
Wade Street Church  23.02.20 am 
“ARE YOU SERIOUS?” 

8.  Called to obey 
John 15:1-17 

 
The story is told of a great preacher – if you’re Baptist it was Spurgeon, if you’re Methodist is was John 

Wesley, if you’re URC it was probably R W Dale; no-one’s sure who it was – anyway, he’d been invited 

to preach for several Sundays at a particular church and when he came along the second week he 

preached the same sermon he’d preached the week before.  The congregation assumed he was so busy 

that he’d simply forgotten.  After he preached the same sermon for a third time, one of the church leaders 

was sent to have a word with him in the vestry afterwards.  “With respect, your reverence, I’m afraid 

we’ve heard this morning’s sermon twice before, and we’re wondering what’s going on,” said the deacon 

(or elder, or steward).  “Well,” replied the great preacher, “I’m going to keep preaching it until you 

actually start to do something about it.” 

 

You will be pleased to hear that I’m not going to preach the same sermon as last week, but you will note 

that we’ve heard the same reading – as pretty well everyone who received an order of service from me 

during the week has pointed out – and the more attentive of you may have spotted this morning.  We’re 

dipping into the same passage because, just as was the case when Jesus spoke these words for the first 

time, one idea leads on to another.  As we’ve been looking at what it means to take seriously being a 

disciple of Jesus, we have seen that we have been called by Jesus into a community of committed people 

and, in all of that, Jesus has called us to be his friends.  We are not slaves, unthinking automatons who 

just do what Jesus tells us without any explanation.  We are friends who have been let in on the great 

mystery of salvation, who have been given glimpses of what life is like under the generous and grace-

filled rule of God, in his Kingdom.  We are objects of God’s astounding love and amazing grace. 

 

But, in those words, Jesus also says that if we want to remain in his love, if we want to continue to be his 

friends, we need to “obey his commands”.  In fact, he says it twice: in v10 and v14.  If we are truly to 

follow Jesus as disciples and enjoy the advantages of being his friends, then we need to follow his 

directions and do as he asks.  We are walking in his ways, following the journey through life he has 

marked out for us.  After all, Jesus, as part of the Trinity, was involved in our creation.  He made us, so he 

knows what we need to do to get the very best out of the life he has given us.  The instructions, guidelines 

and commandments we find in the Bible are, if you like, the “Maker’s Instructions”, and it’s always a 

good idea to follow them if you want to get the best out of something. 

 

So Jesus tells us that if we are to fulfil our destiny, to be the people God intended us to be and Jesus wants 

us to be, we need to “keep his commandments”, to adhere to what he says.  That’s a more literal and 

better way to translate the Greek that in some versions is translated, “obey my commands”.  (John is, in 



fact, the only person to use this expression in this way in the New Testament.)  Now, the Bible is full of 

commandments of one sort and another – and there’s plenty in the Gospels about what Jesus calls us to do 

as part of our life of discipleship – but here, Jesus expresses the overarching command by which we are to 

live in just two words in Greek – “agapate allelous” – translated into just three words in English – “love 

each other”.  Easy to say, but oh so difficult to do. 

 

Now, the disciples have already heard this.  In fact, Jesus has spoken of it earlier in the same 

conversation.  Back in John 13:35 he has told them that this love is to be a distinguishing mark of the new 

community of disciples.  Whoever they are, whatever their background, they are to show love for each 

other.  I was talking to someone earlier this week about church and they pointed out – as we’ve probably 

done many times before – that the church of Jesus Christ is probably unique in the mix of different people 

that it draws together.  We are all different ages, from different backgrounds, with different interests and 

education and gifts and resources and personalities.  There are people in any congregation that you 

wouldn’t normally get to meet, let alone choose to spend time with.  And Jesus commands us to love each 

other. 

 

Indeed, you cannot call yourself a disciple, you cannot claim to follow Jesus is you don’t love those 

around you.  Look at what John writes in his First Letter: “We love because he first loved us.  Whoever 

claims to love God yet hates a brother or sister is a liar. For whoever does not love their brother and 

sister, whom they have seen, cannot love God, whom they have not seen.” (1 John 4:19,20).  If we don’t 

show love to each other in a way that is obvious to others, then we are not being serious about our 

discipleship.  As the scholar Merrill Tenney writes, “Unity instead of rivalry, trust instead of suspicion, 

obedience instead of self-assertion must rule the disciples’ labours.”   

 

But, as someone else put in an e-mail to me after last week’s sermon, “Love each other is not an easy 

option.”  Too right it’s not!  Just getting on with people in such a diverse collection of humanity isn’t 

easy, let alone loving them all.  But that’s what Jesus asks of us.  However, he does offer us an example, a 

pointer towards what this means.  In v12 he says, “Love each other as I have loved you.”  And that’s 

what he said earlier in the conversation when he mentioned it the first time – “As I have loved you, so you 

must love one another” (John 13:34).  It’s a theme that is picked up elsewhere in the New Testament: in 

Ephesians 5:1,2, for example, where Paul writes, “Be imitators of God, therefore … and live a life of 

love, just as Christ loves us and gave himself up for us.”  Or in John’s First Letter again, “This is how we 

know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us. And we ought to lay down our lives for our 

brothers and sisters” (1 John 3:16). 

 



If you want to know how to love your fellow disciples, then turn your gaze on Jesus and resolve, with the 

help of his Holy Spirit, to love each other like that.  You see, Jesus loves us SINCERELY.  There is no 

ulterior motive in Jesus’ love for us.  He gains nothing from it.  It is a love that is totally focussed on us 

and it is a love that really tears him apart when we do not respond.  He showed that on different occasions 

in the Gospels – when he wept over Jerusalem on Palm Sunday, desperately sad that it had rejected him 

and rejected God’s ways, and when his heart was torn with compassion over the crowds of people who 

were “harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd.”  This is love that is totally sincere, true 

love in which there is no hint of duplicity or betrayal: he just wants us to get the very best out of life. 

 

And that is the love we should be showing each other – loving people just for the good of each other 

rather than with any kind of expectation of a return or reward.  One of the great themes of world art and 

literature is that of unrequited love – those who love someone with no response from the other.  Jesus 

loves us with no guarantee that we will respond, so we need to show our love, even if there is not 

comeback for us.  That’s something that some of the folk who work with the rough sleepers are grappling 

with at the moment, but it needs to be part of our love for each other here, too.  We just want the best for 

others. 

 

And that leads us on to the second quality of Jesus’ love, which we are to imitate: Jesus loves us 

SELFLESSLY.  As we’ve said, Jesus loves us with no expectation of a response.  He was always going 

out of his way for other people.  When he was exhausted and the people tried to follow him, he still 

responded to them.  When he could have told them all to go away, he fed them and encouraged them.  He 

gained nothing from it.  There’s an interesting philosophical and scientific debate going on at the moment 

(I say “interesting”, but that’s a relative term for many people!), about the nature of altruism.  Many 

would say that there is no such thing as pure altruism: every good deed that is done is done with some 

expectation of reward.  Richard Dawkins laid the foundation for it in his seminal work The Selfish Gene 

about how all of evolution has an end in view, that of the survival of the gene, so that is the reason for 

every mutation and progression in biological life.  There was an article in New Scientist just before 

Christmas about how nothing is done from a stance of pure love – everyone, everything expects some 

kind of comeback.  When one of the local churches was asked about hosting the Emergency Night 

Shelter, the reply was that they’d do it because it would be good publicity for them. 

 

Jesus gave of himself because there was literally nothing that could be done by way of response that 

would be of benefit to him.  As Paul wrote to the Colossian Christians, Jesus is the creator of all things, 

“all things were created by him and for him.  He is before all things and in him all things hold together.” 

In everything he has the supremacy (Colossians 1:16ff).  Jesus cannot be other than selfless because he 



could not possibly gain any advantage from loving us – there is nothing more he could gain than he 

already has.  He is the ultimate “man who has everything”. 

 

So we are called to love in that way – not expecting any reward, not loving others to improve our own 

situation, but to improve theirs.  Our own selves must be put to one side as we seek only the good and 

improvement of others.  That is undoubtedly difficult, but it is what we are called to do if we are serious 

about following Jesus and living as his disciples – and if we are to live in such a way that the world 

around us takes notice. 

 

And the ultimate expression of that is that Jesus loves us SACRIFICIALLY.  Jesus did not hold back in 

his love for us to the extent that he eventually died for us.  He was so selfless that, in the end, he 

sacrificed his very self on the cross.  It was all part of God’s amazing project of transformation, but Jesus 

had to go through with it and in so doing he demonstrated the greatest love – “Greater love has no-one 

than this, that he lay down his life for his friends” (John 15:13).  It was the very epitome of vulnerability, 

the most astonishing act of love that could ever be made.  As we’ve said already, Jesus would gain 

nothing from it personally, and there was no guarantee of any response.  The crucifixion could have been 

the most futile act in history if no-one had wanted to believe in Jesus or accept God’s offer of salvation.  

As Charles Wesley out it in that great hymn And Can It Be: 

He left His Father’s throne above, 
So free, so infinite His grace; 

Emptied Himself of all but love, 
And bled for Adam’s helpless race. 
‘Tis mercy all, immense and free; 
For, O my God, it found out me. 

 

No, it’s not an easy option – but it’s what we are called to do: to love sacrificially, to love without 

counting the cost, without expecting any reward, without holding back at all.  And to help us in that, we 

can look at Jesus, at what he has done for us.  He is not only our MODEL, our example – that would be 

difficult, if we did it only to copy him – but also our MOTIVATION.  Jesus loved you – loves you – in a 

way that no-one else ever could.  He has promised you a place with him in his eternal Kingdom.  He died 

for you – and for the people whom you probably don’t consider worth it: the lowlifes and the criminals, 

the unloved and the unlovely, the people who fill you with revulsion when you hear of them on the news 

or read of them in the history books, the people you probably feel should have no place in the Kingdom 

of God, but who are nonetheless objects of his limitless love.  He has given you the gift of his Holy Spirit 

to empower and equip you.  Respond to that not only by accepting his love, but by emulating that love 

within the life of the church – and, indeed, beyond.  Don’t hold back.  Because that is how the world 

around will know that you are serious about being disciples. 

 



“Love one another.  As I have loved you, so you must love one another.  By this everyone will know that 

you are my disciples, if you love one another”.  Can people see that in us?  Is our love for one another 

something that will attract others?  Are we truly following Jesus’ commands?  Are you serious? 

 

“ARE YOU SERIOUS?” 
8.  Called to obey 

John 15:1-17 
 

Jesus has called us to be his friends.  But in these words he also says that if we want to continue to be 
his friends, we need to “obey his commands”.  In fact, he says it twice: in v10 and v14.  If we are truly 
to follow Jesus as disciples and enjoy the advantages of being his friends, then we need to follow his 
directions and do as he asks.  Now, the Bible is full of commandments of one sort and another – and 
there’s plenty in the Gospels about what Jesus calls us to do as part of our life of discipleship – but here, 
Jesus expresses the overarching command by which we are to live – “love each other”. 
 
In John 13:35 Jesus tells us that this love is to be a distinguishing mark of the new community of 
disciples.  Whoever they are, whatever their background, they are to show love for each other.  Indeed, 
you cannot call yourself a disciple if you don’t love those around you.  Look at 1 John 4:19,20.  If we 
don’t show love to each other in a way that is obvious to others, then we are not being serious about 
our discipleship. 
 
But “Love each other is not an easy option.”  Jesus does offer us an example, a pointer towards what 
this means.  In v12 he says, “Love each other as I have loved you.”  And that’s what he said earlier in 
the conversation when he mentioned it the first time – “As I have loved you, so you must love one 
another” (John 13:34).  It’s a theme that is picked up elsewhere in the New Testament: in Ephesians 
5:1,2, & 1 John 3:16. 
 
If you want to know how to love your fellow disciples, then turn your gaze on Jesus and resolve, with 
the help of his Holy Spirit, to love each other like that.  Jesus loves us SINCERELY.  There is no ulterior 
motive in Jesus’ love for us.  He gains nothing from it.  And that is the love we should be showing each 
other – loving people just for the good of each other rather than with any kind of expectation of a return 
or reward.  We just want the best for others. 
 
Jesus loves us SELFLESSLY.  As we’ve said, Jesus loves us with no expectation of a response.  He was 
always going out of his way for other people.  Jesus gave of himself because there was literally nothing 
that could be done by way of response that would be of benefit to him.  Look at Colossians 1:16ff.  So 
we are called to love in that way – not expecting any reward, not loving others to improve our own 
situation, but to improve theirs.   
 
Jesus loves us SACRIFICIALLY.  Jesus did not hold back in his love for us to the extent that he 
eventually died for us.  He was so selfless that, in the end, he sacrificed his very self on the cross.  Look 
at John 15:13.  
 
Jesus is not only our MODEL, but also our MOTIVATION.  Jesus loved you – loves you – in a way that 
no-one else ever could.  Respond to that not only by accepting his love, but by emulating that love 
within the life of the church – and, indeed, beyond.  That is how the world around will know that you 
are serious about being disciples. 
 

Questions for reflection & discussion 
 
1) If we are friends of Jesus, why do we need to obey him? 
 
2) Why do you think love for each other is the most important commandment? 
 



3) Is it true that there is no such thing as pure altruism? 
 
4) Why is love to be the distinguishing mark of the community of disciples?  Why do we find it so hard 

to do?  (Be honest.) 
 
5) What are you going to do in response to this? 


