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A Biblical Study of Love  1 

 

The various biblical words which can be translated “love” cover a broad range of 

nuances.  There are eight Greek roots (

)
1
 and six Hebrew roots (bha, dwD, dsx, qvx, ddy, h[r)

2
 which can be 

interpreted to mean “love.”  Their usages play out into four primary categories: human love 

for things, human love for other humans, human love for G-d,
3
 and G-d‟s love for humanity.  

The common thread that runs through every occurrence of these words for love is that they 

rarely represent an “emotion” in the Bible.
4
 Emotions cannot be commanded, yet the verb “to 

love” frequently controls Bible commands (Deut. 6:5; Lev. 19:18, et al.).  It is almost always 

a term bound to the concept of covenant – an idea of commitment to another.
5
 

This Old Testament concept of love as a covenant term is just as present in the New 

Testament context.  The term covenant ( ) occurs over thirty times in the Greek canon.  

The uses in Hebrews are particularly significant to the New Testament believer, as these 

extend the covenant parameters to include the whole Church (esp. 10:16; cf. Jer. 31:33).  Love 

is an expression of covenant loyalty, and covenant related to both human to human 

relationships and human to G-d relationship.    

                                                           
 

1
 Johannes P. Louw and Eugene A. Nida, Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament based on 

Semantic Domains 2 (New York: United Bible Societies, 1988), 303. 

 
 2

 Gerhard Lisowsky, Konkordanz zum Hebräischen Alten Testament (Stuttgart: Deutsche 

Bibelgesellschaft, 1993), 29-31, 357-58, 512-14, 539, 571-73, 1350. 

   

 
3
 Throughout this paper, G-d and L-rd are spelled minus the “o” as an act of respect for Adonai in 

accordance with Jewish custom, which extends to Messianic Judaism (the author‟s faith tradition).   

 

 
4
 Although in twelve instances in the New Testament, the word translated “love” is , a 

word which derives from the root meaning “inner organs” and thus suggesting an emotional love; in most of 

those cases, it still primarily attaches to actions rather than to feelings.  Cf. N. Walter,  “ ,” 

Exegetical Dictionary of the New Testament III (Grand Rapids: Horst Balz and Gerhard Schneider, eds; Grand 

Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1990), 265. 

 
 5

 Gary T. Meadors, “Love is the Law, part 1,” sermon delivered at Grand Rapids Theological Seminary 

(Grand Rapids, MI, 21 Apr 2006); cf. D. A. Baer and R. P. Gordon, “dsx,” New International Dictionary of Old 

Testament Theology and Exegesis 2.  (Willem A. VanGemeren, ed.; Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1997): 211. 
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Chapter One: Human Love for Things 

Love for the Law 

 This first category may be the most foreign to the mainstream Church.  Despite the 

diatribes of so many voices in the modern Church against “the Law,” the Bible never records 

a disparaging word with regard to it.   The Law is a covenant which is more for the benefit of 

the human than for the benefit of the Deity.  Intrater writes, “Even the most horrible of curses 

and retributions are actually comforting assurances of G-d‟s love for us.”
6
   

 This is certainly the attitude reflected in the Old Testament treatment of the matter.  

The Psalmist said of the ordinances of ADONAI (h'wh.y-yej.P.vim), “Teach me Your statutes; make 

me understand the ways of Your precepts so I will meditate on Your wonders” (Ps. 119: 26b-

27) and “More to be desired are they than gold, yea, than much fine gold; sweeter also than 

honey and the droppings of the honeycomb” (Ps. 19:10 ASV).  Psalm 119:47, 97, and 113 

express the same sentiment.  These direct correlations between “love” and “law” all take the 

form of poetic expressions, but that should not diminish their importance.   

 The law has at its very foundation love for the Adonai.  This is perhaps most clearly 

communicated in the Shema (Deuteronomy 6:4-9).  Friedman asserts, “All Israel – through all 

its generations – is instructed to love G-d by internalizing the Torah, and teaching it at all 

times and in all situations of life.”
7
  Dyrness comments, “This kind of personal commitment 

to the L-rd helps keep the law in its proper perspective.”
8
   

                                                           
 

6
 Keith Intrater, Covenant Relationships: A More Excellent Way: a Handbook for Integrity and Loyalty 

in the Body of Christ (Shippenburg, PA: Destiny Image Publishers, 1989), 15. 

  
 

7
 David Friedman, They Loved the Torah: What Yeshua’s First Followers Really Thought about the 

Law (Baltimore: Lederer, 2001), 118. 

 
8
 William Dyrness, Themes in Old Testament Theology (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1977), 

139. 

 



A Biblical Study of Love  3 

 

Contrary to the view of Tertullian, Chrysostom, and Origen, et al.;
9
 this love for the 

Law continues into the New Testament context.  The antinomian fathers misunderstood Paul‟s 

use of the term “curse of the law” (Galatians 3:10-11), which refers to the false gospel against 

which his epistle speaks.  Paul never spoke of the law itself, which he referred to as spiritual 

(Romans 7:14), as a curse but to a false understanding of it as such.
10

  As Meadors observes, 

“The law was never given for justification; it was given for sanctification.”
11

   Roth explains, 

“The „curse of the law‟ is a doctrine that has always been wrong for everyone… that 

following Torah rules for the sake of blind ritual and tradition means a person does not have 

to worry about sin.”
12

  Flynn calls the theology which pits law against grace “an erroneous 

dichotomy,”
13

 and Fischer classifies the practice of dividing a matter into two non-exclusive 

options as a “fallacy of question framing.”
14

  The person who partakes in the new covenant 

(Jer. 31:33; Heb. 10:16) has a “love for the Law, which previously he had hated.”
15

   

Yeshua did not come to abolish the Law but to bring it to fullness of understanding 

(Matthew 5:17), and that Law is included in the Scripture which Paul spoke of as 

                                                           
 

9
 Ron Moseley, Yeshua: A Guide to the Real Jesus and the Original Church (Clarksville, MD: Lederer, 

1996), 64-5. 

 
 

10
 Ibid., 63-4; David H. Stern, Restoring the Jewishness of the Gospel (Clarksville, MD: Jewish New 

Testament Publications, 1990), 49. 

 
 11

 Meadors, “Love is the Law, part 1,” sermon delivered at Grand Rapids Theological Seminary (21 Apr 

2006). 

  
 

12
 Andrew Gabriel Roth, Ruach Qadim: Recovering the Aramaic Origins of the New Testament and the 

Lost Vision of the Nazarenes (Mosta, Republic of Malta: Tushiyah Press, 2003), 190. 

 

 
13

 Leslie Flynn, letter to the editor, Moody Monthly (December 1976), 6; in Kenneth L. Barker, “The 

Scope and Center of Old and New Testament Theology and Hope,” Dispensationalism, Israel and the Church: 

The Search for Definition (Darrell L. Bock, Walter C. Kaiser, and Craig A. Blaising, eds.; Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 1992), 299. 

 

 
14

 David Hackett Fischer, Historians’ Fallacies: Toward a Logic of Historical Thought (New York: 

Harper Perennial, 1970), 9-10.  

 

 15 Barker, op. cit., 298. 
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ς (G-d breathed) and still profitable for an impressive list of advantageous 

purposes (2 Timothy 3:16) at the time of his ministry in the New Testament context.  

Friedman observes, “The New Testament portrays the [first century] Messianic community as 

keeping the Torah according to the words of Micah [6:8].  Justice, covenant love, and 

humility were to be the trademarks of a man who kept it.”
16

  Paul equates the two terms “law” 

and “love,” writing, “The one who loves has fulfilled the rest of the Law” (Romans 13:8; cf. 

13:10). 

Love for Axiological “Abstractions” 

In addition to the concept of “love for the law,” the Bible teaches on love of other 

abstract concepts as well.  These include righteousness (Ps. 45:8), pureness of heart (Prov. 

22:11), wisdom (Prov. 29:3), truth and peace (Zech. 8:19), and good (Amos 5:15).
17

  These 

passages relate very closely with “love for the law” in that their objects characterize the 

person who loves the law and follows in its footsteps.  In that sense, to love these abstract 

things is part of loving the G-d of whom they are representative qualities.  

Love for Material Things 

It is in only a very few instances that material things are the objects of “love” in the 

Bible.  Sakenfeld observes that in those cases, “these seem to function symbolically to 

indicate the person‟s attitude or focus in life.”  She lists Proverb 21:17 and Ecclesiastes 

5:9(10)
 18

 in her discussion.
19

  In both, the message is that worldly things as the object of love 

                                                           
 

16
 Friedman, They Loved the Torah, 119. 

 
 

17
 Katherine Doob Sakenfeld, “Love: Old Testament,” Anchor Bible Dictionary (New York: 

Doubleday, 1992), 376. 

 
 18

 Where the Hebrew Bible and the English Bible differ in their versification, the Hebrew verse 

designations are used unless otherwise noted. 

  
19

 Sakenfeld, op. cit., 376. 
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is an impediment.  “He who loves wine and oil will not be rich” (ryv][;y aol !,m,vw-ny;y behoa; Proverb 

21:17 emphasis mine)
 
and “He who loves silver will not be satisfied with silver (@,s,K [;B.fiy-aol 

@,s,K behoa; Ecclesiastes 5:9 emphasis mine). 

This also seems to be the sense of it in James 4:4 – ς ς

 – where the focus is on misplaced love. Louw and Nida suggest the 

translation “the things of the world” for   The point of the passage seems to be 

closely tied with that of Exodus 20:3 – ];y'n'P-l;[ ~yirex]a ~yih{l/a ]'k.l-h,y.hIy aol (“You shall not have 

other gods upon My face”).  James 4:4 seems to condemn not a love for the people of the 

world, but rather for the things of the world in the sense of honoring them above Adonai, 

putting them upon the face of G-d in the sense of giving them the covenant worship which is 

due to Adonai alone.    

It is not impossible that “the people of the world” is what is meant in James 4:4.  The 

Messiah‟s admonition in Matthew 10:37, however is “ [The one who loves] 

[father and mother] [over Me] ς [is not worthy of Me].”  

The verse communicates that when people are the object of more love than one directs toward 

G-d, those people have been put “upon the face” of Yeshua – being inappropriately given a 

higher place of honor than the Messiah/G-d.  The covenant with G-d must be given higher 

priority than any other covenant one cuts.  The issue, then, is one of proper priority. 

  

                                                           
20

 Johannes P. Louw and Eugene A. Nida, Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament based on 

Semantic Domains (New York: United Bible Societies, 1988), 293. 
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Chapter Two: Human Love for Another Human 

Loving One’s Neighbor 

 Though the first-priority love for a Christian is G-d, there is still a clear mandate to 

love others as part of the covenant with Adonai.  Friedman asserts, “Early Messianic Jews 

saw love [defined as „caring for the welfare of one‟s neighbor‟] as a crucial part keeping the 

Torah.”
21

  The Leviticus 19:18 command to “love (behoa) your neighbor as yourself” has been 

cited by Jewish religious authorities including Hillel and Yeshua (Jesus) as the central verse 

of the Torah.
22

  That verse instructs G-d‟s people to love their neighbors.  Taken in tandem 

with Leviticus 19:34, the command extends also to include strangers (cf. Deut. 10:19).  

Sakenfeld asserts, “Lev 19:34 seeks to bring „stranger‟ into the realm of „neighbor‟ by 

insisting that strangers be treated as native Israelites.”
23

  Yeshua would later identify Leviticus 

19:18 as one of the two greatest commands of the Torah (Matt 22:36-40; Mk 12:28-31). 

The emphasis of these verses is clearly on “practical action rather than personal 

feeling.”
24

  Micah calls for the people of G-d to “do justice, love (d,s,x), and walk humbly” 

with the L-rd (6:8).  Hosea uses the same word in the sense of “love” six times (2:21; 4:1; 6:4, 

6; 10:12; 12:7), each time pointing the word to actions humans are to do for G-d or others 

rather than to His activity on behalf of His creatures.
25

  Indeed, because the Midianites had 

                                                           
 

21
 Friedman, They Loved the Torah, 108-111. 

 
22

 Hersh Goldwurm, ed., Talmud Bavli: Schottenstein Aramaic/Hebrew Edition (Brooklyn: Mesorah 

Publications, 2007), Shabbos 31a; Matthew 22:36-40 (= Mark 12:29-31; Luke 10:27). 

 
23

 Sakenfeld, op. cit., 376-77.  

 
24

 H. von Rücker, “Warum wird ‟ahav (lieben) im Alten Testament selten zur Bezeichnung für 

Nächstenliebe gebraucht?”  Dein Wort Beachten (J. Reindl and G. Hentschel, eds.; 1981): 14-15; in Sakenfeld, 

op. cit., 377. 

 

 25
 Sakenfeld, op. cit., 380. 
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shown d,s,x toward the Israelites when they came out of Egypt, they reciprocated in the 

Amalekite War and separated out the Midianites to spare them (1 Sam. 15:6).  Moody 

suggests that the Hebrew word identifies “covenant love,”
26

 a definition which the 1 Samuel 

usage seems to support.  The word d,s,h is even directly linked to the term “covenant” in 2 

Chronicles 6:14, referring to G-d “d,s,x;h.w tyir.B;h rem{v” (keeping the covenant and the covenant 

love). 

 The biblical account of the Gibeonite covenant into which Israel entered against the 

will of Adonai (Judges 9:26; 10:16) and its abiding impact several generations removed from 

its inception (2 Sam. 21:3-4) demonstrates a reading of d,s,x as covenant loyalty that is not 

only between human parties, but also demanded by G-d.  It did not matter that the covenant 

was the result of trickery or that its existence was in violation of a command of Adonai.  Once 

it had been cut, G-d honored it and bound His people (Israel) to His standard of covenant 

loyalty (d,s,x) in their dealings with the Gibeonites.
27

 

 This sense of covenant love also characterizes the woman who is the object of 

Solomon‟s love in Song of Songs.  She had spent much of her life in service to her brothers 

(1:6).  Her brothers side of the covenant (commitment) was to protect her from those who 

would treat her dishonorably and thus compromise her chastity (8:10-12).  Her loyalty was 

seen by Solomon as a trait to be praised, and he compared her to the most esteemed of all 

animals: the mare “pulling one of Pharaoh‟s chariots” (1:8).   

 

                                                           
 

26
 Dale L. Moody, The Word of Truth: A Summary of Christian Doctrine based on Biblical Revelation 

(Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1990), 109; cf. Norman H. Snaith, The Distinctive Ideas of the 

Old Testament (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1946), 118-166. 

 
 

27
 Intrater, op. cit., 262-4. 
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Loving One’s Spouse 

 The Song of Songs, albeit in poetic format, is the most direct teaching the Bible offers 

on love within a marriage covenant.  Its pages are pregnant with Hebrew expressions for 

“love.”  Among them is an interesting possible double entendre involving one of the common 

words for love: h'b]h;a.  Driver believes the word as it is used in Song of Songs to be an Arabian 

homonym for h'b]h;a meaning “leather, skin, or hide.”
28

  Long suggests that the meaning 

intended by its use in Song of Songs 3:10 may be that the bed is “upholstered with leather 

(and love),” both the Arabian and Hebrew meanings being understood as operating in tandem.  

Another possibility is the “concrete sense” of the term rendered as the bed being “inlaid with 

scenes of love(making).”
29

  The sense of covenant loyalty within marriage attaches from the 

overarching context of the book. 

 Song of Songs uses a few “love” words (dwD and h[r) which are almost unique to that 

book, and possibly to the marriage covenant context.   The word dwD, occurring 34 times in 

Song of Songs,
30 is a noun commonly used to identify a man as the object of a woman‟s love, 

and h'['r, found in the text 9 times,
31

 refers to the woman receiving a man‟s love.  Though has 

dwD other usages in other books (i.e. “uncle” in the Torah, Kings, Samuel, Chronicles, and 

Amos), in Song of Songs, it is invariably a term for a betrothed man or a husband.   In the 

                                                           
 

28
 G. R. Driver, “Hebrew Notes on „Song of Songs‟ and „Lamentations,‟” Festschrift Alfred Bertholet 

Zum 80: Geburtstag gewidmet von Kollegen und Freunden, 1950, 134-46; in Gary Alan Long, “h'b]h;a,” New 

International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis 1.  (Willem A. VanGemeren, ed.  Grand 

Rapids: Zondervan, 1997): 299-300. 

 
 

29
 Gary Alan Long, “h'b]h;a,” New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis 1.  

(Willem A. VanGemeren, ed.  Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1997): 299-300. 

 

 30
 Liwosky, op. cit., 357. 

 

 
31

 Ibid., 1350.  
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case of h'['r, there is no other sense of the word but a betrothed woman. In these cases, the 

sense of the words is “intimately beloved”
32

 in the context of a betrothal or marriage 

covenant.  

 The context of each poem in the Song of Songs portrays a different piece of the 

covenant, ranging from respectful gentleness in chapter 1 to recognition of a promise to 

protect given through military terminology in 2:4.  Several of the descriptions of this marriage 

covenant become commands to husbands and wives in the Greek canon (Eph 5:25; Col 3:19; 

Titus 2:4).  The blessing feature normally found in covenant descriptions comes in chapter 7, 

and the covenant name of G-d, “Yah,” appears in 8:6.  The text is a clear picture of marriage 

as a covenant relationship with love being the act which defines and controls it. 

Loving One’s Enemies 

This theme is much more prominent in the Greek canon than in the Tanakh.    Yeshua 

instructs His followers to “love ( ) your enemies, and do [them] good” just as G-d is 

“kind to the ungrateful and the evil” (Luke 6:35).  That is the only place where it is explicitly 

taught, but the message appears in different dressing in Pauline teachings as well.  Paul 

suggests that G-d Himself loves His enemies (Romans 5:10), which at one time included even 

Paul, then called Saul (cf. Galatians 1:13).  Luke reports that even after Paul‟s conversion, he 

failed in living up to this standard on at least one occasion (Acts 23:1-5), but it is still, 

nevertheless, G-d‟s standard for His people.   

Loving One’s Children/Parents 

 A different Greek word stands behind the idea of love in the account of the “prodigal 

son” (Luke 15:11-25) than what is normally used.  The word is , which comes 

from the Greek word for “inner organs.”  Since the visceral organs ( ) were 

                                                           
 

32
 Sakenfeld., op. cit., 375. 
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considered the “seat of human emotion” in the ancient world, it is a word which would seem 

to come closer to a kind of love rooted in emotion rather than covenant.  At the point when 

the son returns home, the text says, “the father saw him and ” (v. 20).  It is 

generally translated something like “was moved with compassion” (ASV), “had compassion” 

(KJV), or “was filled with compassion” (NIV). 

Louw and Nida attribute to that verb the semantic range of “to experience great 

affection and compassion for someone – „to feel compassion for, to have great affection for, 

love, compassion.‟”
33

  This verb seems to convey a more emotional reaction, but there is still 

a sense of a covenant bond in the surrounding context.  This comes through particularly in the 

complete and unconditional restoration of the son to his previous standing (vv. 21-24).  The 

related words ς and ς both describe deliberate behaviors – certainly 

more covenant than emotion, since emotions cannot generally be roused on command.  The 

former is used in Ephesians 4:32 – “Be kind and compassionate ( ς) to one 

another,” and the latter appears in James 5:11 – “For the L-rd is full of mercy and very 

compassionate ( ς).” 

Some of the usual words for love are also used to communicate familial love.  When 

Judah is pleading with Joseph in Egypt (Genesis 44:20), he describes their brother Benjamin 

as being the only son left of his mother and says of him, “w{beh]a wyib'a.w” (his father loves him).  

The same verb occurs in Genesis 22:2, as well, when G-d tells Abraham, “Take your son 

Isaac, your only son, whom you love” ('T.b;h'a-r,v]a). 

  

                                                           
 

33
 Louw and Nida, op. cit., 295.  
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Chapter Three: Human Love for G-d 

Obedience 

Human love for G-d does not look all too dissimilar from human love for other 

humans in the sense that we demonstrate our love for G-d by obeying His laws.  Yeshua said, 

“If you love me, you will obey my commands” (John 15:14).  The ipsissima vox of those 

words are given twice more in the same discourse – at verses 21 and 23, and then one more 

time in verse 24 in a negative framing of the statement: “He who does not love me does not 

keep my commands.”  There is a strong continuity between the Johannine material and 

Deuteronomy 30, wherein Moses writes, “I have set before you the life and the death, the 

blessing and the curse [common covenant terms]; choose life that you may live, you and your 

seed, to love ADONAI your G-d and to obey His voice and to cleave to Him” (vv. 19-20).  

Service 

The degree to which we are committed to serving others in G-d‟s name is the degree to 

which we love Him.  James words it “the royal law laid down in Scripture” (James 2:8).  

Klassen explains, “The law of love has its origin and derives its authority directly from G-d 

the King.”
34

  Everything in the section on “Loving One‟s Neighbor” (pp. 6-7 of this work) 

falls into this aspect of how the human demonstrates love for Adonai. 

James‟s definition of “religion that is pure and undefiled before G-d” also points to 

service – to the widow and the orphan (1:27).  Caring for the poor and disenfranchised is a 

command that goes back to the Torah itself (Leviticus 19:34) and is a common theme in 

Isaiah.  He calls for the feeding of the hungry, the freeing of the unjustly bound, and housing 

of the homeless poor in Chapter 58, every point of which is echoed in Yeshua‟s Olivet 

                                                           
 34

 William Klassen, “Love: NT and Early Jewish Literature,” Anchor Bible Dictionary (New York: 

Doubleday, 1992), 394.  
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Discourse (Matthew 25:31-46).  In the covenant community, as Meadors asserts, “The only 

empirical evidence that we have to present that we love G-d is how we treat one another.”
35

    

                                                           
 35

 Gary T. Meadors, “Love is the Law, part 2,” sermon delivered at Grand Rapids Theological Seminary 

(Grand Rapids, MI, 28 Apr 2006). 
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Chapter Four: G-d’s Love for Humanity 

The Hebrew verb bha is used more frequently of G-d‟s love for humanity than any 

other category.  Though it is used 22 times in expressing human love toward G-d and 19 times 

in passages speaking of human love for things (including the Law), 32 of its biblical 

occurrences describe G-d‟s covenant relationship with people, whether individuals or 

collective Israel.  As a noun, the same root is used of Divine love 27 times and of human love 

24 times.
36

  Perhaps the most quoted verse of the Bible, John 3:16 boldly expresses what  

G-d‟s love for humankind looks like.  “For G-d so loved the world that He gave His only and 

unique Son, that whosoever believes on Him would have everlasting life.”  This verse cannot 

be properly understood from a Calvinist theology, because their “predestination to 

damnation” doctrine makes it impossible for “the world” to mean “the world.”
37

  In their 

view, G-d can only covenant with those whom He has not already sentenced to Hell, but the 

text does not say “G-d so love the world – except those predestined for damnation….”  

Love for His Followers 

G-d can and has chosen to covenant with some and not to covenant with others in the 

Old Testament context.  He did say, “Jacob have I loved (covenanted with) and Esau have I 

hated (left outside the covenant)” (Malachi 1:2), but the Johannine text does not give the 

interpreter the liberty of a “limited atonement” view.  That G-d has covenanted with the world 

does not necessarily mean that everyone in the world will honor that covenant; it just means 

that G-d will honor His end of it… and He has – in order that “the world might be saved”  

                                                           
 

36
 Gary Alan Long, “h'b]h;a,” New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis 1.  

(Willem A. VanGemeren, ed.  Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1997): 278. 

 
 

37
 Dave Hunt, What Love is This? Calvinism’s Misrepresentation of G-d (Bend, OR: Berean Call, 

2006), 295. 
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(1 John 4:14).  John 15:13 indicates, “Greater love ( ) has no one than this: that He 

would lay down His life for His friends.”   

If love is a covenant term, then the Messiah‟s crucifixion would be G-d honoring this 

contract by laying down His life for those who honor their covenant with Him.  Els observes 

that in the Old Testament context, “there is a sense in which Israel can claim it [G-d‟s love], 

for G-d has bound Himself to His covenant.”
38

  The covenants G-d makes with His people 

reflect His character, and He is faithful to keep His covenants (Deuteronomy 7:6-11).  Psalm 

136 paints a vivid picture of G-d‟s covenant love (d,s,x).  The refrain which is repeated to close 

each of the twenty-six verses is “w{D.s;x ~'lw{[.l yiK” (because His covenant love [is] for eternity). 

According to the Psalmist, covenant love is the reason G-d‟s people give Him thanks.  He 

provides a long list of examples of Adonai‟s covenant loyalty in acts relating both to creation 

and redemption.
39

   His covenant with the Church is cut with the blood of Yeshua, which has 

already been shed.   

Revelation 3:19 exposes another facet of G-d‟s love, using the word in a  

Divine discipline context.  It reads, “As many as I love ( , I correct ) and 

discipline ( ).  This is likely an allusion to Proverb 3:12, which communicates the 

same aspect of love.  The verb used in LXX Proverbs is This is the same verb used 

in Hebrews 12:5, which echoes, “For whom the L-rd loves, He disciplines (

ς Two additional passages explain (using ) “the value of discipline 

and reproof” (Proverbs 12:1 and 15:12).
40

 

                                                           
 

38
 P. J. J. S. Els, “bha,” New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis 1.  

(Willem A. VanGemeren, ed.; Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1997): 281. 

 
 

39
 Note that the KJV translates d,s,h here as “grace,” but cf. D. A. Baer and R. P. Gordon, op. cit., 215. 

 
 

40
 Els, op. cit., 298. 
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Another aspect of love as exercised by G-d is “mercy.”  Where the Hebrew term d,s,h 

occurs, the agent is almost always G-d.  Lot expresses gratitude to G-d for extending it to him 

in Genesis 19:19, as does the Psalmist in several works (31:7, 21; 32:10; 94:17, et al.).  Where 

the Psalmist speaks of G-d‟s d,s,h enduring forever (Psalm 136), it cannot be “mercy” (cf. 

KJV, et al.), for a judgment is coming at some point.  Baer and Gordon note, “G-d‟s hesed 

[d,s,h] exercises an ameliorating or limiting role upon His wrath.”
41

  “Covenant love” is thus a 

reading which harmonizes much better with the overarching message of the metanarrative, for 

that is something that truly is eternal.   

Mercy for His “Enemies” 

The Greek term ς seems to convey the same meaning in New Testament usage, 

i.e. “G-d is kind to the ungrateful and the evil” (Luke 6:35).  It is an irony of the language that 

the exact same Hebrew word used to denote G-d‟s covenant “love” for His people (d,s,h) can 

also bear the meaning of “scorn” bearing the exact same vowel pointing.
42

  Though it is used 

in that sense only three times in the biblical record: Proverbs 14:34; 25:10; and Leviticus 

20:17, this linguistic anomaly provides a subtle image of the relationship between G-d‟s 

mercy and His wrath.  The message it carries in most of its 246 occurrences becomes very 

powerful in light of the word‟s semantic dichotomy. 

  

                                                                                                                                                                                     
 

 41
 Baer and Gordon, op. cit., 214. 

 
 

42
 Philip J. Nel, “dsx,” New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis 2.  

(Willem A. VanGemeren, ed.; Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1997): 210; cf. Lisowsky, op. cit., 514. 
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Chapter Five: Love in Pauline Theology 

It is interesting that “ in Pauline theology is a theological and Christological 

entity which at the same time constitutes the basic category of life and faith,” yet there is no 

mention of G-d or Christ in 1 Corinthians 13 – the chapter which focuses the heaviest on the 

concept of love.  It is precisely Paul‟s Christology, however, which provides the foundation 

for 1 Corinthians 13.
43

   

In Paul‟s discussion of “fruits of the spirit” in Galatians 5, “love” takes the first 

position in the list (5:22).  He instructs the Galatians, the backdrop of which discussion is a 

false gospel which misunderstands the nature and function of the law, that neither 

circumcision for uncircumcision have any power ( ), but “only faith working through 

love” (5:6).  Love receives the same emphasis here as in 1 Corinthians 13.  It is the central 

covenant term controlling the life of the Christian.    

                                                           
 

43
 Klassen, op. cit., 393. 
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Conclusion 

This discussion of biblical love is far from exhaustive.  The word study represented 

herein is but a scratch in the surface, as whole volumes could be written about each of the 

subpoints into which the categories have been divided.  What this study does accomplish, 

however, is to bring to the surface the covenant aspect of this abstract idea called “love.” 

“This love that can be commanded by another,” notes Sakenfeld, “has its conceptual 

roots… in the rhetoric of international relations in the ANE of the period.”
44

  She refers to 

treaties and covenants forged between nations and the language that communicated the terms 

thereof.  Israel‟s love for Adonai is rooted in the Sinai covenant (Deut. 10:12; 11:1; 30:16), 

and the Church‟s love for Him is rooted in the covenant cut with Yeshua‟s own blood.   

  

 

 

  

                                                           
 44

 Sakenfeld., op. cit., 376. 
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