The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Easter 5, Year C


THE TEXT: John 13:31-34
Then when [Judas] went, Jesus said: “Now the Son of Man has been glorified and God has been glorified in him.” Since God has been glorified in him, God will glorify the Son in himself, will glorify him at once. Children, for only a little while I will be with you. You will seek me, and just as I said to the Jews I also say to you now: “Where I am going, you will not be able to come.” A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another just as I have loved you, that also you should love one another. In this all will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.

How would you define true love? That’s actually a question that’s important for us to think about. 
Some years ago there was a TV program on the ABC called ‘Secrets to Love’ that sought to discover what true love is and the secrets to lasting love. It noted that people usually base their whole concept of love and often their choice of life partner on romantic feelings. Romance is wonderful—but when romantic feelings are the foundation that a relationship depends on, there is no lasting security or stability because romantic feelings come and go. And so, the ‘Secrets to Love’ program noted that when the romantic feelings go, the mindset of today’s consumerist society is: “If it doesn’t work, I’m done, I’m out of here.” One of the male interviewees calmly shared that when his relationship was in difficulty and the feeling of romance had evaporated, “the easiest thing to do was leave and find someone else. I didn’t have the guts to tell her, so I just did a whole heap of crappy stuff and made sure she found out about it.” 

Those interviewed in this ABC program were talking about love in romantic relationships. But of course there are different kinds of love in different contexts. Love that parents have for their children and children for their parents and that different family members have for one another. The love that close friends have for each other. 
We might all have different ideas about what love should look like no matter what type of relationship it is―a couple, family, friends, church family―and those ideas can change, even from one moment to the next, which can be a problem when others don’t measure up to the expectations we have of how they should show love to us, and vice versa. That’s why a consistent, overarching standard of love is so important.

God gives us that. If we want to know how to love someone, we look at his commandments―there God tells us that he wants others to be respected and cared for, protected, helped and supported. Those in authority are to be respected and obeyed (unless they go beyond God’s will―in which case we still love them by loving God’s truth and calling them to repentance). People are not to be harmed but cared for in all their physical needs. People are not to be taken advantage of sexually but a man and woman are to commit to one another in the security of a marriage blessed by God. We are to help and care for all those we interact with, by defending the truth about them. We are not to lie or steal, or be jealous of what our neighbour has, but help them maintain and even increase what is theirs! 
If we want to know how to love someone, we go to God’s definition of love in 1 Corinthians 13:4-8: “Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. It does not dishonour others, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres.” All the commandments are really summed up in this passage. The love that God’s word calls us to is a ‘doing’ love―a love in action―not a feeling love.

That is what Jesus means in our text today when he calls his disciples to love: “A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another as I have loved you, that also you should love one another. In this all will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.”
We might nearly miss the magnitude of what Jesus means by a ‘doing’ love, if it were not for the mention of Judas at the beginning of our text: after Judas had gone. At the beginning of the chapter, John tells us that “It was just before the Passover Festival. Jesus knew that the hour had come for him to leave this world and go to the Father. Having loved his own who were in the world, he loved them to the end. The evening meal was in progress, and the devil had already prompted Judas, the son of Simon Iscariot, to betray Jesus”. At the start of today’s text John tells us that this is what is about to happen: “Then when Judas had gone, Jesus said: ‘Now the Son of Man has been glorified and God has been glorified in him.’” The glorification of Christ is connected with what appears to the human race as the very opposite of glory―but it is the way God is glorified; this is the pivotal moment in God’s salvation plan. Judas’ betrayal is the practical mechanism that will bring about Jesus’ arrest, trial, sentencing and crucifixion. And Jesus knows this―yet he does not waver. 

Imagine if we were to be betrayed in such a way, knowing that we would be handed over to injustice and our death was imminent! How easy it would be for us to retreat and flee! But Jesus is faithful all the way to the Cross, where he laid down his own life for the world. Yes, love is not self-seeking alright―Jesus humbled himself; he thought of others and their need more important than his own. Betrayed into the hands of sinners for 30 silver pieces, he gave up his life so that through his death the world may live. 

When Jesus gave this command to his disciples it was before Easter. He was calling them to love one another with his definition of love―not a ‘feeling’ love, but a ‘doing’ love, even when they didn’t feel like it—by dying to themselves, serving one another selflessly so that the world could see there was something different about the way Jesus' people lived and honoured one another. 
What about us? This is Jesus’ command to us also. These are his own words; his living word for his church of today: “A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another as I have loved you, that also you should love one another. In this all will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.” They are words that give us nowhere to hide. There are no excuses. Loving those with whom we agree or are partial to is the easy part―it’s easier to love those who are more loving and lovable. Loving the rest of the folks we come in contact with who have hurt us or whose personality annoys us is a much harder proposition. The love and care, compassion and grace, forgiveness and support we are to show to one another is not up to someone else to do. We cannot delegate because our schedule is too busy or the other person hurt us, or because they don’t deserve it and we just don’t feel like loving them anymore. The love we are to love with is the love of Jesus which is radically different from social standards to move on and move out when the other person isn’t meeting our expectations. Jesus love is the love of 1 Corinthians; a love that is to not keep a record of wrongs against the other, a love that is to not be self-seeking, a love that is to be patient and kind as we seek to honour others above ourselves. This is the love that is required from us; from you and me.  
What a huge task! Can anyone really love like Jesus? What about Jesus’ own disciples who squabbled about who was the greatest, who couldn’t keep watch and pray with Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane, and who even publicly denied him three times and fled, just as Jesus had said in Matthew 26, “This very night you will all fall away on account of me, for it is written: ‘I will strike the shepherd, and the sheep of the flock will be scattered.’” 

That is why the most important words in this verse are arguably: “as I have loved you”. They are not only a command but a promise―Jesus has fulfilled God’s requirement to love, the shape of which is in the Ten Commandments and in 1 Corinthians 13. Jesus has fulfilled these requirements perfectly, for you. God loves you so much that he does not keep a record of our wrongs but held that record against Jesus as he suffered on the Cross―and he did that for you so that you could know his love, personally, forever, a love which frees you to live it with others. Now, on the other side of Easter, warmed in the light of Jesus’ resurrection, that resurrection power for our life is your very own in baptism. For Jesus was not proud, but humbled himself to serve you. He was not self-seeking but sought you out and found you at the font, and claimed you to be his own, and united you with himself and his own death and resurrection. Living in the power of his resurrection, Jesus changes our hearts so that they become vessels of his compassion and kindness, which spill over with his love for all we meet. He has freed you from the condemnation of the law, but has freed you to love his law and daily strive to keep it.
As Jesus lives with you and walks with you, he continually loves you and shepherds you in his love even in those times when our love for others is at best lukewarm. His love for you never fails, even when we fail to love. You are dearly loved children of God, each precious to him; each of you loved without condition and far beyond measure because of Christ crucified. This is what he proclaims to you in Holy Communion: you were bought, not with 30 pieces of silver, but with the holy and precious blood of Christ. It is his love, his resurrection life that he has already given to you, that enables you to love one another. Hear the words of Jesus to you: “Love one another, as I have loved-and continually love-you”. Amen. 
