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                                             Daniel D. Robinson, Pastor 
 
    John, the gospel writer, relates the account concerning the events of the 
ministry of Jesus in an entirely different order than the other three gospels.  John 
describes Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem in his 12th chapter –far earlier 
than the other gospels, and Jesus remains in Jerusalem according to John’s 
version. John again early in the 13th chapter describes Jesus gathering with the 
twelve around a table to celebrate the Passover.  But instead of a detailed 
account of the breaking of the bread and the sharing of the cup, like we find in 
the other Gospels, John tells of Jesus washing the feet of the disciples, omitting 
any reference to the bread and the cup. 
    John then relates Jesus’ foretelling of his betrayal by Judas, followed by his 
prediction of the three denials by Peter. Then for the next four chapters, John 
offers long discourses in which Jesus is talking only to the Twelve, teaching them, 
preparing them for what lies ahead. Finally, at the beginning of the 18th chapter 
John’s account moves on to the arrest, trail and eventually the crucifixion of 
Jesus. So John’s timeline of these events is quite different from that of Matthew, 
Mark and Luke. 
    I mention all of this because in the passage we are sharing today from the 14th 
chapter, Jesus is still at table with his disciples, sharing that last meal with them. 
He is now engaging in these discourses, telling them what is most important 
about his message and ministry, and what is to happen in the future, both 
immediate and long-term. This long series of discourses, beginning in chapter 13 
and continuing until chapter 18, might be thought of as Jesus’ “last will and 
testament.” 
    In the 13th chapter Jesus COMMANDS his disciples – now including us, of course 
– to “love one another.” Yet lest we despair at this sweeping, frankly demanding 
command to love, we are now assured by Jesus in this morning’s passage, that 
Jesus promises to send the Holy Spirit who gives us what we need to be obedient 
to Jesus’ command…. In other words, Jesus doesn’t expect us to ‘love one 
another’ all on our own. 
    In this Sunday’s Gospel lesson we are being both commanded to love, AND 
promised the gift of the Holy Spirit – the command and the promise both coming 
from Jesus.  Actually, being commanded and being promised are at the core of 
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the mission of Jesus, and they are also the core of what it means to be the 
church…. 
    In our denomination, amid widespread membership and attendance decline, 
we have recently begun to stress again the church being obedient to the “great 
commission” of Matthew 28, which reads: “Go therefore and make disciples of all 
nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and the Son and the Holy 
Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you….” Of course, 
there is a growing awareness that one of the largest fields for making disciples is 
right here in 21st century North America. 
    Some would argue however, that unfortunately the church has historically put 
more stress on this evangelistic “Great Commission” than it has on the prophetic 
“great commandment” of John 13:34 - to “love one another.  In other words, we 
have been so focused on acquiring additional numbers that we have neglected to 
keep our own house in order, and demonstrate and implement lovingly care for 
one another. 
    Here in these last discourses – his ‘last will and testament’ to his followers 
before his crucifixion, Jesus reminds us that IF we believe that he is Lord, then we 
ought to live like it, and act like it, particularly with our fellow Christians. In a way, 
in the great commandment to “love one another” Jesus implicitly links our 
behavior in the church with the church’s mission to go out into the world to make 
disciples, so that the “great commandment” becomes the bedrock for the Great 
Commission. 
    We sing, “They’ll Know We Are Christians by Our Love.” Being brutally honest, 
the words to that song are not only idealistic, but rather sappy in the way it self-
satisfyingly declares, “we will love one another.” But at the same time that song 
does affirm a great truth – that a great commandment given by our Lord is 
intended to be followed and attained: love one another. 
    Yet I fear, that one of the greatest impediments to reaching the world and 
making disciples for Christ is … the church, because we don’t reflect that love! 
How many times have some of us been engaged in a discussion inviting another 
person to come to church and follow Christ, only to have the recipient of our 
invitation reply something like this:  “After I experienced that horrible fight in the 
church in which I grew up - among supposed Christians - I haven’t been back.” 
    A pastor in the Methodist denomination started a unique ministry in which he 
does a Bible Study and discussion twice a week at a local bar. During the first year 
he had been doing this ministry he had a dozen professions of faith and baptisms 
arising from the conversations he held with the patrons at that establishment. 
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    When his district superintendent commented that doing a Bible study in a bar 
was unconventional to say the least, the pastor countered: “Tell that to Jesus! As I 
recall, he did some of his best teaching at a table accompanied by a jug of wine.” 
“We are also told he sought out the tax collectors and sinners – those 
marginalized in his society – exactly the kind of people we might find in a bar.” 
    The superintendent had to admit that evangelism through bread and wine has 
occurred before. But when the pastor was asked by the superintendent, “What 
has been the focus of most of your conversations at the bar,” the pastor 
answered: “Well, when people find out I am a preacher, invariably I’ve got to 
spend an hour or so with everyone telling me their horror stories about how they 
got emotionally battered and spiritually wounded in some church battle.” “I tire 
of hearing these stories of congregations behaving badly, but it’s like I have to 
listen all of this before I can finally say, ‘I am sorry that happened to you in a 
church.’ ‘But remember, we’re sinners who are being saved by Jesus, and 
sometimes our sin gets the best of us.  ‘So … are you still willing to give Jesus a try 
in spite of us?’” Sometimes people can’t see or experience the love of Christ 
because of the unloving behavior of those whom Christ has clearly COMMANDED 
to ‘love one another.’ 
    Senator Sam Ervin …. For those who are old enough, you likely remember him 
from the days of the Watergate hearings… 
    Sam told the story of a rural Baptist Church near Murphy, North Carolina that 
had decided to sell its property and move to another location. The church found a 
buyer and was about to close the transaction when a search for the deed revealed 
that the church fathers – in the pioneer days of that mountain community, had 
deeded the property to “the Lord God Almighty.” 
    Not knowing how to proceed, the realtor went to a lawyer to find out how to 
close the deal. Taking a few days to think it over, the lawyer ran into a judge on 
the streets of Murphy and told him about the church’s dilemma. “What would 
you do with this situation?   
    The old judge replied: “It’s simple. You run an announcement in the local 
newspaper requesting the stated owner (God) to make it known if he still had any 
interest in the property; and that, absent any objection from the said owner 
(God), the property will be disposed of by the deacons of the church.” “Then, 
after a couple of weeks, you run another announcement to this effect: ‘After 
thorough and diligent search, the Lord God Almighty cannot be found in Cherokee 
County, North Carolina – and therefore legal standing for the disposition of 
property will be transferred to the deacons of the church.” 
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    A humorous situation and story to be sure. But I might make one wonder if the 
same words “the Lord God Almighty cannot be found,” could also apply to 
wherever “love one another” is lacking or entirely missing – even in a 
congregation. How effective can the Great Commission – “making disciples of all 
nations” hope to be, if there is no love in the congregation first? 
    Many biblical students have noted that the “love” mentioned here in the 
Gospel of John is an “in house” kind of love. In Matthew’s Gospel Jesus tells us, as 
his disciples to “love our enemies;” but here in John we are repeatedly urged to 
“love our fellow believers.” Not many would willingly join a body of believers who 
do not even know how to treat their own members with love and respect. As Paul 
reminds us in I Corinthians, “Faith, hope and love abide, these three,” writes Paul, 
“but the greatest of these is love.” 
    So it causes us to wonder if there can even be an appropriate Great 
Commission without first obeying the Great Commandment to love one another 
first. Have you ever noticed one the questions asked of teaching elders, ruling 
elders and deacons when Ordained and installed? “Will you pray for and seek to 
serve the people with energy, intelligence, imagination and love?” I suspect that 
the word “love” is last on that list, not because it is least in importance, but rather 
because being the last word, it is the easiest to remember, and is the most 
necessary when ‘seeking to serve the people.’ 
    At this point it would do us all good to remember that beyond this command 
Jesus gave us, Jesus also shared with us the promise that the Holy Spirit has been 
sent to us to help us obey such a demanding command.  Jesus apparently knew all 
about human nature – Of course, that is why, in part, he was sent here to this 
earth – so that God could experience what it is to be full human. Having 
experienced first-hand what we humans do in terms of loving either ourselves or 
others, Jesus knew we would need help – hence the necessity for the gift of the 
Holy Spirit. 
    When Martin Luther King’s movement was challenged by assaults from the 
forces of racial injustice, King said in a famous sermon that the church would 
respond by ‘out-loving its enemies, out-suffering the perpetrators of violence, 
out-loving those who would show hate. Such a statement could be made and 
such a witness could be mounted only by the power of the Holy Spirit. Thus, while 
there much yet to be done concerning race-relations, the progress made thus far 
is evidence of the promise of Jesus to us in this 14th chapter of John being 
graciously fulfilled. 
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    But the command to love still places demands on us. When the Alabama 
legislature passed a law that penalized its citizens from giving aid, comfort, food, 
housing and jobs or transportation to undocumented immigrants, many of the 
churches in Alabama viewed that legislation as an attack upon the church’s Christ-
assigned work. “Unfortunately, Jesus doesn’t allow his people to choose between 
the deserving and the undeserving poor, the documented and the undocumented 
homeless and hungry,” commented one church leader. “He commands us to 
actively love all those in need.” 
    “But these people are illegal,” came the retort. “The church shouldn’t be aiding 
and abetting law breakers.” 
    “Before Jesus Christ, so far as our relationship to Jesus Christ was concerned, 
we were all illegal!” came the rebuttal. “His new covenant, given at table, 
documented a bunch of illicit sinners as God’s beloved. If Jesus had reason to 
wash Judas’s feet, in effect aiding and abetting his own soon-to-be murder, 
harboring the worst of criminals at his own table – well, he’ll wash anybody’s feet 
– yours … mine … no matter where our dirty feet have taken us.” 
    Saint Jerome said that the once-eloquent John in his dotage was reduced to 
simply repeating over and over again, “love one another; love one another.” This 
is how others know you are my disciples, says Jesus. One of the early writers, 
known as the “Fathers of the Christian faith,” Tertullian says that this was the 
major reason when the church defeated the Roman Empire without raising a 
sword. The world looked at the church and exclaimed, “See how these Christians 
love one another. But alas, I fear too many around us now say, “See how these 
Christians fight like cats and dogs with one another.” 
    God has not seen fit to give the church a great deal of power, as the world 
judges power. We are not the richest or most influential organization in our town. 
We are given the one gift that the rest of the world find elusive. We are given one 
thing to demonstrate to the world why Jesus Christ makes possible a loving, 
caring family that the world cannot produce by the world’s means. To us is given 
love … and an advocate, the Holy Spirit, that prods and pushes us, empowers us 
forward in love – particularly to love one another in the church. When we love 
one another we fulfill the Great Commandment. It is from that position, and that 
position alone that we are then able to work for the Great Commission.  When 
the church becomes the community of love, in the name of Christ, the world sees 
our life together as our corporate witness – as a testimony to what the gift of the 
Holy Spirit is able to accomplish and produce among ordinary people like us. What 
we witness then is evangelistic love.                  Amen.               
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