“These Things Called Love”


“Do you love me?”


“Lord, you know that I love you.”

 
What's interesting about this exchange in John 21 between Peter and Jesus is that in the Greek, Jesus asks, “Do you agape me?” but Peter replies “Yes, Lord; you know that I philia you.” Why?  And what does this mean for us?


 Philia, is a friendly love, suggesting fondness or affection.  C.S. Lewis says it is inclusive in that “Two friends delight to be joined by a third...if only the newcomer is qualified” (Four Loves).  But it can also exclude those “outside the fold.”  (See Mark 9:38, or Luke 18: 15-17, where the disciples act prohibitively.)  Peter's philia is ardent, devoted, but without any inherent morality.


Agape, on the other hand, is a social or moral love.  Agape is willful, based upon principle, unaffected by mood or circumstance, unconditional.  It enables us “to love what is not naturally lovable; lepers, criminals, enemies, morons, the sulky, the superior, the sneering” (Lewis, Four Loves), and to receive such love as well.  Agape is a supreme, a perfect love.


Thus Jesus asks Peter, who once boasted that he had a greater love than others (Matt. 6:23), if he has agape, a principled, righteous love reaching beyond mere friendship.  Peter, perhaps still ashamed of his three denials, says only that he has philia for him, not daring to boast anymore.  


So how should we love?  “Feed my lambs.”  Philia sends us running to the Saviour, but agape sends us out in ministry.  


In spite of his failures, Peter is restored, and so are we.  “For God so agaped the world that he sent his only begotten son” (John 3:16).  And we can agape our neighbours because he first agape-d us—even if we don't always philia them.

