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 In John chapter 15 Jesus speaks to his disciples the evening before his death. Jesus wasn’t one to 
waste words, but we can imagine that, on this night before going to the cross, his words, and the message 
they give, are very carefully measured. 
 
 We have been part of such carefully measured words. With a mother, as she was dying, whom we 
miss today. With a spouse or grandparent as slipping from consciousness. How much did we hang on 
each word we received and treasure each word we spoke? Or maybe after an argument––you know, one 
of those arguments––where, in the cooling off space, we realize that isn’t what we say in the heat of the 
moment that’s determining for the relationship, but what we say next when we’re back together. We’ve 
given careful consideration to words that are worthy of our lives. 
 

Because when it comes down to it, we want to live by words with staying power. At our center, we 
don’t words with a flash in the pan kind of message but one that remains in us and us in it––words worthy 
of the full force of our life. These are the sorts of words Jesus speaks to disciples in John chapter 15.  

 
In the nine verses of our text today, Jesus speaks of joy and friendship, and of life that’s fruitful. 

He talks about completeness and of a life that’s been open to others. At the bottom of our heart, are these 
not the things for which we so yearn? That make living life worthwhile? 

 
And that’s not even to mention love. Above all, the night before his death, Jesus talks about love. 

Nine times in nine verses, including eight times in the first six verses of our text, Jesus speaks love. The 
love his Heavenly Father has for him, which is the love he has for his disciples, which is the love that he 
would have his disciples share with one another. Love is the strand that ties all those other blessed words 
together. 

 
I believe that when we measure our lives in the way that Jesus is measuring his life with his 

disciples, our vocabulary becomes very small. We can tie together what matters in life with just a few 
words. What can sometimes seem to define what we do with our day, or at least what bounces around in 
our hearts––words like productivity and accomplishment, stress and anxiety, keeping on schedule and 
“getting ahead” or “falling behind” or “just keeping up”, all those words that can signify life feeling to 
unravel––when we try to signify the gravity, wonder, and yearning for life that’s really life, these words fall 
from our verbal lexicon and we’re left with the vocabulary Jesus uses with his disciples in John 15. 

 
Joy. Friendship. Fruitfulness. Completeness. And love. Above all, love. I believe that at the end of 

each of our lives, we want love in our hearts and on our lips, and love in the hearts and on the lips of those 
who surround us. This is what Jesus wanted. Since we are each made in the image of the God whom Jesus 
reveals, it has be that we want it too. 

 
But it can be (and here I certainly speak for myself) that these deep blessings and gifts of life can 

get lost amidst the urgency of other apparently more pressing things. Things that when we stop and really 
think about it, or when some situation acts as wind to clear the smokescreens clouding our vision, just 
aren’t included in the small vocabulary of what really counts for life. 
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Like how hard we can try to get our way. We throw up our hands in exasperation and say, “It just 

seems like nothing will go my way.” Well, let’s think about that complaint. Why are we so invested in life 
going our way? Because then we’d have a sense of control? Because then we’d feel like we’re getting life as 
we want it? And who is really in the center of a statement about life “not going my way?” I am. My 
desires, my opinions, life as it would seem to benefit me.  

 
But if, in the measurement of my day, and maybe my measurement of those around me, if I am at 

the center of my life, there isn’t much room for love, whether for me or for anyone else. Because love 
requires that another should enter the center of my heart. Can someone determined that life ought go their 
way really live into Jesus’ last-words command that we love one another as he loved us? 

 
We can also live by words telling us our lives should productive––that, as we can say, “We should 

make something of our lives.” Perhaps we’ve assessed our lives by productivity for as long as we can 
remember.  

 
In school, we tell our children to manage their time so they can be productive and finish their 

work. And they need to finish all their work in order to get good grades. And they need to get good grades 
because that’s a sign that they’re learning. And the reason they need to learn is so they can go and become 
productive members of society. As productive members of society they work they become measured by 
sales, or billable hours, or the scores the students they teach are producing, or some other metric that 
quantifying their worth to an employer.  

 
And there’s a reality to this, but productivity just isn’t a good word for a child of God to live by, 

no matter the age, because no matter how hard we try, no matter at what level we produce, there’s this 
underlying message that it just isn’t enough. You can always make more of yourself, which then means 
that the message at the center of our lives doesn’t telling us how much worth and how much we matter to 
God simply because we are. Instead, these words ask us how much more we’d be worth if we could just be 
more organized, efficient, and hard working, which, come to think of it, makes us sound kind of like 
machines. 

 
But in all John’s gospel, the fully human one, Jesus Christ, never once speaks of the worthy life in 

terms of productivity and effort. Not once does he say that abundant life is about things going your way. 
Instead, on the night before his execution by the Roman state that valued nothing if not productivity and 
for things to go their way, Jesus spoke his message of friendship, joy, completeness, and love, which is to 
say his message concerning himself, right into the center of his disciples’ lives. 

 
He repeated the one command he really only gives in the Gospel of John: “Love one another.” In 

John, love is the true measure of a disciple of Jesus Christ. I think the mothers among us will rise in 
witness today, saying that you can’t really love your children, your spouse, neighbor, your co-worker, or 
even yourself while expecting life to go your way. And measuring love for others in terms of how much 
you get done––it doesn’t even compute. Because it seems like, to love another person, we have to slow 
down and really be with them, and to bear with them at the expense of whatever else we had planned. 

 
This leads us to what might be the central word of this passage, right after the love command, 

where Jesus says, “Greater love has no one than this: to lay down one’s life for one’s friend.” Which might 
be a jarring word for us to hear in a culture where it seems like we’re always being told to guard our lives, 
or to promote our lives, or to go get the life you want. But Jesus tells us that the one whose center in live is 
love lays their life down. 
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And as we keep listening to him, we hear that Jesus isn’t first talking about us laying our lives down 
for our friends, for he says, “You are my friends if you do what I command. I no longer call you servants… 
Instead, I have called you friends.” The life truly laid down for others is Jesus’ life laid down for us. Jesus is 
the great love at the center of God’s heart and the center of all things. Which means that if we are Jesus’ 
disciples, the center of our life is his life, laid down in love for us.  

 
This means that whatever love we give doesn’t actually come from us, from our own strength, our 

own determination to love someone else. The love we give comes from Jesus laying down his life ours. 
After all, only those who have first received love have any love to give away. 

 
Which returns us to Jesus’ command, “Love one another as I have loved you,” only now we see 

that this command is actually full of Jesus’ own giving into our lives. We love others out of the love we’ve 
first received from Jesus.  

 
God’s love put into our center in Jesus Christ is the staying power and the true measure of our 

lives. This is the startling word of the gospel. From the start and in the end and all the way through life, 
God doesn’t measure our lives by how much and how well we love others, let alone by some standard of 
productivity and success. God measures our lives by the love he has for us. God doesn’t measure us by 
how we would seem to be deficient, but by the sufficiency of his gift in Christ given freely for us. 

 
If we really knew this of ourselves, how could we not live laughing and walking ten feet tall while 

stooping for others ground-low? For if the true center, if the major message within our heart, is the life of 
Christ laid down for us in love, then we can really pour ourselves into the life before us and the people 
around us, and not be afraid that we’ll end up diminished.  

 
For Jesus really does mean for us to lay our lives out for others, to be signs of his life given in love 

for the world. But if you live like you are the center of your own life, this can sound like a terrifying thing. 
Because then it seems like, if you really lay your life down, if you really pour your life out, it might be 
stepped on, diminished, even lost. But this is why Jesus speaks as he does of joy and completeness, 
friendship and fruitfulness, and above all, love, telling his disciples that these are not theirs because they’ve 
obtained them or held onto such things themselves. These are all gifts Jesus has given, and keeps on giving, 
right into their center, in such away that they remain. 

 
God’s gifts in Jesus are abiding gifts. “As the Father has loved me,” Jesus says, “so have I loved 

you. Now remain in my love.” Jesus is saying, in other words, my love is your home. The love of Christ 
for us is where we step out from every morning. The love of Christ for us is where we return to at the end 
of every day. And since the love of Christ for us is really in us, and we are in the love of Christ, it is also 
where we always are. It is love in which we remain. 

 
That is why we may still know joy and completeness and the end of a hard day. It’s why we may 

really give ourselves to our work, because we no longer expect our work has to fulfill us or make us 
complete. The love of Christ fulfills us, so we can pour ourselves to our work, living from the joy Christ 
lays down at the bottom of our hearts.  

 
What is our work? Maybe the question is, what isn’t? It’s our rehab. It’s the dinner we fix for our 

kids. It’s hours we put in for pay and hours for which we don’t receive a dime but still consumes our day. 
 
And for some of us, maybe even for most of us, our most important daily work is just to be loved 

by God. For some, the hardest thing is to live by grace––to be loved apart from anything they’ve done or 
have left undone. Which leads us to God’s principle work, which is to freely love the world. This is 
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basically what John is telling us: the relationship of the Father to the Son, and the Son to the world shows 
us that everything God does has its roots in love. God will not be stopped in this. 

 
This is why, before any of us asked, and apart from questions of our worthiness, Christ laid down 

his life for us. And why, when God raised him up, our lives were included with his––because to God, we 
are worth it. This is the word that’s the center of our life and truly the center of the world. It’s the message 
we always need hear with all life brings and all we do. 

 
The love of God in Christ remains. It simply remains in us and for us. The love of God in Christ 

is the full measure of your life.  And so now you can go and really, truly live it.  Amen. 


