John 15: 17

This is my command: Love each other.

1John 4: 21 

Whoever loves God must also love his brother.

These passages of scripture which we read this morning are very well know to us all.  The verse “Love one another.” Has become something of a catch phrase, and is used to quell all arguments in which someone disagrees with somebody else.  “Stop arguing – Love one another” 

For so many people “Love one another” and “Judge not” sum up what Christianity is all about.  Loving everybody and not criticising anybody would seem to be the solution to all of the world’s problems.

Wonderful – but it is when we start to investigate a little deeper that problems start to occur. 

And I freely admit that they have caused me tremendous difficulties.  At first reading it seems so simple – God loves us and we love him – but as with any relationship complications are there in their multitudes.  Lets have another look at another part of one of the readings we shared together this morning.  

1 John 5: 1 Everybody who believes that Jesus is the Christ is born of God, and everybody who loves the father loves his child as well.

Now this passage is fine – it simply says that if we believe that Jesus is divine and loves God, is doing OK because if we do that we love Jesus too!

Sure I love God.  I surrendered my life to him when I was about sixteen and I have never doubted my love for him.  True there have been times when  I have found myself pretty far away from him and times when I have doubted whether he actually exists, or is He merely a figment of my imagination.  But I have been faithful to Him, I have never worshiped “foreign gods” etc – I have always known deep down in my heart that I love him and he loves me.

Now the next part of the scriptures I would like to look at says:

From John 15:10 - 12

If you obey my commands, you will remain in my love, just as I have obeyed my Father’s commands and remain in his love.

I have told you this so that my joy may be in you and that your joy may be complete.

My command is this: Love each other as I have loved you.

I think I can safely say that I have nearly always tried to keep his commandments, I have never committed murder or apart from a few pencils and bits of chalk from school stolen anything.  And so I can say, fairly safely, that I have done my best, most of the time, to keep his commands and so I feel I can claim to be safe in his love.  Now I am just waiting for the joy to come.

But there comes this part that says -

 Love each other as I have loved you.

How did Jesus love us?

I would like to quote from a little tract –

I asked Jesus how much he loved me and he spread his arms out wide – and died on the cross.

Sacrificial love – a love that resulted on Him dying for those who hated him.  A shameful death so that those who caused his death might receive eternal life.

A death, which had Him say to His Father in Heaven, “Forgive them for they do not know what they do.”

Can I love others like that?

But the challenge of these readings increases as we read

John 14:20

If anyone says, “I love God,” yet hates his brother, he is a liar.  For anyone who does not love his brother, whom he has seen.  

And he has given us this command: Whoever loves God must also love his brother.

I am sensible enough to realise that by brother Jesus didn’t mean only blood relatives – although loving my brother took two conversions and about forty years to solve that problem – but “brother” here has a wider meaning and must mean my fellow men – and women.  And here is the first difficulty I face:  I don’t love all my fellow men.  

Some I find are detestable.  How can I truly say that I can love someone who tortures young girls to death?  How can I love someone who commits various atrocities?  How can I love people who delight in watching videos of children being brutalised?

While I was preparing this message my sister telephoned me from South Africa, she was in tears.  She had just been held up at gunpoint and had her car and handbag stolen by three young men.  Not only had they taken her belongings but the tried to force her into the back of the car so they could abduct her – and who can doubt how that would end.  She was terrified and had only our 91 year-old mother to comfort her.  Am I supposed to love these gangsters?

Now this to me is impossibility and for me to preach this to you seem to me to be little more than glib talk.  I sincerely doubt whether this is possible.

But the commandment is that if I want to love God then I must love them.

Did Jesus intend us to understand that if we don’t love our brother then in no way can we love him?  

In 1 John 14:21 –Jesus said that we must love our brothers.

And it is in this phrase that I think we might find our answer.

It is in  the word “must” 

Must can be use in two different ways.

Must can mean, “Have to”.  Therefore the passage could mean - Whoever loves God has to love his brother. That is God insists upon it.

Must can mean; “will be certain to” as in “If I hit my thumb with a hammer it must hurt.”

So the passage means that – Whoever loves God, will as a result of this love come to love his brother.  That is God will provide the grace in order for us to love our brother.

The second concept is that an automatic spin off of loving God will be loving our fellow man.

So now which meaning of must applies to the text?

I am not sure – but I do know that neither can be as a result of my own effort.  The source of power to achieve either of the interpretations can only be found in God’s love for us – in His grace.

Whoever loves God will be certain to love his brother. That this is natural follow on from loving God.  That the deeper we involve ourselves in God’s love we find loving our fellow man easier to do.  We can strive to reach the point where we are able to separate the man from his deeds.  We must so immerse ourselves in God’s love that we are able to distinguish between the sinner and the sin.

This is the example which Jesus has set for us. 

His command to:

Love each other as I have loved you. John15: 12

must be our ultimate aim.  Daily we aim at becoming more Christ-like.

Jesus told us that out of love for his father he obeyed the father’s commands:  

chapter 15 verse 10 says:

If you obey my commands, you will remain in my love, just as I have obeyed my Father’s commands and remain in his love.

The verse sets an impossible target – obey as Jesus obeyed.  There is no compromise.  Jesus gives us no room to avoid the issue – obey him and be loved.
John in his letter echoes this teaching in his letter – not only does he echo Jesus he adds a little to the message - 

This is love for God: to obey his commands.  And his commands are not burdensome, 

for everybody born of God overcomes the world.  This is the victory that has overcome the world, even our faith.

Who is it that overcomes the world?  Only he who believes that Jesus is the Son of God.
And in John’s words we find the key that unlocks the solution to our problem of loving and obeying – it does not depend upon our strength or our “goodness” it depends upon Jesus – our faith in him.

We have to admit to him our inability to love those we find unlovable, to confess our own reluctance to obey his command to love one another – for then we open the flood gates for his grace to flow into our lives and work these miracles in our lives.

Extract from an unknown periodical:

Geologist assure us that there still exist in the deep-sea living species of animals which, in former geologic periods dwelt in coastal districts of the ocean.  Here they seemed to have found an asylum from the dangers, which seemed to threaten their very existence.

“Just as the safety of these animals depended upon their abiding in deep sea, even so our own safety as believers on the Lord Jesus Christ, depends altogether in our abiding in the secret place of the Most High.  No matter how unsafe the surroundings, no matter how disagreeable the circumstances, no matter how unhealthy the climate, just as long as the child of God has learned the secret of dwelling deep in the Refuge that has been provided for the Child of God, there is no danger of his being swamped by anything that may come his way.

The Psalmist undoubtedly realized this or he would not have been so faithful in boasting of his safe hiding place, his eternal refuge.  Child of God, get away from the surface dwelling.  Plunge into the ocean of God’s love.  Dwell deep!  There are surface dwellers who come in contact with every storm that crosses their ocean.  There are others who plunge for God.  They are so far out in the ocean, so far away from the surface, so deep in the waters, underneath the waves, that no matter what comes their way, they remain unmoved, untouched, unharmed.  Thank God for those that dwell deep.  They will be kept safe.
