
Love All

Acts 11:1-18; Psalm 148; Revelation 21:1-6; John 13:31-35

Lest we think that the church was always a harmonious gathering of people who loved and

embraced others, the book of Acts shows us that from the very beginning their were some strange

thoughts about who was “in” and who was “out” in the early church. In the reading from Acts we see

that those who had been raised in the Jewish faith were suddenly challenging Peter about eating with

the “uncircumcised”, those perceived to be on the outside, the Gentiles. “W hat do you think you are

doing associating with those people?” Peter relates the strange vision that he had from God that

ends with the Holy Spirit being pored out “even upon the Gentiles.” 

In our gospel reading today we have the familiar words of Jesus: “I give you a new command-

ment: Love each other. Just as I have loved you, so you also must love each other. This is how

everyone will know that you are my disciples, when you love each other.”

Gathered with his disciples around the table, on his way to the cross, Jesus not only reassures

but commands them. He gives them their marching orders.

Jesus’s “new commandment” may strike us as strange. Commanded to love? Most of us, if we

ever think about this “crazy little thing called love,” think of love primarily as a feeling, a wildly

unreasonable emotion that sometimes wells up within us without premeditation.

Imagine some dear, misguided youth gazing into the eyes of his beloved, cooing to the object

of his affection, “I command you to love me.”

How far would he get with that?

Who would dare to command love?

Jesus, that’s who. Perhaps knowing that our “love” is subject to whims and fickle emotions,

Jesus commands us to “love each other.” In fact, he says, “this is how everyone will know that you
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are my disciples.” Of all the commands Jesus might have made in his last moments with his

disciples— like a command to believe in him as true Messiah, as an edict to show courage and

determination in the face of worldly opposition—the one thing he commands is to “love each other.”

Note that it’s a command, not a suggestion. Having reiterated the centrality of love, Jesus now

straightforwardly commands love, making love the defining characteristic of his followers. We are

certified to have signed on with Jesus not when we put a cross on the top of our building, not by

peppering our speech with quotations from scripture, but solely by our ability to show love to each

other.

In response to the violence against Muslims they were seeing exhibited in the world one

church put up a banner in front of their building that read, “We Love Our Muslim Neighbours.” I think

that’s a good idea. But that’s not the love we are talking about in this morning’s text. Sometimes it’s

easier to love the Muslim from Iran whom we don’t know than it is to love the disagreeable fellow

Christian who sits next to us in worship!

How much easier it would be for us if Jesus had simply said, “Love as much as you are able

within all of your natural limitations.” No, to be a disciple of Jesus means to practice cruciform,

self-sacrificing love, not because it pleases oneself—it often doesn’t—but because it pleased our

Saviour to command us to love.

A business executive told his pastor that whenever he needs to fire someone, he takes the

poor soul to a nice restaurant to do the deed in a public place. T hat way the person being given the

axe can’t make too much fuss.

“A rather cynical abuse of a mealtime,” the pastor thought.

Jesus gathers us at the table to serve us not only by giving us nourishment and washing our

feet but also by commanding us to “love each other,” giving us an assignment so tough and
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demanding that it was given in public, in front of everyone, so we couldn’t squirm out of it—at a meal,

in order to soften the blow.

Lest you despair at his sweeping command to love, I’ll remind you of what we have noted on a

couple of recent Sundays: here, at the table, Jesus promises to send the Holy Spirit, who gives us

what we need to be obedient to Jesus’s command. He doesn’t expect us to love on our own.

In my own efforts at evangelism, in reaching out to the world in the name of Jesus (though it

pains me to say this), the greatest impediment to reaching the world and making disciples for Christ

has been us, the church. Many times, I’ve presented my argument for following Jesus Christ, only to

have the recipient counter, “Ever since I experienced a horrible fight in the church I grew up in, I

haven’t been back.” Members of my own family have complained to me about the hypocrisy of those

who attended church on Sunday only to treat their neighbours deplorably on Monday.

Our efforts to obey Christ’s great commission would have greater effect if we were faithful to

the whole of what Christ said to us in Matthew 28. There Jesus says that we are to not only go into all

the world and make disciples, not only to baptize everyone, but also to teach them “everything that

I’ve commanded,” including the commandment to love.

Saint Jerome said that the once--eloquent Saint John was reduced in his old age to simply

repeating over and over again, “My little children, love each other.”

This is how others know “you are my disciples,” says Jesus (13:35). One of the first apologists

for the Christian faith, Tertullian, said that this was the major reason why the church defeated the

Roman Empire without firing a shot or raising a single platoon. The world looked at the church and

exclaimed, “See how these Christians love each other.” Alas today, too many now say, “See how

these Christians fight like cats and dogs with each other.”

Jesus commanded love on his way to suffer for his love for us. The world loves until there is
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suffering; Jesus instead walked the way of suffering love.

Many people are bothered that John’s repeated stress on love as the whole point of Christian

life doesn’t seem to be primarily love of the neighbour in need in the world, but love of each other in

the church.

I think it’s important to note that John believes loving each other in the church is not only a

means of enacting Jesus’s love for his followers but also a means of witnessing to the whole world.

Jesus died for the sake of the whole world (1:29; 3:16).

John has Jesus focus intensely on how we are to behave with fellow disciples. If we love

Jesus, we’re commanded to love our fellow followers of Jesus. If we can’t somehow find a way to

love Jesus’s friends, we’ll never figure out how to love Jesus.

In my experience, John gets it right. Interrelationships among Christians may be the toughest

love assignment Jesus gives us. I know that I’ve found it easier to have positive feelings for people

over the sea and across the world than for some of my fellow Christians at a church board meeting!

As First John puts it; Those who say, “I love God” and hate their brothers or sisters [in the

Christian community] are liars. After all, those who don’t love their brothers or sisters whom they have

seen [sitting next to them at church!] can hardly love God whom they have not seen! This command-

ment we have from him: Those who claim to love God ought to love their [Christian] brother and

sister also (1 John 4:20-21).

It is tough to love fellow Christians, especially when we’re engaged in fierce disagreements

with fellow Christians about doctrine or social issues. In a sister denomination during a fierce debate

over the issue of sexual orientation and its significance for the ordination of church leaders, one of

the disputants said, “I’m sorry, but this is a matter of upholding scripture, and I love the Bible.”

His opponent countered, “Well you are not commanded to love the Bible; you are commanded
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to love your Christian brothers and sisters!” Surely he was thinking of the Gospel for today and the

letters of John.

To be fair, John doesn’t have Jesus say that loving each other in the church means that there

won’t be acrid disagreements with each other. Tertullian said that the world marvelled at Christians’

ability to love each other, but Tertullian himself was a crabby and combative antagonist with his fellow

Christians; loving each other means more than merely agreeing with each other. I have served with

churches through ministerials where, rather than love each other, we decided to have a truce with

each other. That meant that it was very difficult to have disagreements or arguments with each other

because we were fearful that the church would disintegrate during our disagreements.

I’ve seen marriages that were so weak, the couple couldn’t have a good argument. Churches

can be like that, too. Let us note that Jesus doesn’t com mand us to just get along with each other or

tolerate each other. Christ’s people must love each other as deeply as he loves us.

Because “I love you” so often means in this culture, “I love me and want to use you to love me

even more,” the church has found it helpful to test our declarations of love by submitting them to the

specific vows of marriage. Can your “love” endure the test of a lifelong, exclusive, morally formative

promise? The main difference between love as a romantic infatuation and love as an enduring

commitment is a promise to love.

Note that, in the service of marriage, the minister doesn’t ask, “John, do you feel like you love

Susan?” The question is, “John, will you love Susan?” Love is here being defined as an act of the

will, something we decide to do, a gift that we promise to give by grace.

Jesus has commanded us to love. So, the question for me and for you today is: will we obey

that command? Will we love each other as Christ has loved us? Thanks be to God. Amen.
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