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2016 Principal’s Address - First Day for Staff  
 
LOVE – THE GREATEST CHRISTIAN VIRTUE 
 
1. Introduction 

The biblical virtue of love is the greatest and highest of all the Christian virtues. It is on love that 
all relationships, both human and divine are founded. Love is the very nature of God. The 
evidence of whether we really know God is whether or not we demonstrate His love. 
 
I John 4:7-11 (JB Phillips) 
“To you whom I love I say, let us go on loving one another, for love comes from God. Everyone 
who truly loves is God’s child and has some knowledge of him. But the person who does not love 
cannot know him at all, for God is love. 
To us, the greatest demonstration of God’s love for us has been his sending his only Son into the 
world to give us life through him. We see real love, not in that fact that we loved God, but that 
he loved us and sent his Son to make personal atonement for our sins. If God loved us as much 
as that, surely we, in our turn, should love each other!” 

 
1 John 4:7-11 (The Message) 
“My beloved friends, let us continue to love each other since love comes from God.  
Everyone who loves is born of God and experiences a relationship with God. The person who 
refuses to love doesn’t know the first thing about God, because God is love—so you can’t know 
him if you don’t love. This is how God showed his love for us: God sent his only Son into the world 
so we might live through him. This is the kind of love we are talking about—not that we once 
upon a time loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as a sacrifice to clear away our sins 
and the damage they’ve done to our relationship with God. 
My dear, dear friends, if God loved us like this, we certainly ought to love each other.” 
 
God’s love is a sacrificial love; a divine love – no ordinary love on a human level. 
 
Romans 5:8 
“…while we were still sinners Christ died for us.” That is, while we were sinning against God, and 
doing things that displeased Him. We did not regard God as our friend. 
 
John 13:34-35 (JB Phillips) 
“Now I am giving you a new command—love one another. Just as I have loved you, so you must 
love one another. This is how everyone will know that you are my disciples, because you have 
such love for one another.”  
 
Have you ever wondered why Jesus had to command his disciples to ‘love one another’? 
Because loving each other, especially if we believe someone has done the wrong thing by us, 
does not flow naturally. Instead, we are more likely to criticize and hold grudges against each 
other.  
 
A few verses later in John 14:15 we read:  
“If you love me, keep my commands (show it by doing what I have told you)” (The Message).  
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The scriptures teach that love is to be the hallmark for every follower of Christ. 
 
As followers of Christ, we are commanded to love one another (note - a new command, not a 
new suggestion!) We are commanded to love each other, not hate each other, or be unkind, or 
impatient, or talk about someone else behind their back, or be unforgiving.  

 
2. The meaning of ‘Love’ in the Greek language 

The NT scholar, William Barclay, writes:  
“From 300 BC to 300 AD, Greek became the language of the world. The conquests of Alexander 
the Great took the Greek language everywhere. 
Greek is one of the richest of all languages and it has an unrivalled power to express shades of 
meaning. It therefore often happens that Greek has a whole series of words to express different 
shades of meaning in one conception, while English has only one. In English, we have only one 
word to express all kinds of love; Greek has no fewer than four. The Greek word ‘agape’ means 
love, the greatest of all the virtues, the characteristic virtue of the Christian faith. We would 
therefore to do well to discover its meaning.” 
 
There are four Greek words used to describe various aspects of ‘love’. The first two, eros and 
storge are not found in the NT. Eros has to do with sensual or sexual love while storge has to do 
with family affection, especially in regard to the love of parents for children and children for 
parents. The commonest word for love in Greek is philia, which is the love of friendship and 
express the warmth of real affection. It is used in the NT of the love of Jesus for Lazarus and the 
love of Jesus for the beloved disciple. But by far the commonest word for love in the NT is agape 
(and its related verb agapao). The occurrences of philia in the NT are comparatively few, while 
agape occurs over 250 times. 

 
3. Why ‘agape’? 

Why did Christian language abandon the other Greek words for love and concentrate on agape? 
Simply because they were not inclusive enough in their application. Eros was limited to sexual 
love, storge was limited to family affection, and philia could only properly be used  of those near 
and dear. 
 
William Barclay comments: 
“The great reason why Christian thought fastened on agape is that agape demands the exercise 
of the whole Christian person. Christian love must not only extend to our nearest and dearest 
(our friends and those who love us); Christian love must extend to the Christian fellowship, to the 
neighbour, to the enemy, to all the world. 
 
It is also important to note that the ordinary words for love are words which express an emotion. 
They are words which have to do with the heart. In contrast, agape has to do with mind. It is not 
simply an emotion which rises unbidden in our hearts; it is a principle by which we deliberately 
live. Agape has supremely to do with the will. No one ever naturally loved their enemies 
(someone who seeks to cause us harm). To love one’s enemies is a conquest of all our natural 
inclinations and emotions. This agape, this Christian love, is not merely an emotional 
experience. It is a deliberate principle of the mind and act of the will. It is the power to love the 
unlovable, to love people whom we do not like.” 
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4. What is the meaning of agape? 
 
Matthew 5.43-48 (The Message) 
 
This passage sets agape apart from the other words for love.  
You’re familiar with the old written law, ‘Love your friend,’ and its unwritten companion, ‘Hate 
your enemy.’ I’m challenging that. I’m telling you to love your enemies. Let them bring out the 
best in you, not the worst. When someone gives you a hard time, respond with the energies of 
prayer, for then you are working out of your true selves, your God-created selves. This is what 
God does. He gives his best—the sun to warm and the rain to nourish—to everyone, regardless: 
the good and bad, the nice and nasty. If all you do is love the loveable, do you expect a bonus? 
Anybody can do that. If you simply say hello to those who greet you, do you expect a medal? Any 
run-of-the-mill sinner does that. 
“In a word, what I’m saying is, Grow up. You’re kingdom subjects. Now live like it. Live out your 
God-created identity. Live generously and graciously toward others, the way God lives toward 
you.” 
 
Is it possible that many Christians’ understanding of love is more in the realm of ‘philia’ than 
‘agape’? 
 
As followers of Christ, we are called to a higher way of living. God is commanding us to live 
above philia love, the love of those we naturally like. We are commanded to love our enemies.  
 
Why?  
 
In order that we might reflect the character of our Heavenly Father. No matter what a person is 
like, God seeks nothing but their highest good. Agape is the spirit which says: No matter what 
any person (colleague, employer, minister, parent, child, sibling, neighbour or adversary) does to 
me, I will never seek to to do harm to them; I will never set out for revenge; I will always seek 
nothing but their highest good.  
 
The real meaning of agape is unconquerable benevolence, and invincible goodwill 
(demonstrated by kindness, goodness and generosity). If we regard a person with agape, it 
means that no matter what that person does to us, no matter how they treat us, no matter if 
they insult us or injure us or grieve us, we will never let any bitterness against them to invade 
our hearts, but we will regard them with unconquerable benevolence and goodwill. 

 
What sort of person can demonstrate that sort of love? Only the person who has experienced 
and accepted the love of God for their own lives. Agape is a product of the Holy Spirit. It is 
impossible for the natural person. 
 
Luke 6:27-28 (JB Phillips) 
But I say to all of you who will listen to me: love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, 
bless those who curse you, and pray for those who treat you badly. 
 
It is amazing how praying for someone’s well-being can have a positive impact on your attitude 
to them. 
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Romans 12:19-21 (NIV) 
Do not take revenge, my dear friends, but leave room for God’s wrath, for it is written: ‘It is mine 
to avenge; I will repay,’ says the Lord. 
On the contrary: ‘If your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink. 
In doing this, you will heap burning coals on his head.’ 
Do not be overcome by evil (actions of others towards us), but overcome evil with good 
(kindness, goodness and generosity).  
 
However, followers of Christ can struggle with hatred, bitterness and unforgiveness leading to 
harsh, critical and demeaning words, either to the person or about the person to others. We 
need to ask God to purify and cleanse us from unforgiveness. 

 
5. What are its characteristics?   

1 Corinthians 13:4-7 (NIV) teaches us that love needs to be the motivation for all that we do. 
“Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. It does not 
dishonour others, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. Love 
does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. It always protects, always trusts, always 
hopes, always perseveres.” 
 
Colossians 3:12-14 (JB Phillips) 
As, therefore, God’s picked representatives of the new humanity, purified and beloved of God 
himself, be merciful in action, kindly in heart, humble in mind. Accept life, and be most patient 
and tolerant with one another, always ready to forgive if you have a difference with anyone. 
Forgive as freely as the Lord has forgiven you. And, above everything else, be truly loving, for love 
is the golden chain of all the virtues. 
 
Ephesians 4:1-2;31-32 (JB Phillips) 
As God’s prisoner, then, I beg you to live lives worthy of your high calling. Accept life with 
humility and patience, making allowances for each other because you love each other. Make it 
your aim to be at one in the Spirit, and you will inevitably be at peace with one another.  
Let there be no more resentment, no more anger or temper, no more violent self-assertiveness, 
no more slander and no more malicious remarks, Be kind to each other, be understanding. Be as 
ready to forgive others as God for Christ’s sake has forgiven you. 

 
6. Application  

 
*Show acceptance to and be understanding of others 
*Show mercy, kindness and patience in our dealings with students, parents and each other  
*Treat each other justly; do the right thing by each other 
*Believe the best about others 
*Be quick to acknowledge any wrong doing and seek forgiveness 
*Forgive others for any wrongs they have committed 
*Be humble and gracious towards others 
*Cooperate with and support the parents, students and each other  
*Restore members of the school community who have made mistakes in a loving manner  
*Show genuine love, care, and compassion for each member of the school community  
*Discipline students in a loving, consistent, and caring manner 
*Demonstrate sacrificial love in humility, considering others better than ourselves  
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*Love our neighbour as ourselves 
*Make allowances for each other 
*Refrain from resentment, anger, slander, malicious remarks 

 
Examples 
Corrie Ten Boon 
Corrie ten Boom is famous in Christian circles for a superhuman act of grace. Caught sheltering 
Jews in World War II, the Dutch woman and her sister Betsie were sent to the Ravensbruck 
concentration camp where Betsie died after being starved and beaten. 
 
Speaking about forgiveness in Germany in 1947, she encountered one of the concentration 
camp guards. "It came back with a rush: the huge room with its harsh overhead lights, the 
pathetic pile of dresses and shoes in the centre of the floor, the shame of walking naked past 
this man … Now he was in front of me, hand thrust out." 
 
Ten Boom fumbled with her pocket book rather than take his hand, her blood seemingly frozen. 
He told her he had become a Christian after the war.  He said: "I know that God has forgiven me 
for the cruel things I did there, but I would like to hear it from your lips as well. Fraulein (again 
the hand came out), will you forgive me?" 
 
Ten Boom recalled: "And I stood there – I whose sins had every day to be forgiven – and could 
not. Betsie had died in that place – could he erase her slow terrible death simply for the asking? 
"I had to do it – I knew that… And still I stood there with the coldness clutching my heart. But 
forgiveness is not an emotion – I knew that too. Forgiveness is an act of the will, and the will can 
function regardless of the temperature of the heart. 'Jesus, help me!' I prayed silently. 'I can lift 
my hand. I can do that much. You supply the feeling'." 
 
Mechanically, she thrust out her hand, and something incredible happened. "The current started 
in my shoulder, raced down my arm, sprang into our joined hands. And then this healing warmth 
seemed to flood my whole being, bringing tears to my eyes. 'I forgive you, brother!' I cried. 'With 
all my heart'." 
 
As Ten Boom's story shows, forgiveness sits in a special category. No gift so enriches the giver – 
as much or more than the recipient – as forgiveness. Genuine forgiveness frees the giver from 
hatred, resentment, the ache for revenge, all burdens that can be intolerable.  

 
 

Gladys Staines 
Gladys Staines (born c. 1951) is the widow of Australian missionary Graham Staines. Graham 
Staines was burnt alive along with their two sons Philip (aged 9) and Timothy (aged 7) by 
Bajrandal activist in Odisha, India on 22 January 1999. 
 
Shortly after the sentencing of the killers, Staines issued a statement saying that she had 
forgiven the killers and had no bitterness towards them. Rather than return to Australia, Staines 
"decided to stay in India where she and her husband had served lepers for 15 years", keeping 
her daughter Esther, with her, stating: "I cannot just leave those people who love and trust us. I 
have high regard for the people of India and their tolerance." 
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In 2004, Christianity Today described this woman as "the best-known Christian in India after 
Mother Teresa." In 2005, she was awarded the Padma Shri, a civilian award from the 
Government of India. As a result of the contributions earned from receiving that award, Staines 
transformed the leper house she served at into a full hospital. In November 2015, Staines was 
awarded the Mother Teresa Memorial Award for Social Justice and after receiving the award, 
she stated "I thank God for his help in enabling me to carry out the work in caring for people 
with leprosy, even after my husband was killed." 
 
 
 
 
 

 


