
Loving the Jesus Way

John 15:9-17

Today is St. Valentine’s Day, the annual celebration of love—a day when greeting cards, candy, and flowers will be given as expressions of love. The Greeting Card Association estimates that one billion cards are sent each year at this time. How did this tradition begin? What were its origins?

Valentine’s Day as we know it today had its beginning in the early Christian and Roman tradition. One legend says that Valentine was a priest who served during the third century in Rome. At that time Emperor Claudius II decided that single men made better soldiers so he outlawed marriage for young men. Valentine, feeling this was unfair, continued to perform marriage services. When Claudius heard of this he sentenced Valentine to death. Another story says that Valentine, while waiting for his execution, was visited in the prison by the jailer’s daughter. Before his death he sent her a letter and signed it “from you Valentine.”

Many of today’s Valentine greetings are little more than superficial expressions or romantic sentiment of the emotion we call love. Even poetry like Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Sonnets to the Portuguese fail to capture the full meaning of authentic love. Love is more than romance, more than an emotion or feeling, love is a verb or action. It is from God that we learn what true love is: “In this is love, not that we loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins.” (1 John 4:10)

In today’s scripture lesson from John’s gospel we have Jesus’ council or teaching concerning love: “As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you. If you obey my commands, you will remain in my love, just as I have obeyed my Father’s commands and remain in his love. . . . My command is this: Love each other as I have loved you. Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends.” (John 15:9-12)

From these passages there are several things we can learn about authentic love.

First: Love is costly.

“Greater love has no one than this that he lay down his life for his friends.”

Jesus Christ paid the ultimate price for us. He gave his life for us when he carried the cross to Golgotha and then died on that cross for our redemption. This great and costly love of God as shown by Christ is a love that is not deserved nor earned, but a love that is given to us freely and unconditionally. 

Many years ago when I was in elementary school the teachers of that day exercised strict discipline and had the authority to punish children. Many classrooms had a paddle hanging from the chalk board behind the teacher’s desk. One day something happened in the classroom and everyone began to laugh. After quieting the class, the teacher said, “The next one who laughs will be punished with the paddle.” Before the day was finished a child laughed. Soon the teacher discovered it was the smallest boy in the class, a child who had been sick and was very frail. The teacher knew this child could not endure the punishment but had to save face. So taking the paddle down from the hook, he handed it to the biggest boy in the classroom, bent over his chair and told the boy to hit his back side as hard as he could five times. The teacher would take the punishment for the child.

This is what Christ did for us. God said, “You shall not . . . ” and we disobeyed. Jesus said, “I will take their punishment for them,” and he gave up his life, paying the greatest and most costly price of all. He who was without sin paid with his life so that we could have the blessings of living eternally with our Lord and God. 

Second: Jesus does not teach us about love with an abstract model, he is the model.

The historian Will Durant, in his series titled The Story of Civilization, has a volume called Caesar and Christ in which he writes about Jesus’ ministry:

The revolution he sought was a far deeper one, without which reforms could only be superficial and transitory. If he could cleanse the human hearts of selfish desire,   cruelty and lust, utopia would come of itself, and all those institutions that rise out of human greed and violence, and the subsequent need for law would disappear.

If Jesus could teach and empower humanity to love one another as he loved us— with a costly, self-giving love—it would have a dramatic impact on human nature. Our human nature is sinful. If you don’t believe me all you have to do is read today’s newspaper, watch the evening news or stand on any busy street corner and observe people for a few hours. There is within the human mind and will an orientation toward hatred, greed, cruelty and lust. Considering who we sometimes are and what we sometimes do, it is amazing that God loves us. Yet scripture tells us: “For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him should not perish but have eternal life. God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world but that the world might be saved through him.” (John 3:16-17)

God loved us and sought us. Recently I was at Emerald Mall and had the opportunity to watch a small boy’s tearful reunion with his mother. The boy had wandered away from his mother while they were walking on the thoroughfare. When she noticed his absence, she ran up one side of the mall and down the other until she saw him standing with a security guard. He was crying as she called out, “Johnny, here I am!”  He ran to her and jumped into her arms saying, “Mommy, I knew you’d come for me!” This is exactly what God did for us. 

God, in his love for us, comes for us when we stray from him. Jesus is the love of God reaching out to us. He does not wait for us to repent, he loves us in spite of our sin. And we repent because we have experienced, have known the love of God through Jesus Christ.

God in Jesus Christ reaches down to us with his love and in doing so, teaches us how to love. Jesus knew that love is a gift given to us, especially in himself, by our heavenly Father, our loving God and Maker. Jesus is the foundation for our love for God and others. First God loves us freely and unconditionally. We recognize that love and we begin to love God with all our hearts, soul strength and mind and then we love our neighbors and ourselves. We attain this love through faith in the risen Jesus Christ.

This brings us to the last point this morning.

Third: We are to abide in his love.

He said, “As the Father has loved me, so I have loved you. Now abide in my love.” Jesus went on to say, “I have called you friends.”  This special relationship of friendship exists because he established it when he asked or commanded us to love one another. His proclamation, “I no longer call you slaves or servants; instead I call you friends” is one of intimacy. As his friends, we are given an intimacy with him that only a friend has: we have access to him at any time and in any circumstance. As Jesus friends, we are his partners, open to his deepest thoughts and understandings. As Jesus’ friends we are to represent him to the world, to bear fruit that will last.

The other side of Jesus’ death—his resurrection—makes this possible by giving us the power to love as we are loved. If the cross stood by itself with no resurrection it would be a symbol of utter futility and hate. If Jesus’ story ended with his death there would be no hope for us—no hope that we could become the loving children of God and intimate friends of Jesus, able to love as he loved. Without the fullness of Christ’s love for us as expressed on the cross and completed by his resurrection, love would be but a fleeting feeling or emotion, subject to any whim or action by another. But because he loved us so much that he died for us and then rose again and is alive now and able to sustain us in love, we are able to remain in or abide in his love. Christ does really make us into new creatures. 

God’s love as sown by Christ’s death and resurrection has overcome fear, hatred, selfishness, greed lust and death. God’s love as shown by Jesus Christ makes it possible for us “to remain in his love,” loving and caring for each other with a genuine love that reflects the spirit of Christ’s loves for us. This love can “move mountains.” This love enables us to forgive the unforgivable, causes us to sacrifice our lives for others (even our enemies), and enables us to bear one another’s burdens.

The rabbis tell a story of a father who owned a special ring. Whoever wore this ring was a person of love. This ring was passed from father to son and always did its work. A father of three sons prepared for the day he would die by having two rings made identical to the one he wore. Just before he died he called his sons to his bedside and gave each of them a ring. A dispute arose as to who had the true ring. Unable to solve it, they went to the rabbi who said, “You will know who has the real ring by the life you live.”

We are to be known as people born and made of love, the love of God in Christ. If we are to count ourselves as true disciples, “the world will know us by our love, by our love”

because we abide in his love and he, the living Lord, abides in us.

Let us pray:

Gracious and loving God, hear us as we pray for your love in all relationships—personal, national, and international. Help us always to mirror your love. Your love is patient and kind, it does not parade its own importance, it is not easily provoked, it looks for ways of being constructive and serving, even to offering its life for another. Your love does not give up. We pray for the strength to love—to will the good of the other and not his destruction, to will life and hope and peace. We pray for the strength to love with the love that returns good for evil, that reconciles not alienates, that builds bridges not walls.

We pray for a love that perseveres and pursues no matter what. We pray this in the spirit of him who gave his life for us, the risen and living Christ and who continues to love us and teach us how to love and pray. Amen. 
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