
Luke 5:17-26 

We know well the four Greek words for love: eros – erotic love, philia – friendship, 

storge – family love and agape – the love of God for us, ours for God and for his world. 

We’re going to focus on one of them later.  

But Andrew asked me recently about Hebrew words for love. So here they come for 

interest’s sake. The following is heavily based on Abarim Publications website where we 

read: ‘The Hebrews figured that the "heart is the most deceitful thing" (Jeremiah 17:9) 

and appear to have viewed love as an action irrespective of emotions.’
1
 Emotions do tend 

to change an awful lot while love doesn’t so they figured actions spoke louder than 

emotions. The article I’ve read suggested the following 9 top words for love in Hebrew – 

which to me indicates there are many more! 

The first one is בהא ('aheb) which means to be attracted or attached to. It’s the kind of 

attachment a parent has to their child – but not the other way around! This kind of 

attraction-love of an adult towards another is described for example in Genesis 34:3: ‘His 

heart was drawn to Dinah daughter of Jacob; he loved the young woman and spoke 

tenderly to her.’ However this sentence comes right in between Shechem raping Dinah 

and asking her father for her hand in marriage. It just shows how fallen humans are and 

how easily a strong attraction can be abused. 

The second word for love is דסח (hasad) which denotes faithful love between family 

members or neighbours, a contract of a kind which puts familial ties and allegiance 

centre-stage. It’s looking after your own little ‘tribe’.  

The third word is (mahar) רחם and it describes devotion between a caregiver and the one 

who receives that care – mainly parent’s towards a child but also God’s towards 

humanity.  

In the very first verse of Genesis 4 we read: ‘Adam
 
made love to his wife Eve, and she 

became pregnant and gave birth to Cain.’ The verb used there is ('aday) ידע. The authors 

of the article write: ‘the ancients appear to have understood that worship and sexual 

ecstasy are dealt with by the very same regions of our brains.’
2
 Hence sex was considered 

a holy act – we’ve got many examples of pagan temples using sexual acts to worship 

gods. The relationship between God and his people is very often described as a marriage 

– sometimes faithful, sometimes less so which causes God’s wrath.  

Another word for sex is צחק (shahaq). In Genesis 26:8 ‘Abimelek king of the Philistines 

looked down from a window and saw Isaac caressing his wife Rebekah’.  

The next words are dawad) דוד) and  .(daday) ידדThey denote love as a slow caressing 

movement but also more – their root is the word ,(dad) דד meaning nipple or breast. This 

brings connotations with sexual relations (caressing breasts) but also with maternal love 
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which feeds the baby with the same breast. Another shade of meaning is based on the root 

 (day) ידwhich is hand – it would then be the physical love that cups the breasts in one’s 

hand and fondles them.  

The last word they mention is הדי (yada) – even though it sounds the same to us, it’s a 

different word from the one mentioned before where Adam made love to Eve. This love 

is praise. It’s designed to praise God with joy and lifted hands. The word Jew comes from 

that verb – Jews then are those who praise. This is important and we will refer to this 

meaning later on today.  

9 shades of love – let this suffice to show a great variety of words used in Hebrew to 

describe love in its abundant complexity.  

Hymn  

Now I’d like to turn our attention to the Greek word for love – philia. It translates 

friendship.  

It’s a funny kind of love. On one hand we are social creatures and tend to look for bonds 

with like-minded people beyond the circle of family we were born to or created by 

marrying and having children. We need those contacts to thrive and so we choose friends 

because they think alike, because they care about the same kinds of things or because we 

shared a significant period in life together – like school, Boys Brigade or work.  

And yet friends we so often take for granted. We can go for years without speaking to a 

good friend – and yes, we then pick up where we left off but if that relationship is so life-

giving and good, why don’t we look after it more? Why don’t we keep in touch more 

regularly? 

Now I’d like to invite you to think of friendships you have had. Tell others what sort of 

things you do or did with your friends, share memories of friends you had and what you 

did with them. 

Today’s Gospel reading is a great example of friendship that does look after the other. In 

Jesus’ times disease or disability were a sign of sinfulness. People who were ill or 

disabled were often isolated and abandoned as no one wanted to be near a sinner and get 

impure, contaminated. And yet those friends of the paralytic stuck by him. They cared 

enough to not only stick around for a time but also to act in his best interests. They heard 

about a new healer in town, they carried their friend, manoeuvred around and through the 

crowds gathered to listen to Jesus, dismantled the roof of the house Jesus was in and 

lowered the poor man in front of Jesus. They went to great lengths to help him as best 

they could.  

For Jesus and the crowds gathered around him the whole experience must have been like 

a lightning strike or a power cut – an unwelcome interruption. In the middle of teaching 

someone is lowered right in front of Jesus and therefore cannot be ignored.  



We don’t know how the paralytic himself felt. Did he want to be the centre of attention or 

did he plead with his friends to wait until Jesus is finished with the crowds to ask him in 

private? Was he mortified or impatient to get to Jesus and see whether he could help him? 

We don’t know. The only thing the Evangelist Luke gives us comes after the healing: ‘he 

stood up in front of them, took what he had been lying on and went home praising God’. 

Left the friends, left the healer, left the crowds who were looking at him – and went home 

praising God. As a Jew, restored to his community, would.  

Maybe that’s the best we can ever do for our friends – bring them to a point where they 

thrive: build them up, encourage them, set them free. May we have and be friends like 

that. Amen. 


