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“The Simplest Thing of All”
John 15:1-5, 12-17 May 10, 2015

Why are some of the simplest truths, some of the hardest 
things to practice? 

We all know that if we don’t take care of our bodies, our 
health will suffer. Yet, most of us seem to find the time and 
willpower to do just about everything we want to do but 
exercise and eat right. We know that hatred inflames the 
heart and that practicing forgiveness liberates the soul. Yet, 
we find secret delight in holding grudges, exacting revenge 
and watching our opponents fail. 

What about love? We know that Jesus says that the 
greatest commandment is to love God and to love the 
neighbor. In the Gospel of John, he puts it this way, “This 
is my commandment that you love one another as I have 
loved you ( John 15:12).” It does not get any more direct or 
simpler than that. No matter how much we busy ourselves 
with other concerns in the church, no matter how much 
energy we expend on other activities in life, no matter how 
far we wander from this simple truth in our thinking, sooner 
or later we come face to face with the compelling words of 
Jesus: “This is my commandment that you love one another 
as I have loved you.” Dr. Al Winn, the former President of 
Louisville Seminary, puts the priority of Christian love this 
way:  “The church has survived without a building, without 
a budget, without a minister. But the church cannot survive 
without love” (p.127, To God Be the Glory: Sermons in honor 
of George Arthur Buttrick). The church can even survive in 
cultures that are hostile to its very existence, but it cannot 
survive without love. 

The quality of the love shared within the church is the 
greatest witness we can make to the truth of the gospel to 
those outside the church. Our love for one another is more 
important than getting our way on some particular issue. 
Love for one another is more important than the color 
of the carpet, the fights over which group gets how much 
space in the building, or the kind of music we sing. What 
drew the Greek and Roman world to the church was the 
concrete love manifested in the Christian community. The 
early church father Tertullian contrasted the love exhibited 
within the church to the hatred and violence in Roman 
society. He wrote, “Look,” [the pagans] say, “how they love 

one another …. how they are ready to die for each other.” 
(http://www.tertullian.org/anf/anf03/anf03-05.htm-39_7)

Why is it so hard to practice this simple truth? First of all, 
we have some pretty strange ideas about love. Even in the 
church we find ourselves tempted to love only those who are 
easy to love. We want to limit our love to people who are like 
us. We want to restrict our love to our narrow circle of family 
and friends. Remember the words of Jesus in the Sermon on 
the Mount: “But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for 
those who persecute you, so that you may be children of your 
Father in heaven” (Matthew 5:44, 45). God loves all people, 
not just ones we think may be deserving of love. Secondly, 
we distort love. We think of love as the desire to possess the 
object of our affection or to love in order to get something 
in return. We use love as a tool to manipulate someone or 
something to get what we want. Christian love seeks the 
good of the other – the one who is loved. The gospel story 
is the story of God’s invasion of a sinful world – all for the 
sake of love. Our love is to reflect, model or mirror the love 
of Jesus for us. It is, as Paul says, a love that “bears all things, 
believes all things, hopes all things, and endures all things” 
(1 Corinthians 13:7). Thirdly, we put other things above 
the command to love. This past week I had the privilege of 
visiting the new Civil Rights Museum in Atlanta. It was a 
painful and a hopeful experience. It brought to mind how 
some churches put the issue of racial segregation above the 
command to love. Today, we may put a political viewpoint, a 
deeply held conviction, a personal agenda or a social concern 
above this command and thereby keep us from love.  

Why is it so hard to practice this simple truth? It is 
hard because we rely on our own strength. By ourselves 
we are not capable of practicing the kind of love that Jesus 
commands. I try, but I fail. I want to love those in need, 
but I feel overwhelmed and I fall into apathy. I want to love 
even those who have hurt me, but I find resentment and 
anger welling up in me. 

It is only in Jesus that we find the strength to love. Jesus 
said, “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” ( John 15:5). We are rooted 
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and grounded in him. It is his life that runs through our 
veins; it is his love that fills our hearts; it is his mind that 
transforms our minds; it is his courage that strengthens 
our feeble will; it is his love that ignites our love so that we 
might love others as he loves us. We cannot love others by 
trying harder, only by trusting more. He can do in us what 
we cannot do ourselves.  

Today we receive our 2015 Niners’ Confirmation Class. 
On Wednesday evening, they met with the elders of the 
church who examined their understanding of the faith and 
their commitment to Jesus Christ. During our Wednesday 
worship service, two were baptized and all 35 came 
forward one by one to be anointed with oil and to receive 
this blessing: “Defend, O Lord, your servant that she 
may continue as yours forever and daily increase in your 
Holy Spirit until she comes into your heavenly Kingdom.” 
Then a Bible, inscribed with a specially chosen scripture 
verse, was presented to each person. They are not so much 
“joining the church” as being united and confirmed into a 
community of faith committed to the practice of love. To 
our Confirmation Class, my prayer is that you grow each 
day in the practice of love. 

The challenge that you and all of us face is how to live in 
the power of this simple truth of Jesus: “Love one another 
as I have loved you.” The real danger before the church 
in our culture is that we stop loving one another because 
we do not agree with one another on everything. There 
are traditionalists who do not want to change anything 
and there are non-conformists who want to change 
everything. There are members whose primary interest is 
in maintaining a beautiful and functional facility and there 
are members whose passion lies in mission and outreach. 
There are those who say everything they think and feel 
and there are those who keep their ideas and opinions to 
themselves. There are those who thrive on controversy and 
there are those who fade away the minute a disagreement 
begins. We need them all. The day we cease to give time, 
attention and care to those who are different from us is the 
day we stop growing in the love of Jesus. We find our unity 
not in the issues before us, but in the Holy Spirit within us.

One of the great strengths of our congregation is the 
ability not only to tolerate diversity, but to appreciate, value 
and embrace diversity. Tolerance is better than intolerance, 
but tolerance is a low social value. A far more valuable 
witness is to love our differences. I have said it before and it 
bears repeating: the most important Christian witness we 
can make to our deeply divided and polarized society is to 
demonstrate love for one another even when we disagree. 

One of our retired pastors, Dr. Ray Bowden, is celebrating 
his 90th birthday. I want to share with you what he wrote 
on this occasion.

“When I committed my life to being a minister, I set 
three goals for myself. On my 90th birthday, I would 
like to share with you, friends and family, what they 
were.

1. Make love my aim. God is a God of divine love, a 
love that even the human cannot fully grasp. It is said 
that the universe is built on the shoulders of love. God 
gave us a glimpse of that love in Christ. Love conquers 
all.

2. Make service to others a priority. In service we 
receive the greatest joy and sense of fulfillment in our 
own lives. 

3. Prepare myself for eternal life in God’s kingdom. 
God sent Christ to show us that death is not an ending, 
but a new beginning. Christ showed us what we must 
do to be ready for that wonderful promise. I know I 
must give God and Christ a priority of my time, talent 
and possessions. 

What I say to the Confirmation Class, I say to all: Make 
love your aim. As Jesus said, “Love one another as I have 
loved you.” Love is the simplest and most perfect thing 
of all. When we stand before our Maker, Redeemer and 
Sustainer, we will know that if we have loved, then we will 
not have lived our lives in vain. 


