
ADVENT LUTHERAN WYCKOFF 
 

777 Wyckoff Avenue Wyckoff, NJ 07481 
adventlutheranwyckoff.org • (201) 891-1031 

Sixth Sunday of Easter • May 6, 2018 
Acts 10:44-48  •  Psalm 98  •  1 John 5:1-6  •  John 15:9-17 
 

 Let’s try a little mental exercise today. Think back to the gospel reading you just heard 
a few minutes ago. If you took out a piece of paper and wrote down as much of the gospel 
reading as you could remember, what would you come up with? This isn’t graded, this is just 
for fun. The word “love” shows up nine times, so that’s the overarching theme. So you’d 
probably remember that. But when you get down into specifics, chances are your memory 
gets a little bit fuzzy. There was something about abiding, something about friendship, 
something about fruit (but wasn’t the fruit thing last week?), and something about laying 
down your life (but wasn’t that two weeks ago?).   
 If you find yourself struggling to remember the details, you’re not alone. It’s a 
perfectly nice gospel reading, but it’s also somewhat forgettable. It has so many profound 
images about love that it’s hard to remember any of them in particular. Today’s gospel 
always reminds me of that old joke about a man who saw his friend leaving church, so he 
asked him what the sermon was about. “It was about God’s love,” the man’s friend replied. 
“So,” the man pressed, “Was she for it or against it?” 
 Today’s gospel takes us back in time from after Jesus’s resurrection to before his 
death. It comes from Jesus’s “Farewell Discourse,” a long speech that Jesus gives to the 
disciples on the night before he is killed in St. John’s gospel. Contemplating his own death, 
Jesus decides to give them advice for the future. And in this exhortation to his disciples 
given the night before he died, Jesus doesn’t give a bunch of practical advice. He doesn’t 
review his teachings or explain what’s about to happen. Instead, Jesus talks about love. And 
the way he talks about love is deeply countercultural, radically unorthodox, and distinctively 
generous. Jesus takes the dominant way we think about love that and flips it on his head.  
 Just so we don’t get overwhelmed, let’s start with one image and go from there. “As 
the Father has loved me,” Jesus says, “so I have loved you; abide in my love.” When we hear 
the word “abide,” it usually comes with negative connotations. We are told to abide by 
certain rules and certain policies. We abide by guidelines and regulations. When Jesus talks 
about abiding in his love, it’s easy to think that this is just one more rule to keep track of. An 
eleventh commandment.  
 And that doesn’t sound like it’s loving at all. Because whenever we use the word 
“abide,” there’s often a phrase that goes unsaid. Abide by this “or else.” If you don’t abide, 
there are going to be consequences. But for Jesus here, “abide” has a very different meaning. 
Abiding is not about following rules. It’s not a legal term. Abiding is about staying. It’s about 
living. It’s about remaining. “As the Father has loved me, so I have loved you; remain in my 
love.”  
 For those of us who are here today, this talk about remaining in love takes the 
legalistic edge off of Jesus’s words, but it still strikes most of us as odd. But to the disciples 
who heard this speech, it would have made perfect sense. And to understand why, you need 
some context for what the religious environment was like at the time. We often imagine 
Jesus as a unique character. A teacher like no one has ever seen before. But there were a 
whole bunch of other rabbis and teachers like Jesus who were traveling around. And there 
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were even other figures who people thought may have been the messiah. And if you wanted 
to follow a teacher or a rabbi, you would talk to your friends about which ones they liked, 
and you could try them out for a little bit. You chose your teacher the way our high school 
kids choose colleges, albeit without the personal essay. That’s basically how most other 
rabbis worked. You take your interests and identity and line them up next to the institutions, 
and then you choose the one you like the best. 
 But Jesus has already turned that first religious convention on its head. Because Jesus 
doesn’t wait around for his disciples to come find him. Jesus chooses them. Jesus is not 
content to minister to whoever happens to show up. And Jesus is not satisfied to just work 
with people who already agree with him. Whether they’re collecting taxes, fishing, 
woodworking, Jesus meets them where they are. Jesus even says it explicitly in today’s gospel 
reading, “You did not choose me, but I chose you.” 
 The love of God is not something that is available to you if you make the right 
choices. It’s not something available to you if you choose the right teacher, or the right 
denomination, or the right friends, or the right partner, or the right lifestyle. The most 
common way we run away from God’s grace is by thinking there’s a more deserving, more 
lovable version of ourselves around the next corner.   
 And there’s a second religious convention that Jesus is upending here, too. One that 
explains why this scene from Holy Week ended up in the Easter season. If you were 
following a rabbi or a teacher around and, God forbid, they died, then that was it. If your 
teacher dies, then you go on to your second favorite teacher or your third favorite teacher. 
No one follows a dead teacher. And yet, Jesus says, “abide in my love, remain in my love.” 
After I’m gone, don’t just go back to the way things were. Don’t just find a second-tier 
teacher who you like well enough. Remain in my love by remaining together.  
 And the disciples did. One of the things that struck many people as odd about the 
early church is that they didn’t disband. After Jesus died, they didn’t all go off their separate 
ways. They stayed together. They abided. And they abided because Jesus told them to remain 
in his love. Notice Jesus doesn’t say, “Abide in my teaching.” If all you want from Jesus is a 
teaching, if all you want is some advice or a way to think about life, then you can just bounce 
after Jesus dies. Jesus isn’t going to give you anything more. But love is something that only 
comes out of a relationship. Which is exactly why Jesus says it’s so important that they 
remain together.  
 Think about the way we normally talk about love. Love is what? It’s a feeling. You 
love your family or your friends or a painting or your dog or, let’s be real, gelato because 
there’s something good in that other thing that you like. There’s some characteristic about it 
and whenever I spend time with it, it creates this nice feeling in you. Right? Think about the 
language we use to talk about love. We say that we “fall” in love. And we “fall” in love 
because love is a feeling that comes from outside of us. It’s outside of our control. Or we 
worry that we’re not “deserving” of love. Because love is something that we cause in other 
people, and we’re not sure if we can make other people feel that way. We talk about love as a 
reaction to something, something that makes us feel a certain way. 
 But when we talk about God’s love we’re talking about something very different. And 
one of the problems that we run into when we talk about love is we take our everyday 
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understanding of love as a feeling, love as a reaction to something, and assume that God’s 
love must be the same. And if you do that, you’ll run into a whole bunch of problems. 
Because then God is just another person to impress. And you’re never sure if God actually 
likes you.  
 But God’s love isn’t reactive. It isn’t a feeling. It’s creative. The generic cliché that 
“God is love” is true, but in the Christian tradition that “love” has a very particular meaning. 
God isn’t just a super-sized version of the way we love our friends. God’s love is revealed in 
Jesus, which means that it does something to us. It changes us. It’s love that gives without 
expectation of return. It’s love that sees the other as they are, not as a means to an end. It 
isn’t just a feeling that God has about us. But it’s how God calls us friends, creates faith, and 
lays down his life. It doesn’t react to what is, but it creates what is good in God’s sight.  
 There’s this great little line in Martin Luther’s “Heidelberg Catechism” where he 
sums up this perfectly. “The love of God,” he writes, “does not find, but creates, that which 
is pleasing to it.” So God’s love isn’t something that comes about when you reach some 
minimum level of holiness or piety. It isn’t just something that affirms who you already are. 
It’s something that fundamentally changes who consider yourself to be.  
 This is all very abstract, but it’s interesting that Jesus never calls people lovable. Jesus 
loves the people he’s with, but he never really talks about whether they’re deserving of love. 
We spend so much of our time fretting about whether we are worthy of love, when Jesus is 
trying to tell us something far better. 
 As we draw nearer to the end of the Easter season, Jesus invites us to be an Easter 
people even during ordinary time. What Jesus offers us is not what most of us want. Jesus 
doesn’t offer a bunch of advice on church programming. Jesus doesn’t play into our anxiety 
about whether we are worthy of being loved. And Jesus doesn’t offer a strict code of 
conduct for us to follow. No, Jesus does something much better. Jesus tells us to keep going. 
To keep abiding. To keep loving. To keep living as a resurrection people. And, most 
important, to keep proclaiming, “Alleluia! Christ is risen.” 
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