he-

roic. The marvel—and this is St. Paul's contribution to the

semantic of austere agape—is that agape can arouse an ex-

quisite tenderness and warm emotion in the heart of be-

lievers. The good Samaritan was "moved in his entrails"

at the sight of the wounded man (Lk. 10:33). The Lord

had objectively compared charity to a fire (Mt. 24:12),

but this is the first time since the spouse of the Canticle that

the resonance of agape within the inferior faculties is ex-

pressed as it appears in everyday life. Born on Calvary,

agape consists first of all in dedicating oneself and giving

one's own life; but, in doing this, the Christian is led to

cherish the object of his love with an unlimited fervor.

This is the marvelous union of grace and nature in the

religion of the incarnate Word!
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God. St. John's preaching in his latter

years was distilled into the tender "Filioli

— little children—, love one another."

Father Spicq does for St. John's fuller ex-

pression of agape what Elizabeth Brown-

ing set out to do for eros: "How do I love

thee? Let me count the ways."

The third volume includes appendices

treating particular questions. The trans-

lators (with the author's approval) have

transferred these sections from their

places in earlier volumes of the French

edition. With the development of learned

debate, the author considers the use of

the verb philein in the synoptic Gospels;

the pregnant question: "And who is my
neighbor?"; the literary origins of the

triad: faith, hope, charity; and the

meaning of "benignity" in pagan and

Christian usage. Also included is the ex-

haustive (until 1958), multilingual bibli-

ography on the use of agape.

Every Christian will find here matter

for contemplation, founded on thorough

scholarship, rich in insight, instinct with

piety and redolent of the love that is its

subject.
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