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Being Called Friends of Jesus 

 
Text: John 15:12-17 

12 My command is this: Love each 
other as I have loved you. 13 Greater love 
has no one than this: to lay down one’s life 
for one’s friends. 14 You are my friends if you 
do what I command. 15 I no longer call you 
servants, because a servant does not know 
his master’s business. Instead, I have called 
you friends, for everything that I learned from 
my Father I have made known to you. 16 You 
did not choose me, but I chose you and 
appointed you so that you might go and 
bear fruit—fruit that will last—and so that 
whatever you ask in my name the Father will 
give you. 17 This is my command: Love each 
other. 

 
 

Written by: 

Rev. Dr. Eric Trozzo, 

Director of the Lutheran Study Centre at 
Sabah Theological Seminary. 

 

Synopsis: This passage is part of the Farewell Discourse in the Gospel of John. It is thus part 
of a series of long speeches given by Jesus during the Last Supper. Jesus has already washed 
the disciples’ feet and shared the meal with them. As he gets to the latter part of the 
Discourse, he tells the disciples that he no longer calls them servants but calls them friends if 
they do as he commands. 

Law in the text: Jesus gives a clear commandment: love one another as I have loved 
you. Jesus is setting a clear expectation that the community of the church be characterized 
by its love for one another. Jesus goes even further, then, in calling the disciples his friends if 
they do as he commands. It is worth noting, along with biblical scholar Gail R. O’Day, that 
the word used for “friend,” – philos – is related to the verb “to love,” so that “friends” should 
be understood as those who are loved; indeed, in this case being called “friends” is wholly 
grounded in Jesus’ love.1 In the Hebrew scriptures, friendship in general terms is marked by 
loyalty to one another expressed through sharing and mutual participation in one another’s 
lives.2 In the final verse of 3 John, meanwhile, “the friends” seems to be a term indicating 
Christians. It thus seems that in first century Johanine communities Christians may have called 
themselves “friends.”  To be part of the friendship means to be grounded in Jesus’ love and 
focused on sharing that love with one another.  

                                                           
1 G A I L  R .  O’D A Y ,  “J OH N , ”  NE W  I N TE R P R E TE R ’ S  B I B LE ,  V O L .  9.  (NAS H VI L L E :  A B IN G D O N P R E S S ,  1 995 ) ,  75 8.  I T I S  F U R TH E R  N O TE D  TH A T J O H N ’S  G OS P E L  US E S  T W O  TE R M S  F O R  LO VE  

( P HI LE O  A N D  A G AP A O )  I N TE R C H A N G E A B LY ,  S O  TH A T WE  C A N  H E A R  TH E  J O H A N I N E  C O N C E P T O F  F R I E N D S H I P  AS  E N C O M P AS S I N G  B O TH  O F  T H E S E  F OR M S  O F  LO VE .  
2G .A .  LE E ,  “FR I E N D , ”  I N TE R N A T I O N A L S T A N D A R D  B I B LE  E N C Y C L OP E D I A ,  V O L .  2 .  E D I TE D  B Y  G E O F F R E Y  W .  B R OM I LE Y .  (G R A ND  R AP I D S ,  M I :  W I L L I A M  B .  E E R D M A NS  P U B L IS H I N G ,  1 982 ) ,  
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Thus there is a requirement to be active in showing love for one another in order to be a 
Christian.  

To be called a friend of Jesus, then, requires being involved in one another’s lives in an 
extraordinary way. Jesus’ command goes beyond being kind to one another. Jesus explains 
that in his love, he lays down his life for them (verse 13). Therefore, when he commands them 
to love one another as he has loved them, this is not a simple plea for niceness. It is a radical 
command that Christians should give up their lives for one another. To do less would be to fail 
to follow Jesus’ command, and so fail to be his friend, which ultimately would mean failing to 
be Christian. Thus to live out Jesus’ command here and qualify as his friend we are required to 
fully give ourselves to one another in love. 

Gospel in the text: Lest the disciples think that being 
called friends by Jesus is a reward for their great 
spiritual strength, Jesus emphasizes that they can be 
called friends because he has chosen them. They did 
not earn the title, but rather were chosen for it. Any fruit 
that they bear is because they were chosen. Indeed, 
Jesus’ pronouncement that he calls them friends if they 
do as he commands should not be heard as a 
conditional statement. Rather than “if you do this you 
are my friend,” it is better to hear Jesus saying, “Because I have chosen you, loved you, and 
called you friend, you will be so filled with love that you will become a loving person.” In 
other words, being a friend of Jesus is characterized by following his commands. 

 More than conditional, what this phrasing indicates is the continuing hierarchy. As 
biblical scholar D.A. Carson notes, this is clearly not a reciprocal statement. Jesus does not say 
that he will be their friend if they do as he commands, but rather that they will be his friend. In 
fact, at no point in the bible is God or Jesus described as someone’s friend; it is always 
someone else being a friend of God or Jesus. If friendship is being loved, then perfect love 
flows from God and Jesus rather than initiating towards them, as Jesus makes clear in 
emphasizing that the disciples have become friends because he chose them rather than 
because of their choice (verse 16). 
 
Transformation in the text: 

Jesus explains in verse 15 that he has called them friends because he has made known 
to them everything that he has heard from the Father. Thus they have moved from the status 
of servant to the status of friend because they now have an equality of knowledge. Jesus has  
revealed all to them. It is worth noting that in John 13, at the beginning of the discourse after 
washing their feet, Jesus had affirmed that he is their master and they the servants. Between 
that declaration of him being the master and them the servants and Jesus declaring that they 
are now his friends, Jesus has celebrated the Last Supper, promised the coming of the 
Advocate to be with them forever, and exhorted them to love one another. 
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In these actions, then, it would seem that Jesus’ revealing to them that reaches its 

fullness. Only two figures from the Hebrew scriptures are called “Friends of God:” Abraham and 
Moses. To be a Friend of God can be seen as the highest spiritual status available to humans. 
Consequently, when Jesus names them “friends,” he is in fact elevating them to the same level 
as Abraham and Moses. Those two figures conversed with God and had an understanding of 
God’s very heart. Jesus has revealed God’s heart to the disciples as well, transforming them 
into spiritual figures of equal status with Abraham and Moses.

Friendship with Jesus comes through the fullness of knowledge attained in experiencing 
and following his commands in loving one another; in partaking of the meal; and in receiving 
the promise of the coming of the Holy Spirit. In these things, an equality of knowledge of the 
Father is reached that opens the way to being friends of 
Jesus and through that the ability to be called Friends of 
God.  Adding to this passage John’s use of “friends” to 
speak of the Christian community in 3 John, we see that 
this friendship with Jesus offered at the Last Supper to the 
disciples is understood to be extended to the whole 
Christian community of subsequent generations, and 
that this friendship includes a friendship with one another 
flowing from the love received from Christ and shared 
with one another.

Theological Reflection: 
 The term “friend” seems common and ordinary. Most of us have many friends. If we use 
Facebook it is easy to name someone a friend: just click on a button and hope that they will 
accept. Because of this, in the church we often do not pay much attention to Jesus’ act of 
calling the disciples “friends.” Yet as we can see, this is in fact an extraordinary proclamation 
on Jesus’ part. Jesus is giving the disciples, and the church today as well, full access to the 
presence of God. He is elevating them, and us, to a status before God reserved for great 
heroes like Abraham and Moses. Yet we rarely use the term “friend” to describe one another 
in the church today, even though we have the example in 3 John. We are more likely to use 
family imagery such as “brother” and “sister” to speak of one another, because that feels less 
ordinary to us. Certainly using family imagery to speak of one another in the church has a 
biblical basis (such as Luke 8:21, where Jesus says that those who hear the word of God and 
carry it out are his mother and brothers), and so it is appropriate to use those terms. Yet calling 
one another Friends of God may in fact be an even more powerful statement. Personally, I 
find part of the power coming from its very ordinariness. Jesus has taken an ordinary concept 
and connected it to a broader meaning about the presence of God. Our connection to God 
springs from something that seems ordinary and raises up to an extraordinary level. Again, I 
am not suggesting entirely replacing family metaphors with friend metaphor. Rather, we can 
use the image of the church as a friendship alongside the image of it as a family. Together 
they give a broader picture of Jesus’ calling to us and Jesus’ loving action towards us. 
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Text: Mark 8:27-31 
 
27 Jesus and his disciples went on to the 
villages around Caesarea Philippi. On the 
way he asked them, “Who do people say I 
am?” 
28 They replied, “Some say John the Baptist; 
others say Elijah; and still others, one of the 
prophets.” 
29 “But what about you?” he asked. “Who do 
you say I am?” 
Peter answered, “You are the Messiah.” 
30 Jesus warned them not to tell anyone 
about him. 

31 He then began to teach them that the 
Son of Man must suffer many things and be 
rejected by the elders, the chief priests and 
the teachers of the law, and that he must be 
killed and after three days rise again. 
 
Written by: 

Rev. Dr. Eric Trozzo, 

Director of the Lutheran Study Centre at 
Sabah Theological Seminary

 
Synopsis: 

Jesus asks the disciples how the crowds identify him. He then asks who the disciples 
understand Jesus to be, and Peter responds by saying that Jesus is the messiah. Jesus 
responds by telling the disciples not to share this with anyone else. Jesus then goes on to tell 
them that the Son of Man must suffer. This passage parallels Mathew 16:13-21, with some 
slight differences in nuance. 

 

Law in the Text:   
Jesus asks the disciples who the crowds 

understand him to be.  Asking about what names 
people used was important, because the 
understanding in that culture at that time was that the 
names used for someone were at least clues to their true 
nature. Thus to learn what people were calling Jesus 
indicated what the people understood Jesus’ nature to 
be. Their answers all fell short of the mark. The people 
had understood the prophetic dimension of Jesus’ work, naming him John the Baptist, Elijah, 
or one of the other prophets (In Matthew’s version, Jeremiah is included). What they had not 
understood on their own was the way that Jesus exceeded the role of a prophet. None had 
named him a messianic figure. Human intellect and intuition could tell that Jesus was of God, 
but the limit of human wisdom is in recognizing a prophet. It is beyond human capacity to 
recognize that Jesus is the messiah. We cannot help but hear this passage about Peter in light 
of Paul’s contention in Romans 10:9, “if you confess with your lips that Jesus is Lord and believe 
in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.” Thus the issue of 
confessing Christ verbally becomes connected with the promise of salvation. 
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There is a sense in which confession of Jesus’ identity as Christ is essential to our being 
saved. Yet what we find in the passage from Matthew is that such a confession is beyond our 
human capacity. Our intellects cannot discern the fullness of who Jesus is. The crowds cannot 
be faulted for not recognizing Jesus as the messiah; our human eyes cannot see that reality 
and our minds cannot comprehend it. It is a spiritual insight. Yet this leaves us trapped: we 
cannot be saved if we do not confess that Jesus is the messiah, and yet recognizing this truth 
is impossible for us. We are trapped by a command that we are unable to follow. 

Gospel in the Text: 

 Jesus asks the disciples who they say that he is. 
Peter answers for them all, declaring that Jesus is the 
Messiah. The text does not include a direct affirmation 
from Jesus, but rather an implicit one in that Jesus orders 
them not to tell anyone.  

 Such an order to keep Jesus’ identity a secret 
may seem strange. Why should they not tell everyone? 
Yet we must recall that up to this point, nobody had 
understood who Jesus was. To know the true identity of Jesus is a revelation that comes upon 
Peter as a gift from God. The Matthew version of the story makes this clear but including Jesus’ 
explanation, “For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father in heaven!” 
(Matthew 16:17). In Mark, I suggest, the instruction to tell nobody about Jesus’ true identity 
comes from the reality that Jesus’ true nature is beyond the human ability to recognize it and 
so it must be revealed by God the Father. The confession of Jesus as the messiah, in other 
words, is a gift from God that allows us to see Jesus’ divine nature and thus confess him to be 
lord. It is something that cannot be discerned through human logic or effort. 

Transformation in the text:   

 Once Peter and the other disciples are enabled to recognize Jesus as the Christ, they 
are ready for deeper understanding. After Peter’s confession that Jesus is the messiah, Jesus 
begins to tell them more about what it means that he is the messiah. He tells them how the 
Son of Man must suffer and be rejected, die and then after three days’ rise again.  

It is only after they have been granted the insight about Jesus that they are capable of 
hearing this. Even so, Peter is not ready to understand the importance of what Jesus is saying, 
but he is at least capable of hearing the information. Then, after Jesus tells them about the 
rejection that is to come, it is only six days later that Jesus takes Peter, James, and John onto 
the mountain. There they witness Jesus’ transfiguration. In other words, once they have been 
given the understanding that Jesus is the messiah and then been told about the suffering and 
rejection that is to come, then they are capable of witnessing Jesus in glory, standing with 
Moses and Elijah. Again this does not mean that they are ready for full understanding of these 
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things, as Peter again says something foolish. However, through recognizing that Jesus is the 
messiah the door to the greater depths of who Jesus is and the importance of his work are 
opened. The confession of faith is the beginning of deeper spiritual insight. It leads the way to 
a transformation of Peter’s life. It is not the end result, but it opens the road to further 
transformation to him. 

Theological Reflection: 

 A confession of our faith is an important marker in our life of faith. It is a moment when 
we begin to see the world differently. Our confession conveys that we have recognized the 
presence of God with us in our relationship with Jesus. In this sense, further spiritual growth is 
impeded until we have recognized Christ and proclaimed Jesus as lord.  

 At the same time, we should not think that such a confession of faith is a decision that 
we have come to using our rational powers. Our intellect cannot conclude that Jesus is our 
lord. Such a recognition and proclamation lies beyond the capabilities of the human mind. To 
recognize Jesus as the Christ is a gift from God the Father, brought to us through the work of 
the Holy Spirit. It is a work of God done in our hearts. Out of God’s transforming gift of grace 
we are empowered to confession that Jesus is lord.  

 Through the gift of faith given by the Holy Spirit, we can make our confession. When we 
have recognized who Jesus is for us, then we can move into a deeper life of faith. We can see 
and hear greater spiritual truths. We are ready to hear more about what Jesus has done for us 
and what life led by the Holy Spirit looks like. However, this does not mean that we will 
understand all that we hear. Some of it will not make sense to us. We will make mistakes and 
say foolish things. This will continue even after our confession of faith. Our confession of faith is 
an important milestone in our story of faith, but it is not the end destination. It is a sign that God 
has been gracious, loving, and merciful towards us. It is not a sign of perfection. It is a sign that 
God is with us, and is at work bringing us salvation, even as we struggle with what it means to 
be faithful in our lives each and every day.  

 A confession of faith is an important part of our life of faith, then. Yet it does not come 
from us, it comes from God. When we proclaim Jesus as lord, it is a sign of what God is doing 
in our hearts. It is not a work that we come to on our own that gives us a ticket to eternal 
salvation. When we make a confession of faith, we do so because we have already been 
given the gift of salvation through the Holy Spirit moving our hearts to faith. 

 In some Christian conversations, there is a debate over whether a confession of faith is 
a one-time act or something that needs to be repeated. I do not find this distinction to be 
helpful. Certainly, the experience of receiving the gift of faith and proclaiming our confession 
that Jesus is lord is a profound experience of grace that we will never experience in the same 
way again. However, the continued practice of confessing our faith and saying the creed 
continues to shape us. It helps us to experience of faith in deeper ways by continually calling 
us back to that grace that has been given to us. The two experiences are different, but each 
is important and connected to the other one. We can imagine it to be a bit like having 
someone give us a shirt as a gift. In the moment of receiving the gift, we have great joy and 
are filled with gratitude. Yet it is in wearing the shirt again and again that we truly show just 
how grateful we are for that gift. The shirt becomes part of our regular life through use; 
receiving the gift on its own does not make it part of our life unless we use it. So too with 
confession; our first confession of Christ as lord is a powerful experience for us, but it is only as 
confessing our faith becomes part of our regular practice of faith that the depth of its 
importance to us becomes clear. 


