“Commanded to Love Like Jesus”
John 15:9-17

The five chapters of text that make up John 13-17 have been referred to as Jesus’ Farewell Discourse. It all takes place on the night before Jesus goes to the cross. On that night, Jesus knew what lay before him. And so his words on that evening are fraught with meaning. The Farewell Discourse; we might call it, “Jesus’ Long Goodbye,” for that indeed is what it is.

Our attention this morning is drawn to one portion of this long goodbye; a portion of the gospel story that is crucial if we want to understand what it means to follow Jesus. A theologian of the Christian Reformed Church who I have come to appreciate - Scott Hoezee – sets up this sermon for me very well today when he writes this:

“If you study the life and words and parables and sermons and actions of Jesus, you will find an eternity's worth of things you should do. But there was precisely just one thing which was so vital that Jesus actually went so far as to phrase it as a command, and that was to love each other.”

Christians are those who through their baptisms have signed on to follow Jesus; have publicly committed themselves to obey Jesus. And the one commandment that Jesus clearly gave is in the text today. It is the commandment to love one another. (ref: ‘Commanded to Love” by William H. Willamon, May 4, 1997, www.chapel.duke.edu) 

“This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you.” (v. 12)

 This commandment from Jesus to his disciples is birthed from his own love for them and flows to them from his experience of love from the Father:

“As the Father has loved me, so I have loved you; abide in my love” (v.9)

 And the way Jesus says that his followers may “abide in his love” (remain in; stay connected to) is to pass on that love to one another. It is so vital that Jesus puts it in the form of a command; a command that seemingly summarizes all that Jesus has commanded us to do. Notice that Jesus doesn’t say this is “one of” my commandments. He says this is my commandment (singular!) It is the one overriding command that we followers of Jesus have…to love just like Jesus loves.

 I suppose there has always been enough rebel in me that when I am told to do something I want to know “why.” Of course, my momma’s answer to me was always “because I told you so, that’s why!” And of course, if my momma can say that, Jesus can certainly do that too (“Because I told you so dummy!”). However, I think in the scripture today, I see some more satisfying reasons why, I think Jesus has given me and you this overriding command. The first reason, are commanded to love is so that…

…WE MAY EXPERIENCE JOY

Jesus said to his disciples that night during his long goodbye:

“I have said these things to you so that my joy may be in you, and that your joy may be complete.” (v.11)

 Now, I have to confess, when I am told to do something; commanded to do something; joy is not the first thing I expect to be the by-product. Mostly I think of commandments as onerous – burdensome; something I am obliged to do. But that is not why Jesus is giving us the command to love as he loves. Rather it is so that, first of all, we might know joy; his joy; the kind of joy that Jesus himself experienced and walked through this life with because he knew that he was loved – loved by his Father in heaven.

 Do you and I realize that we are loved by God? That is the first step on the journey to joy. We must accept that we are loved by God. And then we are empowered to love just like Jesus loves.

 Brennan Manning tells the story of an Irish priest, who went on a walk around his parish and came upon an old peasant kneeling by the side of the road praying. Impressed, the priest said to the man, ‘You must be very close to God.” The peasant looked up from his prayers, thought for a moment, and then smiling said, “Yes, he’s very fond of me.”

 We will experience the very joy of Jesus Christ when we love as he loves. But we first have to believe in our own souls that God is very fond of us. Sadly, I’m afraid that there are far too many of us who cannot believe that, for if we did, we would be more joyful.

 One of the keenest theologians of the last century, Paul Tillich, contended that Christians are too often poor examples of joy. In his book The New Being, Tillich poses the question: “Is our lack of joy due to the fact that we are Christians, or to the fact that we are not sufficiently Christian.” Tillich goes on to answer his question and you can imagine which direction he takes in his answer. He goes on to say this:

 “Joy is possible only when we are driven toward things and persons because of what they are and not because of what we can get from them.” 

 If we obey Jesus command – to love others as Jesus did – we will discover joy. Jesus did not have a utilitarian approach to love. He did not love others because of what he could get from them. Rather he loved people just because they were. I’m sure Jesus loved Judas just as much as he did Peter. And in that kind of love there is fullness of joy. 

 The first reason we are commanded to love like Jesus, is so that we might experience joy. Secondly, we are commanded to love like Jesus, so that…

…WE MAY UNDERSTAND COMMITMENT.

 There is no way to get around it when you read the story of Jesus – his love for us is not trite and shallow. It is deep and holy. It is not a warm fuzzy, but a love that is willing to give its all. And it is this kind of love that we are commanded to have for one another. Jesus said it this way:

 “This is my commandment that you love one another as I have loved you. No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.” (vv.12-13)

 It is a love that “lays down its life.” In other words, it is a love characterize by a deep, deep commitment of self toward the other. And Jesus commands us to love like he loves, because he wants us to know the powerful joy of commitment in our lives. 

 Commitment – it is a quality that seems increasingly disparaged and forgotten in our time. In our culture of independence and disengagement; of free-floating relationships and short-term involvement, commitment seems quaint. Yet those who would follow Jesus – to love as Jesus loves - are called to commitment. 

 For Jesus, he characterized it as “laying down his life for his friends.” Now, for him that meant a painful physical sacrifice. It meant the cross. We may never be called to make that kind of commitment. However, there are numerous ways that followers of Jesus like you and me, can “lay down our lives” and show our loving commitment to those around us.

· We can amputate our personal ambitions in order to do what it best for our families.

· We can give sacrificially of our hard-earned money.

· We can lay aside our personal achievements to support the greater good of the team.

· We can give our time and energy to make our church more of what it can be rather than jumping ship and heading off to a new congregation because, “I’m not getting my needs met.”

(Ref: Homiletics, Leonard Sweet, May-June 2009, and p.27)

 There are many, many ways that believers can “lay down their lives.” And in doing that we love like Jesus loves and we will come to understand the powerful joy of commitment.

 Two wealthy Christians, a lawyer and a merchant, joined a party that was traveling around the world. In Korea one day, they saw, in a field by the side of the road, a boy pulling a rude plow, while an old man held the plow handles and directed it. The lawyer was amused, and took a snapshot of the scene. 

“That’s a curious picture! I suppose they are very poor,” he said to the missionary, who was an interpreter and guide to the party. 

“Yes,” was the reply. “That is the family of Chi Noui. When the church was being built they were eager to give something to it, but they had no money; so they sold their only ox and gave their money to the church. This spring they are pulling the plow themselves.” 

The lawyer and the businessman by his side were silent for some moments. Then the businessman said, “That must have been a real sacrifice.” 

“They did not call it that,” said the missionary. “They thought it was fortunate that they had an ox to sell.” (Sweet, p. 29)

 When you love like Jesus, your sacrifices become joyful commitments to the glory of God. We are commanded to love like Jesus that we may experience joy, understand commitment, and finally, so that…

…WE MAY LEAVE A LASTING LEGACY

The one who gives his disciples the commandment to love as he loves also said this to them:

 “You did not choose me, but I chose you. And I appointed you to go and bear fruit, fruit that will last…” (v.16a)

 We, who would follow Jesus, are commended to love so that we may leave a lasting legacy in this world. We have been chosen by Jesus to share his love, to the end that others might know that same love. And as you think about the first disciples Jesus said these words to, they did indeed leave a lasting legacy of Christ’s love in this world. After Jesus death and resurrection, they assembled in the power of the Spirit to worship and work for the glory of God. And people saw the living Christ at work in their midst; so much so that in the early chapters of the book of Acts we heard it said of these first- generation followers of Jesus:

“My, how they love one another”

 What lasting legacy of love will you leave? In 1947, Jackie Robinson broke the color barrier in baseball, becoming the first African American to play in the Major Leagues. In his first season with the Brooklyn Dodgers, he had fastballs thrown at his head, runners spiked him on the bases, and racial slurs were shouted out of the stands and the opposing dugouts.

 During one game in Boston, the taunts and slurs were reaching a real peak. To make matters worse, Robinson made an error, for which the crowd was relentless in their taunting. As this was going on, another Dodger, shortstop Pee Wee Reese, called a timeout. He walked from shortstop to second base and put his arm around Robinson’s shoulder. The fans grew quiet. Later Jackie Robinson would say that Reese’s arm around his shoulder saved his career. (Lectionary Homiletics, April-May 2003, p.64). The love of a teammate left a lasting legacy in Jackie Robinson’s life.

 What lasting legacy of love will you leave? Who will you come along side of and in a simple way love them as Jesus loves? We are commanded to, you know. It’s not an option. But the command is not onerous. Jesus gives it so that we may realize our fullest potential in life.

 I leave you with some thoughts from St Francis of Assisi. In his “Letter to Rulers of People: he wrote this:

"Keep a clear eye toward life's end. Do not forget your purpose and destiny as God's creature. What you are in his sight is what you are and nothing more. Remember, that when you leave this earth, you can take nothing that you have received -- fading symbols of honor, trappings of power -- but only what you have given: a full heart enriched by honest service, love, sacrifice and courage."

 In the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Amen.
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