
5th of Easter, John 13, Love one another 

 Our Gospel lesson this morning is all about love.  This weekend, in the life of our church 

community, has also been all about love.  So, I’ve been doing some thinking about love. I have a 

favorite piece of wall art in my home, a print by an artist named D. Morgan.  It shows a simple 

landscape of a home with a tree in the front yard along with the caption: Love transcends 

everything. I like the caption, which I consider theologically profound as well as true on a 

practical level.  And I like the serene picture of the home with the tree in the yard, which for me 

is a very appropriate image of where love is found: in the home. This is not the only pictorial 

reference I have to love on my walls; I also have a needlepoint sampler hanging in my bedroom, 

given to me on my wedding day from Phil’s sister, which features St. Paul’s famous love chapter 

from 1st Corinthians 13, ending with the words, “Love never ends.”   

 It wouldn’t surprise me if you also have several artworks, refrigerator magnets, bumper 

stickers or placards which feature a saying about love in your possession.  Love is very popular. 

You can hardly find a hit song that doesn’t mention it at least once.  And love is credited with 

any number of accomplishments:  love conquers all.  Love wins. Love makes the world go 

round.  We like love.  And of course, among the sayings about love that we like, most of us 

would include the verse that is most familiar from our lesson today:  “Love one another”. We 

like that verse, and so do most people, whether they’re familiar with the Bible or not.  So, while 

it’s not entirely clear whether we fully understand or practice love, certainly we like to write 

about it, talk about it, and sing about it.  Quite often there is a sentimental or romantic melody or 

photograph accompanying the love we read about or sing about, like the picture on my wall with 



the home and tree.  And of course, love does have elements of romance or sentiment at times, of 

flowers and full moons, or of a family gathered around a dinner table or a fireplace.  Yet, 

ironically, many of the love verses from Scripture, although they may find their way into such 

visual representations, are really pretty far removed from any such setting.  The sampler from my 

sister-in-law, with Paul’s words about love, is clearly intended as a wedding gift, and those words 

are the most frequently chosen Scripture for weddings.  But, you would have to look awfully 

hard to find a man less inclined towards sentiment, romance, weddings, and floral arrangements 

than St. Paul.  Nothing could have been farther from his mind than bridesmaids and wedding 

cakes when he penned those words; if you recall, Paul wasn’t much of a proponent of marriage, 

period.  Celibacy was his ideal.  His words about love are, in reality, not flowery, but strong.  

Stark, even.  And the same is true of these words we hear Jesus say in our lesson today.  Like 

Paul’s love chapter, these words are frequently taken out of context and end up sounding sweet, 

even a little saccharine. Like, let’s hold hands and love one another and sing songs on a hillside, 

as in the iconic Coke commercial of years back.  And again, nothing could have been farther 

from Jesus’ intent.  Jesus was certainly not sentimental. We need to dig into the context here. 

 These words Jesus speaks about love are not spoken in a family home around the 

fireplace, or at a wedding, or even in a fragrant flower garden.  This portion of John is called The 

Farewell Discourse by Biblical scholars, because it is the rather lengthy section within John’s 

Gospel where Jesus speaks to his disciples during the Last Supper.  Knowing that his death 

awaits, he is giving a kind of farewell address and some final words of advice, encouragement, 

and command.  Although he is celebrating a sacred Jewish meal, the Passover, with his close 

friends, the disciples, it is not a happy occasion.  Arrest, torture, and death loom.  Immediately 



prior to these verses, Jesus has instituted the Lord’s Supper, then he has washed his disciple’s 

feet in a gesture of utter servitude and humility, giving an example he hopes they will follow.  

The first verse in our lesson reads, “When he had gone out, Jesus said”  Who is the “he” who 

went out and where did he go?  It was Judas who went out, and he went to betray his Master into 

the hands of the Roman guard.  Jesus knows this full well, and in fact has said to Judas as he 

leaves, “Go and do as you will.”  Knowing that in allowing Judas to leave, he is signing his own 

death sentence.   

 So, immediately prior to  these words in today’s lesson there lies a bitter betrayal, and 

quickly to follow these words lies arrest, torture, and execution on the cross.  Jesus speaks these 

words with a knife of betrayal in his back and a hangman’s noose of executionin front of him, so 

to speak.  Nothing cozy, flowery, or sweet about the context at all.  And that, of course, is what 

makes these words so remarkable and what sets this love apart from all the love talk we hear and 

make every day.  This is love in the midst of betrayal, abandonment, and fear.  This is love 

chosen when evil seems to hold sway.  This is love that is strong, unsentimental, and courageous.  

This is the gold standard of love, the love of God for us in Christ.  That’s what makes Jesus 

preface this commandment by saying, “A new commandment I give to you, that you love one 

another.”  Because the commandment to love one another is not actually new to Christ, is it?  

Repeatedly in the Old Testament we are commanded to love one another, to love our neighbors 

as ourselves, to show love to strangers and the needy.  In fact, most world religions and systems 

of ethics hold up loving others as a primary value.  But what is new about this commandment is 

the way it is framed by the actions preceding it and following it; particularly the foot washing at 

the last supper which precedes this commandment and the death on the cross on Good Friday 



that follows it.  Foot washing is truly an example of humble love.  How often do we willingly 

wash the feet of another, particularly of another like the disciples, grown men with calloused feet 

wearing sandals in a dusty environment?  And dying on the cross is truly an example of self-

sacrificing love---dying a shameful and painful undeserved death willingly for the sake of others.  

The extent and depth of God’s love, God’s willingness to give God’s all for our sake; that’s what 

makes this commandment new.   This is the kind of  love we are commanded to have for one 

another. 

 In our broken, messed up world, it may seem like such love is in scant supply, but I’m not 

sure that’s actually the case.  I think recent events in our congregation, happening over this very 

weekend, provide some powerful examples of love, as I mentioned as I began.  Yesterday we laid 

Bob Anderson to rest; this afternoon we do the same for Jim Hanson.  Both of these men were 

loving and loved, and our church community has acted out of love to host their services, to 

welcome their friends and family, (ourselves among them), into our building but also our hearts, 

as we look to support those who are grieving.   With two in one weekend, it’s a little bit of a 

stretch, but our willingness and gladness to do so is certainly an example of this love of which 

Christ speaks.  Furthermore, our coffee hour will be in honor of the DeWayne and Maureen 

Rubedor, well loved members, who are moving out of necessity to the Twin Cities.  We grieve 

their going, just as we grieve the loss of Bob and Jim, but again that grief is a reflection of the 

love we share with them---they have truly embraced this church community and we them; that is 

the love that creates those “ties that bind” that we sing about in our closing hymn.  Today we also 

celebrate the great good news that Deb Allert’s last scans came back cancer free after her 

rigorous course of treatment; we rejoice with her because we have been traveling this journey 



with her in love. And going one more step further, today we had possession of our actual Holy 

Cow Award trophy; a symbol of love in action for those who are hungry in developing nations, 

love on our part, inspired by our Lord’s example, that takes a practical form to feed those in 

need.   All of these are examples of the love of God.   

 Although Jesus speaks these words in today’s text prior to his arrest, crucifixion, and 

resurrection, we usually hear them in this post-Easter season, as those who know the end of the 

story, as those who know that love wins.  Accordingly, one Lutheran seminary professor, Pastor 

Caroline Lewis, has suggested that the appropriate life motto for post-Easter people like 

ourselves would be: choose love.  Choose love when it’s hard.  Choose love when evil seems to 

be winning.  Choose love in the midst of betrayal, abandonment, and fear.  Pastor Lewis believes 

that love gets too easily overlooked and underpublicized.    Not the kind of love we tend to 

encounter in the media or see in wall art, but real love, the love of God, expressed through 

people like ourselves.   

 To choose love as of our life motto may mean leaving some of the other options on the 

table, you know?  Apathy or compassion fatigue are always options for us, but choosing love 

would mean leaving those behind.  Bitterness or resentment have some real appeal; but they 

aren’t congruent with choosing love. Fear is also always an option for our life motto, but Christ 

never models fear for us, he models love. Self-serving greed would appear to be the life motto of 

many, but I can’t find a single example where that is upheld in the Scriptures. We may not know 

we even have a life motto, but I’m guessing we all do; others may recognize it in us more than 

we do in ourselves.  Jesus suggests that others will know us by our life mottos, if that motto 



involves choosing love.  He states, “By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you 

have love for one another.”  To choose love is something Jesus asks of us, and not only asks of 

us, but commands us.  “A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another as I have 

loved you.”  

 If we obey this commandment and embrace this life motto of choosing love, where does 

that lead us?   As we’ve already said, it leads us to grieve when loved ones die but also to offer 

practical help and comfort for those who are grieving.  It leads us to express love and support to 

those who must leave us because of a move. It leads us to walk along on difficult journeys of 

healing with love and prayer.  It leads to utilize our financial resources in ways that make the 

world a better place even for people we’ll never know, as we do in God’s Barnyard.   All of these 

are ways to choose love.  And every day, God provides us with more opportunities, sometimes 

large opportunities, more often small, to choose love, for Christ’s sake and the sake of the world. 

I love the saying, “Be Kind.  Everyone you meet today is fighting a hard battle.”   Perhaps not 

absolutely everyone, but a surprising number are fighting hard battles, sometimes including us or 

ours.  Recognizing that and choosing love and kindness are how we can learn to love like Jesus.  

 We know, as followers of Jesus, that living out choosing love happens in the little battle 

trenches of our own daily reality, and sometimes it’s not easy.  Choosing love may mean not 

saying the angry, harsh word that wants to be said.  Listening again to the same story our loved 

one with dementia has told us numerous times today already. Sitting at the bedside of a sick 

child.  Reading that same child a bedtime story when we’re exhausted ourselves and just want to 

be done.  Volunteering at the food shelf or serving food at a funeral when we’d rather be home 



with our feet up. Working in the church garden or food shelf garden or our neighbor’s garden 

when our own garden could use some attention.  Trying to understand a point of view that seems 

utterly beyond understanding, rather than judging. Maybe it’s in a lot of those little choices that 

we make the big choice of choosing love as our life’s guiding motto.   

 Choosing to love will cost us.  Certainly it cost Jesus!  It means leaving behind those 

other life motto options, like fear or resentment or self -pity or simple greed.  And it makes us 

vulnerable.  We can be rejected.  We can make mistakes.  We can fail.  We can feel foolish.  And 

that’s okay, because risk is inherent in discipleship and in loving, and we have a God who 

delights in handing out second chances. Choosing love is not necessarily the easy path; it’s the 

right path.  The path to which Christ calls us.  “I give you a new commandment, that you love 

one another, as I have loved you.”  Amen.  


