
© The Barking Fox Blog, 2021 
https://thebarkingfox.com/devotional-thoughts-from-prayer-surge-now  

WHAT LOVE IS 
A Devotional Meditation from  

1 Samuel 13:14; 2 Kings 23:25; Matthew 20:20-28; Mark 12:29-31; John 15:12-14; 
Acts 13:22; 1 Corinthians 13:1-13; 1 John 4:8 

Albert J. McCarn 
March 20, 2021 

 

Foreigner was already 
well established in the world 
of pop music by the time they 
recorded “I Want to Know 
What Love Is” in 1984. The 
song became and remains 
their greatest hit, which may 
be surprising since it strikes 
a very different tone from 
their previous works. Hits 
like “Double Vision,” “Cold 
As Ice,” and “Urgent” are 
exactly what one might 
expect from the genre and 
the era, with emphasis on 
instant gratification of 
desires by those caught up in living for the moment. Not so with “I Want to Know What 
Love Is.” This ballad is a desperate cry from men who have lived that instant gratification 
lifestyle for far too long, and who long for something real, meaningful, and lasting.  

As with the group’s other hits, Foreigner’s founder, Mick Jones, collaborated with lead 
singer Lou Gramm on this one, but it was largely Jones’ own work. He wrote the song just 
before his 40th birthday, which may explain why it is so introspective. That milestone of 
age tends to bring mortality and the meaning of life into stark focus. Regarding his 
inspiration, Jones says,  

“I Want To Know What Love Is” started off on more of a personal level. I'd been 
through a lot of relationships that eventually failed, and still searching for 
something that could really endure. And that sort of took a life of its own as well. It 
became more of a universal feeling. I adjusted that during the recording of it, and 
ended up putting a gospel choir on it. And you know, realized suddenly that I'd 
written almost a spiritual song, almost a gospel song. Sometimes, you feel like you 
had nothing to do with it, really. You're just putting it down on paper, or coming up 
with a melody that will bring the meaning of the song out, bring the emotion out in 
the song. 

The song really is a spiritual phenomenon. During the recording with the New Jersey 
Mass Choir, Jones explains, "We did a few takes, and it was good, but it was still a bit 
tentative. So then they all got round in a circle, held hands and said The Lord's Prayer. 

Two literary illustrations of love in action. Left: Sydney Carton going to 
execution in the place of Charles Darnay, in A Tale of Two Cities by Charles 
Dickens, engraving by Frederick Barnard, c.1895 (JSS Virtual Gallery). 
Right: Humphrey Bogart (l) as Rick Blaine, with Ingrid Bergman (c) as Ilsa 
Lund and Paul Heinried (r) as Viktor Laszlo in Casablanca (Movie poster 
imaged by Heritage Auctions). 
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And it seemed to inspire them, because after that they did it in one take. I was in tears, 
because my mum and dad were in the studio too, and it was so emotional."* 

How amazing that the Spirit of the Living God can inhabit a number one hit by a British-
American secular rock band. But then, our Creator uses every possible means to draw 
us into the journey toward His heart. Every human being asks that question, “What is 
love?” Few find the answer, but all embark on the journey. 

What, then, is love? The Bible tells us that God is love, but that means little to a man 
who has trouble distinguishing genuine love from sexual gratification, or a woman who 
surrenders her body in hope that some man will grant her lasting affection. 

Yeshua tells us that, “No one has greater love than this: that he lay down his life for 
his friends” (John 15:13 TLV). We hear that and think of Sydney Carton, Dickens’ reluctant 
hero of A Tale of Two Cities going to the guillotine in the place of Charles Darnay with the 
immortal words, “It is a far, far better thing that I do, than I have ever done; it is a far, far 
better rest that I go to than I have ever known.” Or maybe we think of Casablanca, when 
Humphrey Bogart does not get on the plane with Ingrid Bergman, but surrenders his ticket 
to her husband so that the two of them may escape to freedom. 

We think we can understand such self-sacrifice, but we don’t unless we have read A 
Tale of Two Cities carefully, or have seen Casablanca more than once. Sydney Carton 
and Rick Blain (Bogart’s character) have each come to the realization that a lifetime of 
gratifying self can never bring satisfaction. Their long pursuit of happiness has left them 
empty, and at last they realize that in helping others achieve happiness they themselves 
can obtain a measure of peace. Thus they learn what many never learn, or learn too late: 
that true love requires daily death to self so that others may live. 

This is the truth that compels a man to leave his father and mother and create a new 
house with the wife of his youth. 

It is the truth that moves a young husband to run out late at night because his pregnant 
wife craves something from a favorite diner, only to bring it home and find she is asleep. 

This truth helps new parents plunge into changing the diapers of their newborn baby, 
seeing her as a precious jewel even though she is incapable of returning their attention. 

This is the kind of love that lends a steadying hand to an elderly parent, all the while 
listening to him repeat the same story for the sixth time that day, and knowing he will not 
remember your help in the morning. 

The greatest commandment is to love the Lord our God with all our heart and soul, 
mind and strength, and the second greatest is to love our neighbors as ourselves. (Mark 
12:29-31) Moses taught that, and Yeshua ratified it. Moses received those 
commandments directly from the Creator, but he could not make us internalize that kind 
of love. That is why Paul said –  

 
* Tom Eames, “The Story of... 'I Want to Know What Love Is' by Foreigner,” July 2018 (Updated: 2 
October 2018), Smooth Radio 97-108, 25 accessed March 19, 2021 
(https://www.smoothradio.com/features/foreigner-i-want-to-know-what-love-is-facts/).  
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If I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I have become 
a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. (1 Corinthians 13:1 TLV) 

Elijah called our ancestors of Israel back to the Lord with mighty works of faith and 
powerful words of prophecy, but he could not compel the people to relinquish their hearts 
of stone. That is why Paul said –  

If I have the gift of prophecy and know all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I 
have all faith so as to remove mountains but have not love, I am nothing. (1 
Corinthians 13:2 TLV) 

David was a man after God’s own heart, and his descendant Josiah was the only king 
of Israel who turned to the Lord his God with all his heart, soul, and might, but neither of 
them could command the people to do so of their own free will. That is why Paul said –  

If I give away all that I own and if I hand over my body so I might boast but have 
not love, I gain nothing. (1 Corinthians 13:4 TLV) 

All of this is helpful, but it still doesn’t answer the question, “What is love?” The closest 
we can come to an answer is by studying the life of the One who lived out love most 
effectively. That would be Yeshua of Nazareth. He is the One who told us not to seek 
power over others, but to do as He did. Specifically, He taught: 

But whoever wants to be great among you shall be your servant, and whoever 
wants to be first among you shall be your slave—just as the Son of Man did not 
come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life as a ransom for many.” 
(Matthew 20:26-28 TLV) 

This is how we learn love. Even after a lifetime, we may still not know what love is, but 
we can know what it isn’t. Love requires dying to self a little every day, but that’s not all. 
Our dying to self means little if it doesn’t help others gain a little more life and progress a 
little further on their journey toward the Creator’s heart. 

 

 


