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12 ‘This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you. 13No one 
has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends. 14You are my friends if 
you do what I command you. 15I do not call you servants any longer, because the 
servant does not know what the master is doing; but I have called you friends, because 
I have made known to you everything that I have heard from my Father. 16You did not 
choose me but I chose you. And I appointed you to go and bear fruit, fruit that will last, 
so that the Father will give you whatever you ask him in my name. 17I am giving you 
these commands so that you may love one another. 
 
 

As we have been unpacking boxes and settling into our new house, we have been 

paring down some of the items we moved.  In the process, we have been setting aside 

items to donate.  Eventually, our box of items to donate began to overflow, so earlier this 

week, we took them to Goodwill. 

Upon arriving at the donation center, I popped the trunk and began to unload items 

into one of their carts.  As I did, one of the Goodwill workers came out and asked if I 

needed a receipt.  “Sure – that would be great,” I said.  He began to fill out the form.  

“What’s your name?” he asked.  When I told him my name, he stopped writing, and 

looked up at me.  “You are Mark Bender.  You’re the new minister at First Christian.  

I’ve seen your picture out front on the banner when I pass by.”  Abby was appalled by 

this, but apparently I am a bit of a minor celebrity.   

I’m told that the number of friends you have on Facebook can be a measure of one’s 

celebrity status.  As of this morning, I have 784 Facebook friends.  That puts me just 
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78.62 million friends short of Justin Bieber.  And just 122 million short of professional 

soccer star Cristiano Ronaldo.  If Facebook is any guide, my celebrity status is very 

minor. 

Like you, my Facebook friends are a combination of family, high school and college 

friends, work colleagues, fellow churchgoers, friends of friends, and a few question 

marks – “How do I know this person again?” 

I suspect, like me, your Facebook feed is full of friends who are over-sharers, re-

posters, those proud to point out they are right of you on the political spectrum, those 

proud to point out they are left of you on the political spectrum, cat video posters, those 

who want to sell you something, those who regularly do or say something repulsive, and 

those whose commentary is can’t miss.  That’s what social media community looks like. 

Although Facebook is a good way to keep up with friends and acquaintances, the term 

Facebook friend is a superficial way of talking about friendship.  Is that what community 

really looks like?  And even if you don’t have a Facebook account, it doesn’t eliminate 

the fact that you have varying degrees of friends in your life.  The question is, what 

makes someone your friend?  Biblical scholar Janet Hunt answers that question bluntly.  

She says, if she is honest, the first criteria is whether they love me and I can find it in 

myself to love them in return.i  Is that what Jesus meant when he talked about the need 

for friendship and community? 

Today we are starting a new sermon series called We Are The Church Together.  The 

title comes from the familiar song we sang to begin our time of worship.  I am the 

church…you are the church…we are the church together.  Over the next six weeks, we 

are going to talk about what it means to be the church together.  I don’t want to give away 

too much but there is a reason it is titled “We Are The Church Together.”  I don’t think 

the church works if I’m just the church or if you’re just the church.  It needs us both.  

And so in this series, we will dive into Jesus’ mandates to the church – to be a place and a 
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people of community, spiritual formation, witness, worship, and service.  Or to say it 

another way, the church is a family, a foundation, a focus, a fervor, and a force. 

This morning’s mandate - being a community/family – has its basis in the greatest 

commandment.  Most of us know what Jesus’ response was to the Pharisee who asked 

him to name the greatest commandment (Matthew 22:36).  Jesus told him it was to love 

God with heart, mind, soul, and strength, and to love neighbor as self.  It is the “love 

neighbor as self” that serves as the basis for the church as community. 

But in a world of many superficial relationships – online and real-time – we need 

clarity about, and help with, what being a community and friendship really look like.  

What it really means.  How it’s intended to function. That’s where our scripture lesson 

this morning from the Gospel of John gives us a clue about how to love our neighbor and 

be in community. 

Our scripture comes in the middle of a section of the Gospel known as Jesus’ Farewell 

Discourse.  Chapters 13-17 of the Gospel of John highlight the final instructions Jesus 

gave to his followers in the upper room.  This extended meditation and teaching was a 

combination of comfort and preparation for the future, not just for the disciples, but for 

all of his followers to come – people like you and me. 

Just before our scripture text, Jesus has just given his followers the last of his I Am 

statements – I am the vine and you are the branches.  The first 11 verses of Chapter 15 

are the familiar verses about what it looks like to abide in Jesus as a branch abides in the 

vine.  And to give clarity to what Jesus meant with this analogy, John provides us with 

Jesus’ clarifying statements in verses 12-17.  And if we connect the dots between these 

six verses, it helps us better understand what “abiding” really looks like. 

Jesus starts with the command in verse 12 – Love one another.  This isn’t the first time 

Jesus has given this command.  In fact, earlier in the evening after washing their feet, 

Jesus gave this same instruction.  But he adds on to the command by saying “Love one 

another as I have loved you.”  Jesus tells them that this is what love looks like – the love I 
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have shown you.  If you are a parent or a school teacher, you know exactly what Jesus 

meant.  How many times have you shown love in a variety of ways?  So, too, for Jesus.  

His love of the disciples manifested itself in patience, healing, teaching, rescue, and 

purpose.  It was clearly evident in his washing of their feet and in these careful final 

instructions. 

But if you thought that was enough, Jesus ups the ante.  You can almost hear Jesus 

saying that those things were just a fraction of the love he was about to show them as he 

talked about the ultimate expression of love in Verse 13.  Here he states that there is no 

greater example of love than to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.  Certainly we think 

of this as dying for another – and that was the classical understanding of friendship.  But 

more than that, this ultimate expression of love implies that friends have a particular 

disposition – one of sacrifice.  Loving one another is not about just being nice and kind to 

others, but rather includes such commitment and devotion that one would sacrifice their 

own life because of it.ii  Perhaps their lives of comfort, of familiarity, of self interest…  

Have you given up something for another?  Moved somewhere unfamiliar, where the 

people aren’t the same?  Skipped an opportunity for career advancement for the sake of 

your family?  If so, you know the disposition of sacrifice. 

But Jesus doesn’t stop there.  If we continue to connect the dots, in verse 14, we see 

what love looks like among friends.  Looking back through the lens of the cross, we can 

see the amazing thing Jesus was foreshadowing that he would do for his followers as he 

named them friends.  “I have called you friends.”  In the other Gospels, the concept of 

friendship is often found in negative contexts.  Being a friend of Jesus was an insult.  

After all, Jesus was a “friend of tax collectors and sinners.”  But in the Gospel of John, 

the word friend occurs six times, almost always in a positive context, just as it is here in 

verse 14.  In the Gospel of John, friend is from the Greek word “phileo” which is a word 

meaning “to love.”  Properly defined, friend actually means “one who is loved.”  Just as 

it is here in verse 14, being a friend of Jesus meant you were a loved one.iii 
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So far, we can be “onboard” with Jesus’ instruction.  But in the second half of verse 14 

comes a statement that can knock us off the rails if we’re not careful.  It’s the part in 

which Jesus says “You are my friends if you do what I command.” Is salvation 

conditional?  Is it all up to us?  If we don’t behave well, will Jesus stop being our friend?  

Stop loving us? 

Professor Scott Hoezee notes: 

A good deal of what makes the gospel GOOD news would cease to be so good if, as 
a matter of fact, we are constantly being evaluated and graded by God.  In fact, if 
the soundness and consistency of my love is the key to being in good with God and 
with Jesus, then I have good reason to be afraid of my eternal destiny. 
 
Thankfully that is not the case. Jesus’ words – indeed Jesus’ command- that we be 
loving makes no sense unless he is addressing that to people who have already 
been graciously grafted onto the True Vine by a sheer gift of faith through the Holy 
Spirit.  These injunctions to love are for insiders, for those already in the love of 
God.iv 
 

…People like you and me who know Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior, and are a part of 

a community like First Christian Church. 

The good news is this command is not about rule-following.  If it were, Jesus would 

have picked Pharisees as followers.  Instead, this command is in response to what Jesus 

did – for his disciples…and then for us.  And that makes sense as we connect the dots 

between that command in verse 14 and the imagery of verses 15 and 16. 

In verse 15, Jesus declares that his followers are no longer servants, but equals – 

friends.  “I do not call you servants any longer…I call you friends.”  Calling them friends 

was a huge statement because in the first century, friendship was a serious matter.  To be 

considered a friend was to be in a position of honor.  Being a friend meant being treated 

as kin with the attendant obligations.  To be a friend meant to look out for the welfare of 

the other, to put the other’s needs on an equal footing with one’s own.  Friendship 
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implied reciprocity as well – to consider someone a friend meant counting on that person 

to return that level of concern and care.v 

Further, Jesus goes on to state that what makes his followers equal is what he did and 

what he decided to do; the things I taught you; the ways I invested in you; the examples 

of my love for you.  Jesus kept nothing from his friends.  He involved them in the 

intimacy of his relationship with the Father.  And gave us an example for showing others 

the intimacy of our relationship with Christ as well. 

To be clear, this choice of Jesus was about more than the original 12 disciples.  Here, 

Jesus is talking more globally.  God loved first.  God chose to love first.  And our place 

with Jesus is as a result of his initiative. 

All of this builds to the second half of verse 16 and Jesus’ commission.  I chose you to 

bear fruit.  As chosen people, you are to live as such…as people chosen by God.  And the 

way Jesus makes clear what he means is to returns to the image of the vine and branches.  

Jesus paints a picture of the life of the Christian community as one in which community 

is characterized by interrelationship, mutuality, and indwelling.  When you bear fruit, 

Jesus suggests, you are acting in love.  But it is not something you do individually.  Just 

as branches don’t grow without the vine - something separate from vine – so, too, bearing 

fruit is a corporate act.  It’s something done with others in the midst of others.  

Community is not about individual accomplishments, choices, or rights.  Instead, it is 

about the community holding each other accountable to the abiding presence of Jesus and 

to a community enactment of the love of God.vi 

Finally, Jesus circles back to the statement made in verse 12.  I am giving you these 

commands that you may love one another.  This is a restatement of verse 12 and it seems 

straightforward – this has been given that you may love.  But, there is something worth 

noting in this sentence.  It is the Greek word hina that is translated “that.”  This Greek 

word can also be translated “in order that.”  Translating it this way gives it a purpose.  In 

this case, stating that “I’ve given you these commands in order that you love one another” 
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means that Jesus is looking backward at all he did and taught.  It’s not just a command to 

love one another, but a command to follow Jesus and all that he taught.  And in so doing, 

love is not the command but instead it is the fruits and purpose of keeping the 

command.vii  Or said more simply, the goal is to live out Jesus’ love...which means 

service, it means action, it means a life of self-sacrifice for the benefit of others. 

And this is where the church comes in.  The church is the place where we help each 

other love as Jesus loved.  It’s the standard that all are held to.  The measure of one’s 

place in the community is how well you love as Jesus loves.  Our task is to love as Jesus 

loves and to assist others in doing that as well.   

When you joined the church, you were asked to profess that Jesus Christ is your Lord 

and Savior.  What that meant is that when you call Jesus Lord, you are also calling each 

other friends – friends in the way that Jesus intended.  And the reason for doing this is 

your connection to Jesus.  In fact, Jesus’ words in John 15 make sense only if you are 

already a branch living off of the true vine that is Jesus.  You are going to have to have 

the sap of Jesus flowing into you already because only this bends your life into the kind 

of shape – and makes you into the kind of person – who already has such a fundamentally 

Christ-like attitude that hearing a command to love will make sense.viii 

So what does that look like here at First Christian Church where we are trying to 

follow Christ’s mandate for community.  I think it is like this: 

Stanley Hauerwas tells the story of Eli Yoder of Shipshewana, Indiana. One day, an 

aggressive evangelist was at work in Shipshewana, came over to Eli outside of Yoder’s 

Department Store and asked, “Are you saved?” Eli scratched his head and said, “Over 

there is Joe Stoltzfus; he and I have had some problems with each other recently. Am I 

saved? Go and ask him!”ix 

We will do what families do.  We will love each other.  We will celebrate each other. 

We will care for each other.  We will sacrifice for each other.  And we will also disagree 

with each other.  But fortunately for us, we will also come to a family table.  Here we 
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reminded ourselves that God chose us, loved us, and will use us.  And that gives us the 

courage to face the challenges and renew our strength to do something about them. 

And it’s because of what we see in Jesus Christ that causes us hone skills like 

forgiveness (without which we sooner or later will find reasons not to love most 

everybody).  It’s what causes our need to nurture kindness and gentleness, without which 

the hard knocks of life will eventually make us hard-edged and bitter.  It’s what drives 

our need to grow compassion in our hearts so that we can reach out to those in need even 

as we see people we don’t particularly like in ways that remind us that they, too, are 

flawed folks like ourselves and that they struggle and hurt the same as do we all.x 

I am the church.  You are the church.  We are the church together.  Let’s be about this 

kind of community…in Christ…together.  
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