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     Over the past year many people and organizations throughout the world have questioned whether this 

pandemic would lead to a great revival of things that are spiritual.  Notice I didn’t say “Christian,” but 

“spiritual.”  People appear to be searching long and hard for something to hold on to or some kind of 

encouragement.  I think this is seen in some interesting book titles I found on Amazon – one known as 

“Spiritual, But Not Religious;” another titled, “Unchurching;” and a third called, “Back-Pocket God.”  All three 

of these books, and many others like them, talk about a greater willingness on the part of people to be open – 

open to new experiences, new ideas, and new truths.  Commentators laud this new openness as an awakening of 

the human spirit that is good for our world. 

     However, I think some people fail to see what is really happening.  I don’t believe this is a new openness, 

but a new gullibility.  What I mean is the interest in different religions or spiritual beliefs is not an awakening.  

It is a falling asleep of God’s gift of reason and truth, as the line in our society between what is good and what 

is harmful or what is acceptable and what is not acceptable appears to be getting more and more gray. 

     So what is wrong with this picture of openness or tolerance presented by our world?  First, this picture fails 

to warn of the dangers of Satan, who will make the false teachings or the bad things of our world look good and 

acceptable.  Second, this picture fails to depict the existence of truth and the need for a right relationship with 

God.  Last week in our Gospel reading from John 15, Jesus said that if anyone does not remain in me, He is like 

a branch that is thrown away and burned in a fire.  We said that real, life-saving nourishment comes from being 

closely connected to our Savior, Jesus Christ.  So in our Gospel lesson for today, Jesus continues His discussion 

about vines and branches and He explains in very simple terms how to remain in a relationship with Him.  He 

says obey my commands and you will remain in my love.  And what are those commands?  Again Jesus makes 

this very simple and clear.  The first command, Jesus spoke to His disciples: “Love the Lord your God with all 

your heart, soul, strength, and mind.”  The second is recorded in verse 12 of our text, “Love one other as I have 

loved you.”  Love is such an important part of a believer’s life that Jesus made it a distinguishing characteristic 

of Christians.  Earlier in John’s Gospel Jesus said, “By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you 

love one another.” – John 13:35 

     Yet, while even many unbelievers understand that Christians are to love each other, what Jesus meant by this 

command is often misunderstood.  Part of the problem is that “love” is an English word which describes many 

things: “I love football; I love my wife; I love all of you; Jesus loves us.”  All four of those statements use the 

word “love” in four different ways, to mean four different things.  So to help us understand what He meant 

when He told us to love one another, Jesus demonstrated this love for us with His life.  Jesus showed us that 

love is not a feeling, it is not something we do only when we feel like it.  Love is a way of life, it’s intentional.  

It combines attitudes, actions, commitment, and conduct.  By living a perfect life without sin, by healing and 

caring for others, and by suffering and dying for us on the cross, Jesus demonstrated His love for us and showed 

us how we should love others. 

     But even though Jesus clearly revealed His love for us, sometimes we still question it, sometimes we find it 

very difficult to understand.  For example, if God loves Bob so much, why is he so ill and suffering with pain?  

If the love of God fills this world, then why do people continue to hate each other, fight with each other, and 

make war?  Well, we don’t always have an answer for those questions, but the love that God has given to us in 

Jesus is a gift that we are to share with a world filled with hatred, illness, and sorrow.  It is a fierce love that 

cares for every person regardless of race or economic status.  It is a love that often has preference for those who 

have little or nothing in the world.  Yet the love of God is as strong for the wealthy as it is for the poor, as 

available for the well fed as it is for the hungry, as constant for the housed as it is for the homeless, and as 

comforting for the healthy as it is for the sick.  God’s love makes its home in us in whatever state it finds us.  

We don’t have to go out looking for it, because the love of God will always find us wherever we are.  And when 

God’s love has made its home in our hearts, we can live that command that Jesus gave to us: “Love one another 

as I have loved you.” 

     An author named Ben Patterson once described it in this way, he said: “I have a theory about old age.  I 

believe that when life has whittled us down, when joints have failed and skin has wrinkled and capillaries have 



clogged and hardened, what is left of us will be what we were all along, in our essence, in the quality that 

identifies us.  Take for example my uncle,” he said, “my uncle spent his entire life trying to find new ways to 

get rich.  He constantly babbled and bragged about how much money he had made.  When life whittled him 

down to his essence, to the core quality that identified him, all that was left there was raw greed.  This is what 

he had cultivated in a thousand little ways over a lifetime.” 

     “But then there was my grandmother.  When she died in her mid-80s, she had already been senile for several 

years.  However, even during her years of suffering she would always hold our hands before dinner and pray a 

prayer of thanks to God for her life and the food we had.  A beautiful smile was always spread across her face and 

her chin would usually quiver as she looked up to heaven and poured out her love to Jesus.  She couldn’t always 

remember our names, but she couldn’t keep her hands from patting us lovingly whenever we got near her.  When 

life whittled her down to her essence, what was left there was love – love for God and love for people.” 

     When we are filled with God’s love and when we obey His commands, Jesus says in our Gospel reading that 

we are His friends.  We are not servants who don’t have a personal relationship with their masters, we aren’t 

numbers, we are not just part of the crowd.  We are His friends.  That is an amazing compliment that Jesus 

gives to us, especially considering that Jesus has done for us and what we have done (or failed to do) for Him.  

So what could we possibly offer to Him in return for what He has done for us?  The only thing we have – 

ourselves.  As imperfect as we are, we offer ourselves to Jesus to serve Him. 

     If you think back to when you were in elementary school, you may remember that the school playground was 

the last place a person wanted to be if they were the smallest, weakest, or the slowest.  The captains usually 

didn’t think too much about another child’s feelings when picking teams.  They wanted the fastest, strongest, and 

the most skilled children on their teams who would help them win.  The weak students only got to play because 

the teachers said every child must be on a team.  As far as the athletic children were concerned, it was a 

frustrating requirement. 

     Thanks be to God that He doesn’t operate like a team captain on a children’s playground.  Jesus doesn’t pick 

us because we’re wiser, stronger, richer, or smarter than others.  Jesus chooses us and calls us His friends 

because He loves us.  And as friends often do things for each other, Jesus asks just one thing of us.  He says, “I 

chose you and I want you to go out there in that turbulent and twisted world, a world that was perfect when I 

created it, and amidst the suffering and agony that is around you, amid the ridicule you might have to endure, 

show your love for me by loving and serving others.” 

     As God sent Jesus into the world to love the world, Jesus now sends us to do the same.  But as we leave 

worship today, remember that Jesus doesn’t send us out alone.  First, He offers to us His body and blood in the 

bread and wine of Holy Communion as a sign of His love to forgive our sins and to strengthen our faith.  

Second, He gives us His Holy Spirit so that we are empowered to judge good from evil and to recognize what is 

wrong and right in our world.  Our Lord is counting on you and me – love each other as He has loved us.       


