The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon 
for Easter 5, Year C
 
The Text: John 13:31-35

There is a poem by an unknown author called ‘By myself’ and I would like to share it with you:

I can be a Christian by myself. 
Leave my dusty Bible on the shelf. 
I'll sing a hymn and pray a bit. 
God can do the rest of it. 
My heart's the church, my head's the steeple. 
Shut the door and I'm the people. 
I can be a Christian by myself. 

I can be a Christian by myself. 

I'll break some bread and drink some wine, 
Have myself a holy time. 
I'll take the offering, then I'll know 
Where that money's going to go. 

Lord, please remember, when I die, 
Give me my own cloud in the sky. 
After this life with all its labours, 
Don't bug me with any needy neighbours. 
I can be a Christian by myself.

The poem challenges those who think the Christian life could actually be like this—self-centred and self-serving, living in isolation from everyone else. Nothing can be further from the truth of course. At the most basic level, we need another to baptise us, we need another to pronounce forgiveness to us, and we need others to teach us, and pray for us and care for us. Our Christian faith is not something private between the individual and God but it is between God and us. We confess with the church of all times and places that we belong to the communion of saints which God creates through water and the word.  

This communion of saints is at the same time a communion of sinful people—redeemed sinners of course, but sinners nonetheless. Luther explained the Third Article of the Apostles’ Creed to mean: “I believe that I cannot by my own understanding or effort believe in Jesus Christ, my Lord, or come to Him. But the Holy Spirit has called me through the Gospel, enlightened me with his gifts, and made me holy and kept me in true faith. In the same way he calls, gathers, enlightens and makes holy the whole Christian Church on earth, and keeps it united with Jesus Christ in the one true faith. In this Christian church day after day he fully forgives my sins and the sins of all believers.”

It is hard being together with other Christians who are far from perfect; with those who are absorbed by their own focus, who have annoying characteristics and personalities, who pursue their idea of what should happen in the congregation, and who maybe have hurt and upset us. Usually we don’t realise that this is all true of our self too—we can easily become absorbed with our own focus too. Our characteristics and personality, which we might think is so charming, might be annoying to somebody else. We can pursue our own opinions and ideas of what might happen in the church just as single-mindedly as others we disagree with, and perhaps we too have offended and hurt other brothers or sisters. 

The default position of our human nature means that there is a constant battle in the communion of saints, one in which the flesh is at war with the Spirit. We find it far easier to criticize or complain about our brothers and sisters rather than speaking kindly to them, defending them and explaining their actions in the kindest way possible. We find it comes naturally to gossip, to curse rather than bless, or exclude or withhold our help, and even refuse to forgive. We talk about caring for those referred to as ‘the down and outers’, but when that care for others costs us personally so often the words of that poem ring true “After this life with all its labours, Don't bug me with any needy neighbours. I can be a Christian by myself.” We find all kinds of excuses to justify this unbiblical behavior, but in doing so we are not loving others, but instead loving ourselves. This is actually the battle of spiritual warfare, where the devil seeks to divide and destroy the church by tempting us to listen to the way of the world, instead of the way of the word. 

This battle has existed in the church from the earliest times. Luke tells us that “An argument started among the disciples as to which of them would be the greatest. Jesus, knowing their thoughts, took a little child and had him stand beside him. Then he said to them, "Whoever welcomes this little child in my name welcomes me; and whoever welcomes me welcomes the one who sent me. For he who is least among you all--he is the greatest."”
The “I can be a Christian by myself” attitude could not be further from the life, freedom and purpose that Jesus has won for us and calls us to. Jesus said to his disciples: A new commandment I give unto you love one another, just as I have loved you.” 

At first it seems strange that Jesus says this is a ‘new’ commandment, for the commandment to love one another is not actually new. In the Old Testament, God had commanded his people in the book of Leviticus: “Do not seek revenge or bear a grudge against anyone among your people, but love your neighbour as yourself. I am the Lord” (Leviticus 19:18). We might wonder what is so new about Jesus’ ‘new commandment’, but then we hear the words that are unique to it: “as I have loved you.” 

As if the command to love were not too hard already, Jesus sharpens the requirements of the law even further by commanding us to love each other just as he has loved us, so perfectly. Just before he had given this new commandment Jesus had shown his love by stooping at the feet of his disciples, taking upon himself the lowest place of a household servant to wash the feet of the household guests. 

Judas’ departure at the beginning of our text is the pivotal event in Holy Week that signals the even greater way Jesus would show his perfect love to the world; to those who did not love him and who still reject and mock him and refuse to hear his call. Judas’ departure will result in Jesus standing before Caiaphas and Pilate before being nailed to a cross, where he became the least of all and dying to save the world. 

This is the place Jesus means when he says his disciples will not be able to come, for as sinners they cannot be the sacrifice that saves the world from its sin. That is why Jesus says “now the Son of man is glorified” at the start of our text, for Judas’ departure sets in motion Jesus’ crucifixion where God’s work of salvation for the world is given; it is through Christ crucified that sinners are redeemed from sin, death and the prison of hell and will be saved and praise God for his merciful grace in Christ. 

The Cross then is at the centre of our text. Judas’ departure would result in Christ being crucified. The Cross is where Jesus is going and the disciples cannot come. The Cross is where God is glorified, winning life and salvation for the world for its failure to love only the self and not God and neighbour. And the Cross is where God shows us what true love is more than just a feeling, but a doing; seeking to become the least so as to serve the other, and placing no conditions or limits of who may receive its benefits. Jesus says “Love one another just as I have loved you.” He calls us to love as he has loved us by dying to ourselves Oh what a hard command! Who can possibly do this?

Well…only Jesus. We see Jesus’ love in the way he welcomed tax collectors, prostitutes, the unclean, all those who society excluded and isolated and frowned upon. We see his love in the way he pardoned and welcomed sinners...sinners just like us. His love has brought us from being enemies of God to being into a family relationship with the divine, addressing his disciples as his children. And that is why these words as I have loved you are not only law, but Good News that bring peace. Jesus says “love one another as I have loved you”. The tense of the word in the Greek is actually something that’s taken place in the past, but with ongoing consequences—“as I have loved, and continue to love you.” 

It is fitting that we have this text in the season of Easter, for through the risen, living Lord God continues to reach out to bring sinners to share in his life of love by uniting them to Jesus’ own death and resurrection. It is simply because of his love that God chooses to extend his church throughout the world by calling people from all nations to himself and making them his own dear children. And so Jesus’ greeting to the disciples in our text is also his greeting to you here today: “My children”. My children; children of God who belong to him. 

We are children of God not because we are more worthy than others, or have done anything particular to deserve it, not because God is pleased with us—because we are never able to please God in our own strength. It is only because of God’s love in Christ who laid down his own life for us that we are his child. He has poured out his grace into our hearts and made us a part of his family. We can only love because God in Christ has first gone to work in us to enable us to love one another as the family of God. That is why, Jesus says, that all will know that we are Jesus’ disciples, for only Jesus is able to bring such radical change in our lives, living not for ourselves, but for him and others. 

Indeed it is through a simple but profound meal that Jesus shows this reality for us. As Jesus serves us with simple wafers and a sip of wine, he has spoken so they are at the same time his holy and precious body and blood. Through this meal he serves us his grace, love and forgiveness. We come as individuals, his dear children, and all the benefits he gives are for us personally. 

Yet this is the meal called Holy Communion. This is not just something private between each one of us and God, but in our eating and drinking together, we commune celebrating our common union together through faith. We gather around the family table of the divine, who again hosts and serves his people in the foretaste of the heavenly banquet at which God has invited us, that will have no end. 

It is the meal in which we remember God’s faithful and steadfast love for us. It is the meal by which God remembers his faithful and steadfast love for us too; not just a mental remembering, but a faithful doing: Jesus bringing to us all over again forgiveness, life and salvation. It is the meal by which he assures that his love for us never fails, even when we fail to love. It is the meal that shows Jesus really means it when he says “Love one another, as I have loved-and continually love you.” Amen.

