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“Sustaining Love” John 13:33-35  2/14/16 

 The comic strip, “Zits,” features a 15 year-old teenager named 

Jeremy Duncan.  In this week’s strips, Jeremy is trying to negotiate the 

minefield known as Valentine’s Day as he considers what gift to get for his 

girlfriend, Sarah.  (Men in the congregation will know what I’m talking 

about!)  In Monday’s comic, Sarah puts her arms around him and says, “I 

don’t need a fancy Valentine’s card.”  Leaning in close to his face she 

continues, “Just tell me how you feel about me.”  In the next frame, Jeremy 

cries despairingly to his friends, “She wants FEELINGS!”  “Oh, man!” 

sympathizes his buddy.  “You’re hosed!” 

 Love.  Tis the season, isn’t it?  And when we talk about love on 

Valentine’s Day, we’re almost always talking about romantic love.  I think 

romantic love is a good thing.  I’m grateful that my wife and I still share 

romance in our marriage and we’re coming up on our 40-year anniversary!  

In biblical times, the Greeks had a word for such love, “eros.”  And the Bible 

celebrates romantic, even erotic love especially in the Old Testament 

books of Proverbs and the Song of Solomon.  Someone once defined such 

love like this:  “A kiss is a lovely trick designed by nature to stop speech 

when words become superfluous.”  So, enjoy romantic love if you’ve got 

the opportunity!  It is one of God’s gifts to us. 
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 In addition to affirming romantic love, the Bible talks about another 

kind of love.  The Greek word for this kind of love is agape, which means 

having passion for the well-being of another person.  Unlike romantic love, 

this love doesn’t have much to do with how we feel about another person;  

It has to do with how we act toward them, acting in their best interest.  

 This is the kind of love that Jesus talked about in John 13.  Jesus was 

nearing the end of his life.  He had just washed the disciples feet- which 

Lou talked about last week.  Judas had just left the Last Supper and was 

on his way to betray Jesus, something Jesus knew about.  These were his 

final instructions to his closest followers. 

33Little children, I am with you only a little longer. You will look for me; and 

as I said to the Jews so now I say to you, “Where I am going, you cannot 

come.” 34I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just 

as I have loved you, you also should love one another. 35By this everyone 

will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.’  (John 

13:33-35) 

 The instruction Jesus gives the disciples is very simple:  Love one 

another.  It’s so simple we teach it to our children.  He uses that Greek 

word “agape,” which means passion for the well-being of another person- 
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not a feeling kind of love, an action kind of love.  And he tells them to love 

each other the same way he has loved them.   

So, let’s look a little more closely at how Jesus loved the disciples, so 

we can figure out how we’re supposed to love one another.  Jesus’ love 

begins with sacrifice.  The most famous verse in the Bible, John 3:16, is a 

verse about how God’s love led to sacrificial action on our behalf:  “For God 

so loved the world that he sent his only Son.”  And, Jesus love for the 

disciples also involved sacrifice.  Lots of it!    It starts with the Christmas 

story.  In order to become one of us, Jesus had to leave behind the glory of 

heaven and limit himself to a human body.  He then lived a hard life in 

poverty.  Finally, of course, he endured the agony of the cross for the 

disciples, and for us.  That’s sacrificial love. 

 Usually, our love for other people doesn’t cost us our life, although 

there are rare occasions when it might.  However, there are other sacrifices 

involved when we love another person.  Love takes our time, time that we 

might rather spend on our own pursuits and interests.  I think of people in 

this congregation who regularly visit others who are homebound.  They are 

showing their love by sacrificing their time.  Other times love demands our 

attention.  I remember times when our kids were young and I was watching 

TV or reading a book.  Inevitably, one of the kids would want my attention, 
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to tell me something or to play a game, for example.  I had a choice to 

make at those times.  Would I show love by giving my attention to them, or 

would I keep on doing what I wanted to do?  Love calls us to make the 

sacrifice of our time and our attention.  And, there are even times when 

love for another person, particularly a spouse or child or older parent, may 

even mean that your career will take a hit.  Maybe you refuse a move 

because a child needs a special program not available elsewhere.  Maybe 

you refuse to work extra hours so you can be with your family. 

Someone once said, “Love is what is left in a relationship after all the 

selfishness has been removed.”  If we are to love one another as Jesus 

loved us, it will involve sacrifice.  

 Second, Jesus’ love involved forgiveness.  Did it ever!  Remember, 

Jesus taught the disciples the importance of forgiveness.  When they asked 

if they had to forgive someone as many as seven times, as the rabbis of 

that day taught, Jesus told them no!  They were to forgive 70 times 7 times!  

(The idea being that we shouldn’t be keeping count at all.)  And then he 

forgave them for their dumb comments and actions time and time again!  

He forgave Peter, who, along with all the others, abandoned him in his 

greatest time of need, denying that he even knew who Jesus was.  Jesus 

even forgave his family, when they didn’t understand who he was and 
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thought he was crazy.  Jesus’ love involved forgiveness- lots of it.  And our 

love needs to be forgiving, too.   

When I perform weddings I usually talk a bit about love, and I almost 

always talk about forgiveness.  Because of human sin, and our inability to 

always communicate clearly, and fully understand another person, we are 

going to disappoint or hurt or fail one another.  It is inevitable in a marriage, 

in a friendship, in an office, in a club, in a school, and in the church.  It will 

happen.  The important thing is what we do next.  If we are the one who 

has been wronged or hurt, we can choose to hold onto that hurt, nurture it, 

and allow it to drive a wedge between us and the person we believe has 

wronged us.  Or, we can choose to let it go, and forgive what has been 

done to us, just like Jesus forgave us.  Then healing in the relationship has 

a chance to begin.  Love often looks a lot like forgiveness. 

 A grandmother, celebrating her 50th wedding anniversary, told her 

granddaughter the secret of her long and happy marriage.  She said, “On 

my wedding day, I decided to make a list of ten of my husband’s faults, 

which, for the sake of our marriage, I would overlook.”  The granddaughter 

responded, “Tell me some of Granddad’s faults you chose to overlook.”  

The grandmother replied, “To tell you the truth, dear, I never did get around 

to listing them.  But whenever your grandfather did something that made 
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me hopping mad, I would say to myself, ‘Lucky for him that’s one of the 

ten!’”  That’s a kind of forgiveness, isn’t it?  Overlooking faults and forgiving 

failings. 

 Finally, Jesus loved to the very end.  He didn’t bail out on the 

disciples, even though they certainly deserved it.  And, he didn’t give up on 

them, even though no one would have faulted him for doing so!  Near the 

end of his life, in the garden of Gethsemane, he asked God to spare him 

the cross, if it were possible.  It wasn’t possible, and Jesus’ love impelled 

him to endure it for our sakes.  His love endured to the end. 

 How about our love?  I think about marriages I see around here, with 

one spouse caring for the other one, sometimes for years, until the end 

comes.  I see couples enduring through hard times, through strokes, heart 

attacks, cancer, and dementia.  Through stubborn conflicts, and even 

through the death of a child.  That’s what love calls us to do, if we are to 

love the way Jesus loved us.  It is a love with endurance. 

 An eight year-old girl was asked what love is.  She replied, “When my 

grandma got arthritis, she couldn’t bend over and paint her toenails 

anymore.  So my grandfather did it for her, even when his hands got 

arthritis too.”  Love endures to the end. 
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 “Love one another, as I have loved you,” Jesus commanded.  That 

involves sacrifice, forgiveness, and endurance.  And it means loving when 

it’s hard as well as when it’s fun. 

 In Lorraine Hansberry’s 1959 play, “A Raisin in the Sun,” a poor 

African-American family inherits $10,000 from their father’s life insurance 

policy.  The mother of the household sees this legacy as a chance to 

escape the ghetto life of Harlem and move out to the country.  The brilliant 

daughter of the family sees in this money the chance to live out her dream 

of going to medical school.  And her older brother begs for the money, so 

he and his friend can go into business together.  He tells the family that 

with the money he can make something of himself and make things good 

for the rest of them, too. 

 Against her better judgment, the mother gives in to the pleas of her 

son.  She knows he has had a hard life and deserves this chance.  Sadly, 

the brother’s friend turns out to be a thief.  He runs off with the money, 

leaving the broken-hearted young man to break the news to his family that 

their hopes for the future have been stolen. 

 The sister lashes out at her brother, berating him mercilessly, hardly 

stopping for a breath.  But in the midst of her tirade, the mother intervenes.  

“I thought I taught you to love him,” she says.   
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“Love him!  There nothing left to love,” the daughter responds. 

“There’s always something left to love.  And if you ain’t learned that, 

you ain’t learned nothing.  Have you cried for that boy today?  I don’t mean 

for yourself and the family because we lost all that money.  I mean for him.  

Child, when do you think is the time to love somebody the most:  when they 

done good and made things easy for everybody?  Well then, you ain’t 

through learning, because that ain’t the time at all.  It’s when he’s at his 

lowest and can’t believe in himself ‘cause the world done whipped him so.  

When you starts measuring somebody, measure him right, child, measure 

him right.  Make sure you done taken into account what hills and valleys he 

come through before he got to wherever he is.” 

 That’s the kind of love that Jesus is talking about.  “Love one another 

as I have loved you.” 


