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Last week we began a summer-long focus on the Fruit of the Spirit as described by 
Paul in the fifth chapter of Galatians: “The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, 
kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.”1 Paul urges that we cultivate 
the fruit of the Spirit in our lives as a way of reminding what it looks like when we truly live into
the grace we have received, grace that frees us from sin, grace that removes the law as an 
unbearable burden. Freedom from the consequences of sin does not equate into freedom to 
do whatever we please, says Paul. If we have been set free from bondage to sin and the 
burden of the law, it is so that we can be free to submit to the authority of the Spirit of Christ in
our hearts. And when the Spirit of Christ governs us, then it will be evident by the character 
that is developed in us and emanates from us. Thus, the Fruit of the Spirit as the evidence of 
the indwelling of Jesus Christ in our hearts.

If we are going to be followers of Jesus Christ, then there will be evidence that Jesus 
Christ is the authority who governs our hearts and molds our character. If we believe in Jesus 
Christ, embracing Christ with all our being, then people will see Christ in us—they will see 
love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.

As I mentioned last week, I find the Fruit of the Spirit both inspirational and challenging.
Inspirational, because they set the goal for the kind of person I want to be in Christ. 
Challenging, because they serve as a constant reminder that there is room for me to grow in 
all these character traits. That's why I want to pay close attention to the character traits 
individually through the rest of the summer. 

Also as I mentioned last week, this is a list that every Christian is to apply to our lives; 
there is no picking and choosing which fruits we want to cultivate, and which fruits we will let 
others cultivate. In fact, there are not nine different fruits of the Spirit, but one, and the one 
fruit comprises of the nine traits listed. This is evident in the grammar of the list itself, for 
though the characteristics Paul lists are nine in number, the verb is in the singular. Note that 
Paul says, “The fruit of the Spirit IS...,” not “The fruit of the spirit ARE...” So we are not 
bearing the fruit of the Spirit if we are not allowing the Spirit to cultivate all of these nine traits 
in our lives.

Today, Love.
I have to admit that, having just spent the season of Lent focusing on the two great 

commands – to love the Lord with our whole being, and to love our neighbors as ourselves – 
and as a pastor who has repeatedly emphasized the role of love in the life of the Christian 
and the church, a part of me was dreading having to write yet another sermon on Love. What 
more can I say, that I haven't already said so many times?

And yet, here it is, at the very beginning of the list that comprises the fruit of the Spirit: 
Love. 

1 Galatians 5:22-23
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It's not accidental that Love is mentioned first. In Paul's writings, Love is frequently 
lifted up as primary. In his chief theological letter, Romans, Paul commands love as the 
relationship we are to cultivate as a result of the saving gospel of Jesus Christ: “Love one 
another with mutual affection...,” he says. 2 “Owe no one anything, except to love one another;
for the one who loves another has fulfilled the law.”3 

Earlier in the fifth chapter of Galatians, Paul says that “For in Christ Jesus neither 
circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for anything; the only thing that counts is faith working
through love.... For you were called to freedom, brothers and sisters; only do not use your 
freedom as an opportunity for self-indulgence, but through love become servants to one 
another. For the whole law is summed up in a single commandment, 'You shall love your 
neighbor as yourself.'”4 So again, the appropriate response to the redemption we have in 
Christ is neither legalism nor unfettered permissiveness, but love.

Then in this morning's lesson from 1 Corinthians, no matter how great we are in any 
other area of life, if we have not loved, then we have failed. Paul's exclamation point on that 
great chapter are the familiar words, “And now these three remain: faith, hope, and love. But 
the greatest of these is love.”5 

It's no mistake that love is the first of the traits of the fruit of the Spirit. Without love, 
nothing in Christ is complete.

This morning we will focus on three things regarding love. First, we will examine the 
nature of the love which heads this list of traits. Second, we will be reminded not only that the 
gospel message is incomplete without love, but also that failure to love can cancel out 
everything else we uphold in the gospel. And third, we will see that love is not only primary in 
regard to the fruit of the Spirit, but is actually the fount from which all the other traits of the fruit
of the Spirit arise.

All that, in the next ten minutes. We'd better get going.
What is the nature of the love that is so often commanded of us in the New 

Testament? Nowadays, when people talk about love, we often think of warm, fuzzy emotions, 
a feel-good sentiment. And while that may very well be an important part of what Christian 
love is, it certainly isn't all that Christian love is. The love that appears in the fruit of the Spirit, 
the love that Jesus commanded when he said, “A new commandment I give to you: love one 
another,” 6, the love of the two great commands, the love of which Paul speaks in 1 
Corinthians 13, and the love which is so prevalent in John's epistle lesson I read a few 
minutes ago – this love is agape. Agape is a word that Christians co-opted from the Greek 
vocabulary to make it peculiarly Christian. That is, ever since the New Testament was written,
the word agape is used only in the sense of love which Christ defined.

Agape is characterized, not so much by warm sentiment, but by the heart-felt desire to 
promote the welfare of the object of our love. Billy Graham, citing Bishop Stephen Neill, says 
that love is “a steady direction of the will toward another's lasting good.”7 It is not selfish in 
nature, but self-less.  Agape is self-giving for the sake of the other, for the welfare of the 
other. The model for agape is Jesus himself, who set aside everything for our sake, emptying 

2 Romans 12:10
3 Romans 13:8
4 Galatians 5:6, 13-14
5 1 Corinthians 13:13
6 John 15:12
7 Billy Graham, The Holy Spirit: Activating God's Power in Your Life (Waco, TX: Word Books, 1978), p. 189.
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himself and giving himself in obedience to the Father, all the way to the cross.8

The other day as I was driving in the car and listening to the radio, the Whitney 
Houston song, “The Greatest Love of All,” came on. As I listened, I was surprised because 
the song asserts that the greatest love of all is learning to love yourself. Now, while a healthy 
acceptance of who we are is important, a me-first love isn't the greatest love of all. Not even 
close. The greatest love of all is the agape love God has shown to us in Jesus Christ, and the 
agape love we are now commanded to cultivate for one another.

Agape isn't a feeling. It is an action. It manifests in self-giving, self-sharing, self-
sacrificing, self-losing, self-abandonment.9 Agape is self, serving others. It's not how you feel, 
it's what you do to seek the welfare of others. Agape is always bent toward the good of 
others, even those we don't like, even those who may do us harm.

The other day someone tagged me on a Facebook post, saying it reminded them of a 
sermon from the past. It was a picture of Winnie the Pooh, walking alongside his friend Piglet,
heading toward the sunset. The caption of the picture is, “Love isn't what you say. It's what 
you do.” In this morning's lesson, John writes, “let us love, not in word or speech, but in truth 
and action.”10 I'm assuming that Winnie the Pooh is paraphrasing the apostle John, and not 
the other way around.

Love, agape, is active. It is what we do for the welfare of others.
Love is also the most powerful proclamation of the gospel that we can offer. Jesus 

himself said that it is by our love that the world will know that we are his disciples.11 Love is 
evidence of whose we are, of our belonging to Christ. When we love, we show people 
something of Jesus Christ. John says that love is the evidence that we have eternal life: “We 
know that we have passed from death to life because we love one another.”12 

British theologian Christopher Wright notes that in the 23rd verse of this morning's 
lesson, when John says (referring to God), “This is his commandment, that we should believe 
in the Name of his Son Jesus Christ, and love one another...”, John is in fact incorporating 
two things into the one commandment. The commandment is not simply to believe in Jesus, 
nor is it simply to love one another. The commandment (singular) comprises of BOTH 
believing in Jesus AND loving one another.13 In this regard, love and faith go hand in hand. In 
essence, we do not truly believe in Jesus Christ if we are not also engaged in love, in agape. 
Conversely, love is not agape if it does not arise out of faith in Jesus Christ.

Similarly, Paul says that we can speak in tongues, or have the gift of prophecy, or have
faith that can move mountains, or give all we have to the poor; but if we don't have love, then 
all that other stuff amounts to nothing. Without love, there is no gospel. 

Billy Graham said, “No matter how else we may bear our testimony for the Lord Jesus 
Christ, the absence of love nullifies it all.” It's true. I am amazed at how quickly one act of 
hatred or meanness can undo years of goodwill. 

I really think that love has lost its tracking in America. Last week a headline on a news 
website caught my attention. It's title: “How Many Americans Truly Hate the Other Political 

8 See Philippians 2
9 Phillip Keller, A Gardener Looks at the Fruits of the Spirit, in the anthology, Phillip Keller: The Inspirational Works 

(New York: Inspirational Press, 1993), p. 485.
10 1 John 3:18.
11 John 15:12ff
12 1 John 3:14
13 Christopher J. H. Wright, Cultivating the Fruit of the Spirit: Growing in Righteousness (Kindle locations 291-294). 

InterVarsity Press, Kindle Edition.
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Party? 78 Million.”14 It was a sad, but not surprising, analysis of the political climate today. 
Clearly, more and more people are being driven by hatred and fear and division, than they are
by love or even reason. What really saddened me is that I am certain that many of the voices 
on both sides of the political aisle that have contributed to the climate of hatred and 
intolerance have come from people who profess faith in Jesus Christ. The church has the 
opportunity – the obligation, really – to reset the tone and let love inform the way we engage 
with one another, even (or especially) in the midst of disagreements. If Christians aren't acting
or speaking in love, then any other aspect of our witness will suffer.

Finally, love is the wellspring from which the other traits of the fruit of the Spirit will 
arise. Without love, there is no joy, peace, patience, or any of the other traits. Love is at the 
center of what it means to be joyful, peace-filled, patient, and the rest. You can actually 
discern this with an analysis of what Paul says about love in 1 Corinthians 13.15 Some of the 
connections between love and the other traits of the fruit of the spirit are self-evident, such as 
when Paul says, “Love is patient, love is kind.” But you can also see that when Paul says that 
love rejoices in the truth, then there is a connection between love and joy. When Paul says 
that love perseveres and trusts and never fails, there is a connection between love and 
faithfulness. When Paul says that love is not easily angered, it joins love to peace. In the 
restraint that Paul describes of love, we find the essential element of self-control. In not being 
proud, or envious, or self-seeking, Paul is also hinting at goodness and gentleness.

In cultivating the Fruit of the Spirit, love is primary, and love is central.
As I reflected on the role of love as evidence that the Spirit is in control of our lives, my 

mind went to our vision as a congregation: “Georgetown Presbyterian Church is a community 
of faith bound and driven by the love of Jesus Christ, called to nurture discipleship and share 
Christ's love with all people.” It is love, agape, that has captured our hearts; and it is love, 
agape, that compels us in ministry with one another and for the world around us.

It tells me that our vision is being rightly directed. Love is front and center, as it should 
be.

Three things remain: Faith, hope, and love. The greatest of these is love.
Amen.

14 http://www.msn.com/en-us/news/politics/analysis-how-many-americans-truly-hate-the-other-political-party-about-78-
million/ar-BBCUjHr?li=BBnb7Kz%C2%A0 

15 The inspiration for this analysis comes from Phillip Keller, op. cit. p. 486.
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