
Sunday 17th May, 2020: 6th Sunday of Easter; Acts Ch 17 vv 22 – 31 & John Ch 14 vv 15 – 21 

I wonder how you’ve been faring during the last few weeks?  It’s been a strange time for us 

all, whether we’re a front line worker, and therefore having to be out and about, or stuck at 

home, either self-isolating, working, coping with childcare or shielding ourselves for age- or 

health reasons. It’s certainly caused many of us to ask the sort of life, death, faith questions 

that so often get pushed to the back of our minds. There are many Christians around the 

world who are sensing that the Church is soon to experience a new outpouring of the Holy 

Spirit, with many coming to know Jesus Christ for the first time, and that during this next 

few months God is preparing us for a new revival. Let’s hope and pray that they’re right! 

You know, there’s an oft repeated pattern in the history of the Church, one which Jesus 

warned his closest disciples would occur. There would be periods of immense growth in 

numbers, followed by periods of people falling away from faith, as all but the most 

committed struggle with what faith in Jesus is really all about. There were times during his 

own ministry when Jesus deliberately chose to expose the enormous crowds of followers to 

difficult teaching, perhaps as a way of discerning who would emerge as his true followers, 

and who were there just along for the ride – with free food and healthcare thrown in. 

Sometimes, the challenges he posed, and the backlash against him was so overwhelming, 

that he found himself left with just his inner band: ‘the Twelve’, as they were known.             

‘Will you abandon me as well?’, he asked them on one occasion, discouraged, perhaps, by 

the sudden loss of his usual congregation. ‘Where would we go?, responds Peter.                    

‘You [or perhaps ‘you only] have the words of eternal life!’ And those words of eternal life, 

which the apostles rarely seemed to grasp, were precisely what caused them to remain 

alongside Jesus throughout the three years of his ministry.  

Today’s gospel reading has us join the action during Jesus’ teaching during his Last Supper 

with his friends. He has already demonstrated – with embarrassing pathos – the depth of 

his commitment to them all (including Judas, his betrayer), by washing their dust-caked feet 

– the task of a lowly slave. Now, after Judas Iscariot has left, Jesus speaks about the 

overwhelming importance of love and its essential partner – obedience – effectively, two 

sides of the same coin.  



Jesus has done exactly what his Father asked him to do:  to pass on to his little band of true 

disciples his experience of being loved unconditionally & totally by his Father. He has lived it 

out faithfully, demonstrating faithfully what love should look and feel like. And now, 

conscious that he is about to leave them, but concerned that they don’t abandon the 

experience of loving fellowship they have known in his presence, Jesus urges them:  ‘now 

remain in my love’. The only way they can do this is by obeying his commandments, the 

greatest of which is to choose love as the central emphasis in their lives. Jesus is keen to 

reassure his friends of his enduring love for them, but there is a price – that of obedience to 

his central command: to love one another, just as Jesus has loved them. In order for the 

fledgling Church to survive and flourish, its hallmark must be love and mutual commitment, 

even beyond what the apostles had experienced while Jesus was with them.  

Yet, it’s not meant all meant to be hard work. There will be something glorious to stoke the 

fires of mutual commitment – the heart-warming experience of joy. It’s fair to say that joy, 

both in the life of individual Christians and of the wider Christian community, is a tell-tale 

mark of the presence of God’s Holy Spirit –particularly when times are hard and you 

wouldn’t expect it. As William Barclay puts it rather eloquently, ‘We are chosen for joy. ..    

A gloomy Christian is a contradiction in terms, and nothing in all religious history has done 

Christianity more harm than its connection with black clothes and long faces. It is true that 

the Christian is a sinner; but [he or she] is a redeemed sinner; and therein lies [their] joy.’ 

Jesus unpacks this further, when he says, ‘I have told you this so that my joy may be in you, 

and that your joy may be complete’. Jesus’ irrepressible joy, and his readily accessible 

mirth, will bubble up within us at unexpected times if we continue to open our lives to him, 

choosing the path of obedience – rather than turning away from him, to assert our 

independence.  

Jesus finally explains his central command to them: ‘Love each other as I have loved you.’ 

As they demonstrate such a depth of mutual love, others will be drawn towards them, and 

may choose to join them. From the start of our Wednesday Drop-in, here at St Cuthbert’s, 

five years ago, we and our little volunteer team have tried to model a gentle & attentive 

way of being alongside people, which others would ‘get’, & start behaving in a similar way. 



Our longing and our prayer has always been that Jesus would be present with us, through 

the Holy Spirit, and that his love would pervade all that we say and do. Our enduring hope 

is that, when we are eventually able to reconvene somehow, both visitors and regulars will 

sense something different from what they experience in other contexts, recognising God’s 

presence – and would desire some of that for themselves. Jesus is trying to help his 

followers to understand that Christianity is meant to be attractional, and never coercive. 

Yet the Church will only really draw people if its love is genuinely selfless, like that of Jesus, 

who offered his life on the Cross for us, that we might be free. In Jesus’ own words: 

‘Greater love has no-one than this: to lay down one’s life for one’s friends’. As William 

Temple, the former Archbishop of York, wrote in 1938: ‘Love unto death is a complete self-

giving; that is what Christ endured for his disciples; that is what Christians must be ready to 

endure for their fellow-Christians’. This is tough stuff & not everyone will want to accept it. 

Just as when he challenged those early crowds,  Jesus wants us to realise that he’s not 

inviting us simply along for a stroll in the park; he is asking us to make a deliberate choice 

for him, and to do so again and again, each and every day.  

However, he recognises that for this is be possible, we have to become ‘principal actors’, 

rather than just walk-on players. The patriarchs and prophets of the Old Testament were 

sometimes referred to as ‘slaves’ of God – and were often delighted to be known like this. 

Perhaps, subconsciously, this was how Jesus’ disciples saw themselves? Yet Jesus insists 

that they have a new identity – one he is bestowing on them: they are now his ‘friends’.  

For us, this might seem only right, but to them – disciples of this young rabbi revealed as 

the Son of God – this must have been utterly revolutionary. Slaves are by their very nature 

distant from their masters. They may wish to be noticed for their good work, but are often 

wary of those masters, and their demands upon them. In Greek, slaves were defined simply 

as ‘living tools’. They wouldn’t expect their masters to open their minds to them; they had, 

simply, to do what they were told, without reason or explanation – or suffer the 

consequences of disobedience.  

 



Jesus is now calling them ‘friends’, because he has crossed this threshold: he has revealed 

to them exactly what’s on his heart and mind, and  is willing to love them to the very end. 

Only true friends have access to our deepest secrets – and Jesus has now laid his heart bare 

before them.  

As we often explain to our children, privilege comes with responsibility.  So Jesus goes on to 

explain his expectations of them in this emerging friendship. It’s very simple. They are to 

love each other in the same way that he has loved them.    

It’s only too easy to imagine that the choice to follow God is ours  – just as we choose to 

embark on any human friendship. ‘No’, says Jesus. With God, it’s the opposite way round! 

‘You did not choose me’, he says, ‘but I chose you, and appointed you, to go and bear fruit – 

fruit that will last’. Jesus pursues us in love, longing for us to respond to his overtures of 

friendship. When we do, he reminds us of our responsibilities as citizens of God’s kingdom, 

as his ambassadors, those speaking on his behalf – with the aim of winning others to his 

cause.  

Jesus, therefore, invites us to speak about our experience of him both in clear terms and 

winsome ways, so that others see the quality of both our experience and our lives – and 

choose to turn to Jesus for themselves. He longs to see lives transformed and purpose 

restored even more than we do! And He has the means of drawing individuals into life-long 

commitment to himself. Yet he chooses to involve us in the process – simply because we’re 

his friends – those for whom he died, and to whom he loves to reveal himself. What an 

incredible privilege that is! How phenomenally brilliant it is that Jesus – King of Kings and 

Lord of Lords; the one at whose command the very universe was established – should invite 

us into this deep intimacy with him! We are so blessed! No wonder our hearts often burst 

with joy! 

The final lines of this passage offer us a phenomenal promise and a reiterated command: if 

we align ourselves to Jesus’ will, and pray to the Father in line with that, Jesus assures us 

we can expect him to give us what we ask. It may not be within the time frame that we 

expect, or be answered in exactly the way we want, but God delights in answering all our 

prayers – particularly those prayers for things which couldn’t possibly happen without his 



intervention. That way He gets the glory, and we’re not tempted to grab any of it for 

ourselves. Sometimes, prayers for certain things may seem to go unanswered. Yet we can 

trust that God will answer our prayers, in one way or another, and in his own time-frame. 

Finally, Jesus finishes this section of his teaching by restating his overriding command in 

very clear terms: ‘Love each other’. I guess it couldn’t be simpler – well, at least in theory!  

Yet the key to receiving his ongoing blessing is that we don’t just talk about love: we 

actually do something about it. That’s why we’re helping with the shopping for those stuck 

at home, and collecting prescriptions from the chemist. That’s why we’re deliberately 

phoning each other, trying to keep in touch with those who feel lonely. The list could go on. 

The key, though, is that we demonstrate the quality of our love by the way we care for each 

other – and those whom we welcome into our fellowship. It’s always a huge source of 

encouragement to me that visitors to our church services here usually speak of the warmth 

and genuineness of the welcome they receive – and that’s the same for those who have got 

more involved since lockdown. I thank God for that. I’m so grateful for each and every one 

of you, and the way you all demonstrate your commitment to Jesus and to our common 

cause in your own unique way. We are partners together in the gospel: each of us 

ambassadors for Jesus – sharing his message of hope and love, both by what we say and by 

the way we act.  

Wonderfully, and most importantly, Jesus has chosen to call us his friends – because he 

delights in sharing with us what is on his heart. If we’re willing to listen, and to love, he’ll 

reveal his wider purposes to us, and his plans for our future, too: plans which are good, 

wholesome and life-affirming. 

Our task is simple: to love God and to love each other. Hopefully, that way, others will 

notice what’s going on, and want to experience it for themselves. We don’t need to dumb 

anything down. We don’t need to shy away from the difficult questions. We simply need to 

spend unhurried time with Jesus, and he will give us exactly what we need to say at the 

right time, and will prompt us about what he wants us to do, and when to do it. That way, 

we won’t get worn out or burnt out; nor will we wear others out! That way, Jesus gets all 

the praise and the glor! Surely there could be no higher calling - no greater source of peace 

or true joy?  Are we up for that? You bet we are!  Amen. 


