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What does this phrase mean - Wǒ ài nǐ 

How about “Ich liebe dich”.  Or “Te amo” 

They say ‘I love you’ in Chinese, German and Spanish. 

The word love appeared several times in our Gospel reading today.  Jesus asked Simon Peter 
three times if he loved him and three times Peter replied in the affirmative. 

You should know by now that I am not a person to take a Bible passage at face value – I like 
to go back to the original Hebrew and Greek texts to see if there are any nuances which are 
missed when the words are translated into English.  This is especially true of the word ‘love’ 
becau1-19se there are several words in both Greek and Hebrew which can only be 
translated as ‘love’ in English, but in the original describe different kinds of love. 

So I looked up John’s Gospel in Greek on my phone and discovered that the conversation 
between Jesus and Peter contained not just one word for love, but two different words. 

When Jesus asked Peter if he loved him the first and second time he used the Greek word 
‘agape’, but when Peter replied he used a different word.  Peter used the word ‘philo’, the 
same word which Jesus used the third time he spoke to Peter. 

Why change the word used?  Jesus asked the question three times, as a parallel to the way 
in which Peter denied knowing Jesus three times when he was questioned in the courtyard 
of the High Priest’s house while Jesus was inside being tried.   

Maybe the author just wanted to make his text a bit more interesting and so used 
synonyms, like any author does if they don’t want to bore their audience with repetition.  
And that is the answer I found in some of the commentaries on the Greek text that I 
consulted! 

But I think there is more to it than that.  The word ‘philo’ can be translated as ‘the love that 
exists between friends’.  Whereas ‘agape’ is often translated as ‘Christian love’, the kind of 
love we need to show to those around us regardless of our personal relationship with us. 

When Peter responded to Jesus’ question ‘Do you love me?’ he was thinking of their 
personal relationship and responded by saying’ ‘Yes, I’m still your friend, even though I let 
you down.’  But Jesus seems to have been asking about a different kind of love.  Every time 
Peter answered Jesus gave him a task to do.  He was to feed and sustain the people of God.  
And maybe that is why Jesus used the ‘agape’ form of love.  He was teaching Peter that 
loving Jesus for himself is not enough.  Their relationship after the resurrection was no 
longer just about being mates enjoying a fish BBQ on the beach in Galilee.  It was about 
using what Peter had learned in that relationship with Jesus to enable him to go out into the 
world to show God’s love to other people.   



And that is true of all of us as well.  When I was a child my Mum used to sing a hymn to me 
that went: “There’s a friend for little children, above the bright blue sky.  A friend who never 
changes, whose love will never die.’  On one level those words make it easy for small 
children to envisage Jesus as their friend – and maybe that is why some atheists be-little 
Christians, saying that most people outgrow their imaginary friends in adulthood.  But this 
story shows that as we grow in the Christian faith that kind of relationship needs to develop 
and enable us to reach out to other people. 

William Booth, the founder of the Salvation Army, once said: ‘You can’t talk about the love 
of God to a hungry man.’  Instead Salvationists showed the love of God to others through 
their acts of charity and their call to social justice.  We also need to be reminded, like Peter, 
that our relationship with God is not just about us and what we want, but should constantly 
lead us to see the needs of other people so that we, as Christians, can reach out to the 
world with love. 

 

 


