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     There is an old popular hymn that has been sung in Christian churches around the world for many 

generations titled, “What a Friend We Have In Jesus.”  Many of you may know the hymn by memory or maybe 

you have a relative who loves to sing it.  The words of the second verse of the hymn are as follows: “Have we 

trials and temptations?  Is there trouble anywhere?  We should never be discouraged.  Take it to the Lord in 

prayer.  Can we find a friend so faithful, who will all our sorrows share? Jesus knows our every weakness.  

Take it to the Lord in prayer.”  The man who wrote the words to this hymn, Joseph Scriven, originally wrote 

them as a poem to his ailing mother in the 1850s.  And that is certainly a very loving thing that he did.  But 

what is really amazing about this poem is that several years earlier, before his mother became ill, Joseph’s 

fiancé drowned the night before they were to be married.  And then, around the time when his mother became 

ill, his second fiancé became sick and died just before their wedding.  So with all this tragedy in his life, what 

prompted Joseph Scriven to write such a hymn/poem?  Had Jesus really been a friend to him?  Has Jesus been a 

friend to all of us?  What I mean by that is, think for a moment about one of your good friends.  It could be a 

current friend or a one from the past, but think about the time when you first met them and how they became 

such a good friend.  Keep that friend in your mind for a little while, because I think that person is going to help 

us make sense of our Gospel lesson for today. 

     In this text from John 15 Jesus is having his Last Supper with His disciples on the night before He was 

crucified.  And He uses this time to help His disciples understand what was about to happen and to prepare 

them for the work they were going to do in the future.  Up to this point, the disciples has been in the role of 

learners or even servants, following the teaching and direction that Jesus had given them.  Jesus explained that 

everything He had been doing and talking about came down to one thing: love.  Just as God has loved them, He 

has loved them; and now the #1 commandment they were to obey is to love one another.  Now this certainly 

sounds nice to us, but to the disciples this was probably a bit overwhelming.  The religious leaders and teachers 

in those days had a long list of rules that they said you had to follow in order to honor God’s commandments.  

These rules covered every possible part of life, including a list of penalties for those who broke the 

commandments and a long list of things one had to do in order to be forgiven for breaking a commandment.  

The disciples knew the rules that the religious leaders had established, which often dealt with everything except 

love, but love was now the one commandment that counted and in their minds this was probably going to take a 

little while for them to figure out. 

     Jesus then challenges them by stating that real love will make the ultimate sacrifice (giving one’s own live) 

for others, and He even complicates things a bit by explaining that from this point on, by following this one 

commandment, they were no longer going to be known as His servants, but as His friends.  This was like a huge 

promotion, a major change in their relationship with Jesus.  Jesus continues by saying in verse 16, “I have 

appointed you to go and bear fruit, fruit that will last.  Then the Father will give you whatever you ask in my 

name.” 

     So if we apply these words of Jesus to our lives, He is saying that we are to love one another as He has loved 

us and as His friends whatever we ask for in His name, God will give it to us.  But if that is true, why doesn’t 

that always seem to work?  How many times have we prayed some very sincere, important prayers in the name 

of Jesus, asking for the end of an illness, or the healing of a relationship, or a new job, or just enough money to 

make ends meet and it doesn’t seem to happen.  Some of us have spent a lifetime doing everything we can to 

bear fruit and love those around us, yet when we ask for help in Jesus’ name for something that is important to 

us in our lives, nothing seems to happen.  So if Jesus is a friend, as the Bible and the hymn tells us, why doesn’t 

He seem to act at times like a true friend?  Why doesn’t He provide healing in the way we want when we ask?  

Why do people suffer?  Why does it appear that God is silent at times when we pray to Him?  Those are some 

tough questions. 

     Perhaps the best way for us to understand is to go back and consider that friend I asked you to think of this 

morning.  When I asked you to think of a friend, most likely you thought of someone who was very close to 

you.  There was a special bond between the two of you, a level of trust and respect that enabled both of you to 

share things with each other that you wouldn’t share with other people.  You may have thought of someone with 



whom you spent a lot of time, and even when you were not together, there was something between you that kept 

the two of you near in your thoughts.  This friend became a real part of your life and in a very real sense life 

would not be the same without that friend.  This was a friend who kept promises they made to you as the two of 

you shared your lives with each other. 

     Picturing Jesus as this type of friend is certainly appropriate in a sense, because He is indeed that kind of 

friend, but there is another definition of the word, “friend” that we use in our lives that is also appropriate, 

maybe even more appropriate for Jesus.  A friend is also someone you know who is in a position above yours; a 

person who knows you and would be willing to use their higher position to help you out at some point when 

you might need that help.  This friend is not necessarily a “buddy,” you may not have hung out together, but 

someone in a high place who could accomplish things you might not be able to accomplish.   

     For example, I have a friend who I worked for many years ago when he was a United States Senator.  We 

didn’t hang out together, since he was my boss, but we established a great friendship in the year that I worked 

for him.  As a result, we have kept in touch in different ways for many years and I used that friendship several 

years ago to help my college roommate get into law school.   

     Now you probably have this type of friend as well, even if they weren’t the one who came to mind earlier.  

Perhaps they are in a higher role at work, have a political position, or are in some position that has access to 

abilities that you don’t have.  You might never hang out with them or share your private or personal thoughts 

with them, but they are there and have offered to do what they can to help out if you ever need them.  They are 

a friend in high places.  Well, this was the friendship Jesus was describing to His disciples in this text and it is a 

friendship that Jesus offers to us.  It is not a Jesus who is our equal, but rather one who has abilities far beyond 

our own and who has offered to use those abilities to help when we need them, when we pray in His name. 

     It is also important to realize that if, for example, we have a friend who is in politics and might even work 

for the president, it does not mean that our friend can do everything for us that the president might be able to do 

for us.  In the same way there may be things we ask God in Jesus’ name, but that doesn’t mean we are always 

going to get what we ask or demand.  God knows what is best for us and He has told us in the book of Isaiah 

that His ways are not always our ways.  But what an amazing friend we have in Jesus that He causes the 

Heavenly Father to listen to our prayers and to answer our prayers. 

     If we only understand that having Jesus as a friend means He is some kind of buddy or pal we can look at as 

an equal, who the only way He is a true friend is if He gives us everything we ask from Him, we are going to be 

disappointed and hurt.  But if we see Jesus as the friend who loves us to the point that He laid down His life for 

us and who speaks to the Heavenly Father on our behalf to insure we always have what we need, it might not 

always make sense or remove all of our pain, but it will give us hope.  And that’s what Joseph Scriven had 

when he wrote that hymn.  With a friend like Jesus there is always hope in the midst of tragedy; there is always 

someone to carry our burdens and griefs, who understands us because He became one of us; and there is 

forgiveness and love that will never end.  

           


