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It seems appropriate on Mothers’ Day that we should hear and consider some of the words in the 
Gospel According to John which describe the love between Jesus and his disciples, the love that 
we are called to have for each other.  We celebrate our mothers and the women who mothered us 
on this day because we recognize their love for us: the love they showed in bearing us, in 
nurturing us, in pointing us on the path to adulthood.  Our earliest lessons in love come from our 
mothers, we love because they love us, and, as Jesus reminds us, we are to love because he and 
the Father loved us.  If it seems like I am mixing parental metaphors, consider: our Loving 
Creator is often described in mothering terms in the Scriptures.  For example, Isaiah compares 
God to a mother in labor, a nursing mother, and a mother who comforts her children.  Jesus 
compares God to an anxious mother searching for lost money with which she will feed her 
children.  And Jesus, the one we call the ultimate self-revelation of God, compares himself to a 
mother hen protecting her chicks, much as the first chapter of Genesis compares the creative 
Spirit of God to a mother bird brooding over her eggs. 
 
So I say without embarrassment that it is our highest standard of “mother love” that we attribute 
to our Loving Creator and it is that love which I wish to talk about this morning.  What kind of 
love is the love that Jesus says we should abide in?  What is “abiding,” anyway?  And there’s 
another interesting word to consider: “keep.”  What’s so special about being friends with Jesus?  
And what do we mean when we say we are “chosen?”  Those are the things that have been on 
my mind this week.  Ready? 
 
Before we get into the question of the word “love,” I want to look at those two other words: 
abide and keep.  “Abide” is a quaint, old-fashioned kind of word.  Its most common use these 
days, outside of the church, is in a quote from the Coen Brothers’ 1998 cult hit movie, “The Big 
Lebowski”:  “The Dude abides.”  According to F. Dean Lueking, a Lutheran pastor, teacher and 
author: “Of the 17 uses of abide listed in the Oxford dictionary, eight are obsolete. The word 
seems to belong to another time.”  The best way to understand its use here is to go back to the 
beginning of this chapter in John, the Gospel reading from last week, had I used it.  Verses 4 & 5 
read, “Abide in me as I abide in you.  Just as the branch cannot bear fruit by itself unless it 
abides in the vine, neither can you unless you abide in me. I am the vine, you are the branches. 
Those who abide in me and I in them bear much fruit, because apart from me you can do 
nothing.”  To abide in Jesus’ love, therefore, means to let it flow through us on a continual basis 
just as the sap flows through the main body of the vine into the branches.  We must stay 
connected and let the love of Jesus empower every moment of our lives.  We need to be so tied 
in to Jesus and the love that flows through him from the Father that loving as God loves is as 
natural to us as breathing. 
 
Now, I’m sure that this is not an issue for anyone here today except me but I confess that I’ve got 
a long way to go in this regard.  I can get selfish, angry, unloving… I’m the only one, right?  But 
I do try to stay in loving mode.  And one of the ways I do that is to do my best to follow Jesus’ 
advice: “If you keep my commandments, you will abide in my love, just as I have kept my 
Father’s commandments and abide in his love.”  At least two questions, of course, are raised by 
this advice: what are Jesus’ commandments and what does it mean to keep them?  Jesus himself 
answers this first almost immediately and as it turns out, there is only one commandment: “This 
is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you.”  This is not a list of do’s 
and don’ts.  This is not a set of dietary requirements or a cultic ritual.  Love one another.  And 
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keeping this commandment is not a matter of blind obedience.  Indeed, the Greek word here 
translated “keep” might better be translated “hold dear.”  Think, if you will, of the ancient Jewish 
blessing, “The Lord bless you and keep you.”  Jesus asks us not for rigid submission to a rule, 
but to treasure, to hold dear, to “keep,” that which he gave his life for, that all human beings are 
worthy of our love and of God’s love. 
 
The result of this “keeping” of the commandment of love, Jesus says, is that his joy will be in us 
and our joy will be complete.  That sounds like the kind of result that makes keeping a 
commandment really worthwhile!  And I think that many of us can attest to the fact that Jesus’ 
promise here is true.  I know that when I am focused on loving others instead of being focused 
on me, it is much more likely for me to be joyful.  When I am engaged in loving others, I am 
enjoying their company, rejoicing in their presence.  Whether we are celebrating or mourning, 
there is a special kind of joy that results from that close, loving communion with others – a joy 
that adds to the celebration and reminds us that it is sorrow that is fleeting and not joy.  Abiding 
in love, cherishing love, this is the way to the abundant life that Jesus promises. 
 
So let’s turn our attention to love.  Our English word is so imprecise, so vague, so easily 
misunderstood.  In the κοινε Greek of the New Testament, there are several words which take 
the place of the one we use so indiscriminately.  C.S. Lewis famously pointed out that there are 
four in his 1960 book, The Four Loves, a book I first read in junior high school and which has 
continued to have a deep impact on me.  Lewis lists these words as στοργη, φιλια, εροσ, and 
αγαπη. 
 
The first three of these words are well-attested in Greek literature both prior to and following the 
writing of the books of the New Testament.  Στοργη and εροσ do not enter into today’s passage.  
The word used for love here, the word used again and again by John and in most of the New 
Testament, is αγαπη.  It’s a rather odd word because it has very little attestation in Greek before 
the letters of Paul.  In fact, the major use of αγαπη prior to the New Testament is in the Greek 
translation of the Old Testament book of Song of Songs, where it would seem that the translators 
were attempting to shift the emphasis of interpretation from erotic love poetry about a young 
man and a young woman to the allegory of love between God and humankind.  But beginning 
with Paul, αγαπη becomes the go-to word to describe the love that characterizes God.  C.S. 
Lewis describes it as the love that brings forth caring regardless of the circumstance.  Writing for 
the Broadman Bible Commentary, Edward McDowell says that αγαπη “denotes love by choice, 
love motivated by the will and implemented by action and conduct.”  He cites as normative the 
teaching of Jesus concerning the love of enemies in the Sermon on the Mount: “Love your 
enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be children of your Father in 
heaven; for he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the righteous 
and on the unrighteous. For if you love those who love you, what reward do you have? Do not 
even the tax collectors do the same?” 
 
In reading the New Testament, it becomes clear to us that God’s attitude of αγαπη toward the 
world shines through in God’s actions toward us.  To the Romans, Paul writes, “God proves his 
love for us in that while we still were sinners Christ died for us.”  An earlier verse in John’s 
Gospel famously testifies that “God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that 
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everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life.”  God loves so much 
that God is willing to give the very best of Godself to prove it. 
 
I’m inclined to believe that great Baptist divine of the last century, Rev. William Sloane Coffin, 
that “The opposite of love is not hate; the opposite of love is fear.”  When we forget to love, to 
carry ourselves in an attitude of αγαπη, when we do not “abide” in love, we begin to fear or are 
lost to our fears.  It is then that we begin to hate.  Αγαπη love requires us to look beyond 
differences, even enmity.  When, instead, we focus on differences, we fear.  That one doesn’t 
look like us – does that mean that somehow we are wanting?  Or that they will reject us?  That 
one doesn’t believe what we do – does that mean that we are wrong?  Our fears drive us to 
dismiss, to belittle, to hate those who are not like us so that we may retain our self-centered 
positions of the ones who are most important, most holy, most beloved.  But in αγαπη love, we 
recognize the beauty of God’s Creation in the differences between us – differences of skin tone 
or culture, differences of gender or orientation, differences in the way we understand God and 
the world – and we learn to celebrate those differences as the way we make our picture of God 
more complete.  When I’ve worked in the past with students from Fuller Seminary or the Seattle 
University School of Theology and Ministry, I’ve told them again and again that the most 
important thing they have to say to the world is that God loves us all.  I give you that charge as 
well for all of us who believe are commissioned by Jesus to take the Good News of God’s love 
to the ends of the Earth. 
 
The other Greek word for love used in this passage in noun form is ϕιλοσ, friends.  ϑιλια is the 
love between friends.  C.S. Lewis describes ϕιλια as “the least biological, organic, instinctive, 
gregarious and necessary of our Loves.”  Lewis says that friendship is exceedingly profound 
because it is freely chosen.  There is also, in classic Greek writing, a sense of intense loyalty 
between ϕιλια friends.  In the Græco-Roman world, friends had a deep claim on each other, to 
stand by each other no matter the cost.  Friendship had a high place of honor in John’s world and 
writings.  But John (and Jesus) would also have learned the importance of true, loyal friendship 
from the Scriptures.  Like them, I certainly grew up hearing the story of the true friendship 
between David and Jonathan; perhaps you did, too.  I Samuel 18 tells us, “When David had 
finished speaking to Saul, the soul of Jonathan was bound to the soul of David, and Jonathan 
loved him as his own soul… Then Jonathan made a covenant with David, because he loved him 
as his own soul.  Jonathan stripped himself of the robe that he was wearing, and gave it to David, 
and his armor, and even his sword and his bow and his belt.”  The deuterocanonical book of 
Sirach has a long passage on the importance of friendship, including these verses: “Faithful 
friends are a sturdy shelter:  whoever finds one has found a treasure. Faithful friends are beyond 
price; no amount can balance their worth.  Faithful friends are life-saving medicine; and those 
who revere the Lord will find them.”  Perhaps most significantly, both the books of II Chronicles 
and Isaiah refer to the patriarch Abraham as the friend of God, an honorific given to no one else 
in Scripture but still remembered today by our Muslim brothers and sisters who call Abraham 
“Khalilu 'llah,” the friend of God. 
 
In today’s mobile culture, friendships have become more fluid, less lasting, as we move from 
place to place and switch from job to job.  Nevertheless, we still celebrate true and deep 
friendships in our literature and in our entertainment.  Some of my favorite books, movies and 
TV shows feature pairings or small groups of friends who are life-saving medicine to each other 
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– sometimes literally.  I hope that many of you are also familiar with the friends bound together 
in The Fellowship of the Ring and with the central pair of Frodo Baggins and Samwise Gamgee.  
Also on my list of longtime favorites are the famous literary pair of Sherlock Holmes and Dr. 
John Watson; the triumvirate of Kirk, Spock and McCoy; and the larger, more permeable group 
known as the Swampmen in “M*A*S*H.” 
 
What is it that I and others have found so compelling about the relationships between these 
characters?  Surely a good deal of it is their faithfulness to each other, even in extreme 
circumstances.  They are a “sturdy shelter” to each other, as I said, literally life-savers on 
occasion.  Bullets or arrows may fly, phasers may run hot, the game may be afoot, but these 
friends will not abandon each other.  “No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life 
for one’s friends.” 
 
Jürgen Moltmann, whom some have called the most influential Christian theologian today, wrote 
a lovely piece on friendship.  Listen: “Friendship is no passing feeling of affection. It combines 
affection with faithfulness. You can depend upon a friend. As a friend you become someone 
upon whom others can depend. A friend remains a friend even in misfortune, even in guilt. For 
between friends there rules no prejudice that defines one, and no ideal image after which one 
must strive. Nor is friendship an alliance for mutual advantage, as is the case with so-called 
business friends. Between friends there rules only the promise to walk with each other and to be 
there for each other, in other words, a faithfulness that has to do not with acting and possessing 
but with the individual person and with being.” 
 
Jesus points out to his friends that he chose them.  By extension, Jesus chose us.  What a 
remarkable thing.  Doesn’t it feel good to be chosen?  When I was a boy, I wasn’t much good at 
athletic endeavors.  I was chubby, generally uncoordinated, couldn’t see well.  Hard to believe 
now isn’t it?  At least I haven’t tripped and fallen off the dais yet.  But my physical limitations 
combined with the fact that my family moved around so much, so I didn’t have too many alpha 
kids ready to take pity on me, meant that I almost always got picked last, if at all, for whatever 
pickup game was being organized in the neighborhood or on the schoolyard.  It was always, “oh, 
yeah, I’ll take Chris.”  That really didn’t feel good.  But Jesus picked me.  He picked me and he 
picked you and he picked you… and he didn’t do it grudgingly.  He didn’t make us all stand in 
line so he could look over the most likely candidates for sainthood.  He just picked all of us, all 
at once and gladly.  It didn’t matter and doesn’t matter that we were and are sinners.  That we 
have problems.  That we’re really a pretty unlikely bunch, when you get right down to it.  As 
someone has said, “God elects the rejects.”  We are the ones Jesus chose to be his friends. 
 
What would our lives be like, I wonder, if we regularly reminded ourselves and each other that 
we are the ones that Jesus loves?  It’s true, you know.  “Love one another as I have loved you,” 
Jesus said.  “You are my friends… I chose you,” Jesus said.  What might we dare and achieve if 
we remembered, every day, we are the ones that Jesus loves?  Sociologists have a theory they 
call the looking-glass self.  It means that human beings will become what the most important 
person in their life thinks they are, whether that’s their spouse, their parent, their employer, 
whoever is the most important to them. As followers of Jesus, we have affirmed publicly that 
Jesus is Lord of our lives, the most important person in our world.  How can we ever doubt our 
own worth, our own potential, our own abilities, when we remember that we are the ones that 
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Jesus loves?  Author and speaker Brennan Manning recommends that all Christians adopt the 
personal slogan, “I am the one that Jesus loves.”  He tells a story of an Irish priest who, on a 
walking tour of a rural parish, sees an old peasant kneeling by the side of the road, praying. 
Impressed, the priest says to the man, “You must be very close to God.” The peasant looks up 
from his prayers, thinks a moment, and then smiles, “Yes, he's very fond of me.” 
 
Jesus chose us not just for love but for a task.  He appointed us to go and bear fruit, to spread the 
word of God’s love among people so that they, too, might feel loved and, feeling loved, might 
act lovingly.  Our task is to translate that “love divine, all loves excelling” into loving actions 
and words so that our neighbors may see and feel the love of God in their own lives.  We are to 
be friends as Jesus is our friend, never despising, never forsaking, but steadfast, encouraging, 
helping.  Our model for friendship, our model for love, is Jesus, the one who washed the feet of 
his friends, the one who gave up his life for us, the one who shows us what it means to abide in 
love.  Amen. 
 


