
Chapter 11

Love

When the Pharisees heard that he had silenced the Sadducees, they 
gathered together, and one of them, a lawyer, asked him a question to 

test him. “Teacher, which commandment in the law is the greatest?” He 
said to him, “‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and 
with all your soul, and with all your mind.’ This is the greatest and first 
commandment. And a second is like it: ‘You shall love your neighbor as 

yourself.’ On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets.” 
–Mt 22:34-40

11.1 The Centrality of Love in Christian Ethics

This great passage is known in Christian tradition as the Double 
Love Command or, more simply, the Great Commandment. For some 
Christians, it carries an authority above that of any other teaching in 
the Bible. After all, one can easily claim that the Great Commandment 
is really all that one needs to understand what it means to be a fol-
lower of Jesus. This text has been a highly motivating one for Christian 
moral striving. I found in my research on Christians who rescued Jews 
during the Holocaust that some rescuers cited this passage as the defin-
itive reason why they rescued. That rescuers were willing to risk their 
own lives in this way shows how powerful was that motivation. 

We find three versions of the passage in the Gospels (Mt 22:34-
40, Mk 12:28-34, Lk 10:25-37). Though the texts do vary a bit, in 
each case Jesus enters a longstanding Jewish debate about which of 
the commandments of Torah is the greatest or most important. It was 
a hard question. To even answer the question is to risk the accusation 
of not taking some laws as seriously as others, as if inviting listeners to 
downplay or even break other parts of God’s law. It would have been 
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safest for Jesus simply to refuse to answer the question or to say that all 
laws carry equal weight because all come from God. 

But Jesus chooses to answer. He picks two Hebrew Bible commands 
and weaves them together in an unprecedented way. The first is drawn 
from the Shema in Deuteronomy 6, a central text concerning the 
identity of Yahweh as the one God and the command that this God 
alone is the one that Israel must love, worship, and obey. The second is 
drawn from a much more obscure text in Leviticus 19 enjoining love 
of neighbor, specified in the passage as “kin” and “your people,” that 
is, fellow Israelites. 

Jesus combines them to teach whole-hearted, whole-souled, whole-
minded love of Yahweh, and then, “like it,” love of neighbor. He 
does not seem to be treating these two love commands as ranked 1st 
and 2nd but instead as inextricably connected, and that is how his 
teaching, which echoes powerfully in the rest of the New Testament, 
was understood. Love of God is intertwined with love of neighbor, 
is demonstrated by love of neighbor, and is illusory without love of 
neighbor: “Whoever does not love does not know God, for God is 
love” (1 Jn 4:8). 

Jesus went on to emphasize, in Luke’s version of this teaching, that 
love of neighbor must go far beyond care for kin. It is often forgotten 
that Jesus’ stirring parable of the Good Samaritan (Lk 10:25-37) is 
offered as an answer to the question “Who is my neighbor?” – which 
itself is triggered by Jesus’ teaching that love of neighbor is essential 
to gaining eternal life. That parable, in my view, offers two answers to 
the lawyer’s probing inquiry. Looking at others, one’s neighbor is any 
person, especially anyone who is in need. Looking at oneself, a true 
neighbor is one who attends with care to others, especially any others 
in special need of it. In this way, Jesus’ teaching elevates both how we 
look at others and the expectations we have of our own character and 
behavior. 

Jesus’ teaching in the Great Commandment, among other places, 
created the precondition for love rather than justice to become the 
central moral norm in much of Christian ethics. The fact that Jesus 
connected love of God with love of neighbor, radically broadened 
the concept of neighbor, and connected love of neighbor with eternal 
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salvation, dramatically raised the stakes for all future generations 
of serious Christians when it came to love. We would need to love, 
expansively and mercifully, if we wanted to show our love of God and 
be welcomed into his eternal presence. 

11.2 Four Major Christian Accounts of Love 

In view of this background, the Christian moral tradition, unsurpris-
ingly, contains a rich vein of reflection on love. Mid-twentieth-century 
Protestant ethics was filled with learned scholarship on love, and 
competing accounts of what it means and what it requires. This cul-
minated in Yale ethicist Gene Outka’s 1972 work Agape: An Ethical 
Analysis. Catholic theologian Edward Vacek revisited the important 
theological and theoretical questions in his 1994 book, Love, Human 
and Divine. Both Outka and Vacek acknowledge that the theological 
conversation about love has been difficult and often somewhat con-
fused. Part of the problem has been difficulty in differentiating among 
various historical, linguistic, cultural, theological, and moral meanings 
associated with the concept of love. Attempting to discern which of 
these meanings Jesus had in mind in the Great Commandment has 
also been problematic. 

In our book Kingdom Ethics, Glen Stassen and I suggest four pri-
mary renderings of love, also introducing some key figures who have 
made arguments for one or the other of them. These four definitions 
are sacrificial love, mutual love, love as equal regard, and delivering 
love. 

Sometimes in Christian ethics, definitions of love are tied to trans-
lations/interpretations of Greek words used in the New Testament that 
are all translated into English as “love.” The most important of these 
are agape, philia, eros, and storge. What to make especially of the central 
New Testament term for love, agape, has been at the center of much 
conversation about the theology and ethics of love. We need to be 
careful about reducing the conversation about love to disputable trans-
lations/interpretations of these Greek words, though that paradigm is 
by now well-established in popular Bible teaching and preaching. 

More practical and helpful may be to think about these issues: 
whether we are to treat all neighbors with the same type and intensity 
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of love; whether there are any limits to what Jesus asks of us when he 
commands us to love; whether the behavior of specific others toward 
us ought to have any effect on if, or how, we continue to love them; 
whether the obligation to love extends to the love of oneself, and, if 
so, what we should do when love of neighbor and love of self seem to 
conflict.    

One way to think about the four main definitions of love considered 
in Kingdom Ethics is to think of them as overall syntheses attempting to 
respond to these pivotal questions. Each definition offers an account 
of what love really is in biblical terms, and therefore what Jesus is com-
manding us to do. 

So, to say that love really is sacrificial love, is to say that when Jesus 
asks us to love, he is asking us to set aside our own interests, preferences, 
and needs in order to serve and care for others – even, in extreme cases, 
to lay our very lives down so that others might live. Love is defined by 
sacrifice. This is the position taken by Swedish Lutheran theologian 
Anders Nygren (1890-1978) in his classic 1932 book Agape and Eros. 
Nygren defined agape, that central New Testament Greek word for 
love, as sacrificial love. 

To say that love is better understood as mutual love, is to say that 
healthy love involves reciprocal giving and receiving, with boundar-
ies and limits on what love can require us to do. This emphasis on 
boundaried mutual love was, in part, a 1950s/1960s effort to correct 
the perceived dangers of defining love in terms of sacrifice. These 
dangers included the association of love with complete self-denial and 
abandonment of any self-concern. The fear was that a completely sac-
rificial love was either impossible or dangerously open to exploitation. 
Feminist ethics has been especially concerned about defining love as 
sacrifice, as this expectation has often been laid disproportionately on 
the shoulders of women. 

Love as equal regard, the position favored by Gene Outka, is the 
idea that the heart of love is viewing and treating all persons equally, 
regardless of their proximity to us in life or any of their traits or 
behaviors. Love as equal regard tracks very closely with the idea of 
the immeasurable sacred worth of all persons. It is similarly a fixed 
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and unalterable way of viewing other persons that creates behavioral 
demands on us in all human encounters. 

Finally, Glen Stassen’s favorite, delivering love, sees biblical love 
most clearly in concrete acts of rescuing people from oppression and 
setting them in places of freedom and community. Delivering love 
looks to liberate, rescue, and restore people. It is love exercised as com-
passionate action on behalf of those who most need it. 

One’s idea of God or Jesus and their relation to the world is very 
much involved in how one defines human love and understands its 
obligations. It is easy to find biblical narratives or teachings that can 
ground each one of these accounts of love, but that does not resolve 
the question. It turns out that one cannot think clearly about the eth-
ics of love without doing some theological work on the nature of God’s 
love. This is a good example of how theology and ethics are deeply 
interwoven. 

If we zero in on Jesus, how can we miss the sacrificial love he offered 
during his ministry and especially in his death on the Cross? He gave 
up everything for humanity and the world, from his place at the throne 
of God to his dignity, honor, and life itself. 

But Jesus also created relationships of mutual love with his disciples 
and called us to do the same with one another. It wasn’t all sacrifice – it 
was also mutual giving and receiving.  Recall this passage from John 
15: “I do not call you servants any longer, because the servant does 
not know what the master is doing; but I have called you friends” (Jn 
15:15). More broadly, one can look at the entirety of the biblical story 
as the account of a God who wants friendship with human beings, 
with mutual giving and receiving.  

As for love as equal regard, Jesus did say that God loves the just 
and the unjust, showering indiscriminate blessing on all, and that 
those who would be like God should do the same (Mt 5:43-48). 
Jesus shocked those around him by how he treated every person as 
someone of value, including women, children, the sick, tax collectors, 
prostitutes, Gentiles, and so on. In a context in which religion under-
wrote stark status hierarchies and constant exclusion of some from the 
blessings of hospitality and community, Jesus constantly refused to go 
along. 
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In terms of delivering love, Jesus’ ministry was indeed filled with 
deliverances of the sick from illness, the possessed from Satan, and 
the marginalized from exclusion. His death was not only sacrifice, it 
was deliverance of the world from sin and death into salvation. Glen 
Stassen argued that the two salvific high points of the Bible – the 
Exodus and the Cross – exemplify God’s delivering love, as does the 
story of the Good Samaritan. 

A big part of the history of Christian morality is the idea that 
Christians are supposed to be like Jesus, to imitate him as far as we 
are able. Therefore, it has been exceedingly important which way the 
story of Jesus’ love is told, leading to various moral visions focused on 
sacrifice, mutuality, equality, or deliverance. 

By now, I have come to believe that it is better to speak of dimen-
sions of love rather than definitions, of specific contexts and covenants in 
which the biblical command to love requires different actions. There 
are indeed different dimensions, contexts, and covenants in relation 
to different family members, strangers, colleagues, children, elders, 
leaders, followers, visitors, prisoners, endangered persons, friends, 
enemies, and so on.  

The “default love setting” for a healthy romantic relationship, such 
as a good marriage, will be mutual love, with constant ebbs and flows 
of giving and receiving and patterns of loving reciprocity. 

But sometimes that very same romantic relationship will require 
sacrifice, as when our spouse is ill for a long period of time and we 
must care for her or him with little return to us. Sometimes a marriage 
partner needs to be delivered from oppression, such as in situations 
of violence or addiction. Sometimes a spouse’s preferences and desires 
need to be left partly unmet, due to the need to care for others as 
persons of equal moral worth. 

As for the relationship between parents and children, it goes 
through stages. When our children are little, we sacrifice greatly, there 
is little mutuality, and there is more than occasional rescuing required. 
As the children grow, the mutuality between parent and child grows in 
lovely ways, though there is always the possibility of arduous sacrifice 
or occasional urgent effort to deliver from disaster. 
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When we get old, the balance shifts, and we may be the ones who 
need our grown children to sacrifice for us or even to rescue us. At the 
very end, there can be a substantial period in which all that remains 
is the need for our grown children to lay themselves down for us for a 
time as we weaken and finally die. 

Considered over the entire life span, the love between parents and 
children can be said to have a permanent dimension of mutuality – you 
have cared for me and now I will care for you. At any given moment, it 
may not feel mutual at all. 

Erotic love between adults requires the capacity both to give and to 
receive, both to offer what the other needs and to clarify and receive 
what we need. Some people are selfish or oblivious, and struggle with 
being able to give what the other needs and wants. Others are self-ef-
facing and sacrificial to a fault, and struggle to ask for and receive what 
they themselves want and need. 

Feminist and womanist ethicists have stressed that the willingness 
and ability to offer love to self is often a problem for those who have 
been subjugated by the power structures of their world. Jesus did say, 
“love your neighbor as yourself” (Mt 22:39) and “Do to others as you 
would have them do to you” (Mt 7:12, italics added in both texts). 
These teachings acknowledge legitimate self-love and self-concern. Yet 
ethicist Sondra Wheeler points out in her 2007 book, What We Were 
Made For: Christian Reflections on Love, self-love has been a problem in 
Christian ethics, with some Christian traditions having great difficulty 
in accepting self-love as a legitimate moral norm.

Christian feminist ethicists, like my teacher Beverly Wildung 
Harrison (1932-2012), in her 2004 book Justice in the Making, noted 
that the male theologians who dominated theology for almost two 
thousand years defined the core of sin as pride and selfishness. But for 
many women under patriarchal systems, the problem is not too much 
pride but instead not enough pride, not too much self-concern but 
instead not enough self-concern.  

Womanist thinkers added to this the distinctive mistreatment of 
many Black women under the triple interlocking oppressions of race, 
gender, and class, with its origins in chattel slavery. Cheryl Townsend 
Gilkes argued in her 1993 essay “The ‘Loves’ and ‘Troubles’ of African 
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American Women’s Bodies: The Womanist Challenge to Cultural 
Humiliation and Community Ambivalence,” that for Black women, 
self-love, including bodily self-acceptance, is often a major struggle 
due to living in a context in which Black women’s bodies frequently 
have been judged, disrespected, and humiliated. 

From this perspective, sometimes the dimension of love that needs 
the most attention is not sacrificial, mutual, or delivering love but 
instead self-love. One could call this a corrective love-as-equal-regard 
vision, in which the one who needs to be equally regarded is one’s own 
self. 

11.3 Covenant Love

Covenant themes are important in Christian ethics. Hak Joon Lee, 
in his 2021 book Christian Ethics: A New Covenant Model, makes 
covenant the central term for Christian ethics. Covenant is a major 
theme especially in Calvinist/Reformed Christian ethics and I find in 
this stage of my own work the concept has also become increasingly 
central.  

Covenants in scripture are the agreements rooted in vowed prom-
ises that bind persons in sacred, enduring relationships. The Bible’s 
theological story is structured by a series of covenants between God, 
Israel, and the world, and the Bible contains depictions of many spe-
cific covenant relationships between people, or peoples – sometimes 
with God, sometimes witnessed by God. The theme of covenant has 
profound moral as well as theological significance because covenants 
are one major way in which the moral obligations of different types of 
relationships can be understood.

Generally, the paradigm for covenant ethics has been set by the 
example of explicit, verbalized agreements involving publicly artic-
ulated sacred vows. This certainly applies to traditional marriage 
relationships as well as in legal, governmental, and business settings. 
Explicitly articulated covenants intentionally declare the nature, 
structure, and boundaries of the moral obligations of the covenanting 
partners. 

But it is possible – not unarguable, but possible – to extend the 
concept of covenant to implicit and unverbalized obligations that exist 
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in various types of relationships. For example, when persons, or cou-
ples, become parents, as I argued in my 2004 book Getting Marriage 
Right, they now are bound in a covenant with their children. Indeed, I 
would argue that the covenant that binds a couple changes when they 
become parents because their responsibilities now extend beyond one 
another. Babies don’t come out carrying their covenant certificates, but 
parents incur covenant responsibilities, nonetheless. 

One way to understand love as an ethical obligation is to ask about 
which expressions of love best fit with the type of covenant that exists 
between people. The Hebrew term hesed is important here. It is a term 
with a wide range of meanings, but here I focus on covenant love and 
faithful performance of what love requires. 

How one thinks about love, or the proper expression of love, depends 
on the nature of the covenant involved: parent-child, brother-sister, 
church family, spouses, lovers, employer-employee, president-peo-
ple, etc. Love looks like doing what hesed requires, case by case. That 
might entail sacrifice today, self-assertion tomorrow, and deliverance 
the next day. This is a reminder that morality is both principle-based 
and also contextual. Our obligations emerge in specific relationships 
and moments. Love is always required. But what love requires needs 
discernment in the situation. 

11.4 Love as the “Impossible Possibility”?

Christian theologian/ethicist Reinhold Niebuhr (1892-1971), in 
his 1935 book An Interpretation of Christian Ethics, offered one of the 
most famous, though disputed, treatments of the ethics of love that 
exists in our tradition. Deeply affected by the assumption that love 
is defined by the renunciation of self-interest, Niebuhr describes “the 
law of love” as “an impossible ethical ideal” – always relevant to every 
moral decision but never fully achievable in this world. He says those 
who see love as a “simple possibility” are naïve, but those who see it as 
a remote and irrelevant ideal miss its abiding significance in all aspects 
of moral life. Sometimes Niebuhr settles on the paradoxical language 
of love as an “impossible possibility” (p. 72). 

Niebuhr suggests that love is always beckoning us to transcen-
dent heights which we can never quite reach, but to which we must 
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continually aspire. Love constantly calls us to greater purity in our 
motivations and greater breadth of application in practice. We must 
love – not just a little but more – then more – then more. We must 
love – not just self, but partner, not just partner but children, not just 
children but neighbors, and on and on. We must love – with more 
intelligence, more effectiveness, more care, more self-giving. If we 
think we have arrived at love we know nothing about it.

Niebuhr’s idea makes me think of our ethics highway. Love is the 
destination, the telos, the goal – but we never fully arrive. We drive 
in the direction of love, but our destination keeps receding further 
towards the horizon. Yet we dare not set our course for any other 
destination. 

While I think Niebuhr’s vision of love lacked adequate mutuality 
and self-regard, I do agree that love is the destination that we can never 
quite reach. Our love can always become purer, broader, deeper; more 
vivid, active, practical, universal, and unconstrained – more like the 
love of God for us in Jesus Christ our Lord. 

11.5 On the Relationship Between Justice and Love

We close by considering the fascinating relationship between jus-
tice and love. 

In intimate relationships, such as in family life, we seek and offer 
love, not justice. Right? I don’t say to my wife, “Jeanie, I sure justice 
you.” However, if I were ever to not treat my wife fairly, ever dominate 
or harm her, ever bully her or mistreat her, ever exclude her from full 
partnership in the economic assets of our family, she would have rea-
son to wonder about the meaningfulness of my claim to love her. In 
this sense, justice is an expression of love, even if not its highest and 
most transcendent dimension. If we do not treat our loved ones justly, 
then we may not really love them, under any definition of love. 

In society, we do not ask police officers to love us. We do demand 
that they treat us (all of us) justly. We do not ask governors to love us. 
But we do require that they advance public justice within the scope of 
their authority. We do not ask realtors to love us. But we do demand 
that they broker property sales without any form of discrimination. 
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Civil rights activist Martin Luther King was often resisted by people 
wielding the facile Christian claim that “the law cannot make white 
people love Black people, only the Gospel can do that.” The intent of 
this claim was to tell Dr. King to abandon his efforts to change racist 
laws in the direction of greater justice, and instead get back to preaching 
the Gospel which, in due time, would bring the heart change toward 
Christian love that was truly needed. 

Dr. King would respond, time and again, with these words, which 
made their way into his standard stump speech: “It may be true that 
the law cannot make a man love me, but it can keep him from lynching 
me, and I think that’s pretty important.” King was here articulating a 
distinction between love and justice, in which justice is what legiti-
mately can be required in society while love goes beyond that. King 
himself spoke of the “Beloved Community” to describe his ultimate 
moral vision, while day-to-day he worked on justice basics like fair 
housing, voting rights, and nondiscrimination in employment. 

Reinhold Niebuhr put it this way: “In a struggle between those 
who enjoy inordinate privileges and those who lack the basic essen-
tials of the good life it is fairly clear that a religion which holds love 
to be the final law of life stultifies itself if it does not support equal 
justice as a political and economic approximation of the ideal of love” 
(Interpretation of Christian Ethics, p. 80). 

Those words were written in 1935, but it is as if Niebuhr was already 
responding to Dr. King’s interlocutors, to wit: anyone who claims that 
love is the highest moral obligation must actively support efforts to advance 
equal justice for all. As American political philosopher Cornel West 
has often said, “justice is what love looks like in public.” Exactly how 
much justice we create in society determines the well-being of every 
person in that society – all made in God’s image, all regarded equally 
by God, all people for whom Christ died.  
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Discussion Questions

1. Discuss the four main definitions of love. Which was new to 
you? Which most resonates? Disturbs? 

2. What about the idea of “covenant love” in specific relationships 
as providing a way forward in understanding what love requires?

3. What do you make of the idea of love as an “impossible 
possibility”?

4. What do you think is the relationship between justice and love?
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