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The Obedience of Love

Text

John 14: 23 to 29

23 Jesus replied, “All who love me will do what I say. My Father will love them, and we will come and make our home with each of them. 24 Anyone who doesn’t love me will not obey me. And remember, my words are not my own. What I am telling you is from the Father who sent me. 25 I am telling you these things now while I am still with you. 26 But when the Father sends the Advocate as my representative – that is, the Holy Spirit – he will teach you everything and will remind you of everything I have told you.

27 “I am leaving you with a gift – peace of mind and heart. And the peace I give is a gift the world cannot give. So don’t be troubled or afraid. 28 Remember what I told you: I am going away, but I will come back to you again. If you really loved me, you would be happy that I am going to the Father, who is greater than I am. 29 I have told you these things before they happen so that when they do happen, you will believe.

Acts 16: 9 to 15

9 During the night Paul had a vision of a man of Macedonia standing and begging him, “Come over to Macedonia and help us.” 10 After Paul had seen the vision, we got ready at once to leave for Macedonia, concluding that God had called us to preach the gospel to them. 

Lydia's Conversion in Philippi

11 From Troas we put out to sea and sailed straight for Samothrace, and the next day we went on to Neapolis. 12 From there we traveled to Philippi, a Roman colony and the leading city of that district of Macedonia. And we stayed there several days.

13 On the Sabbath we went outside the city gate to the river, where we expected to find a place of prayer. We sat down and began to speak to the women who had gathered there. 14 One of those listening was a woman from the city of Thyatira named Lydia, a dealer in purple cloth. She was a worshiper of God. The Lord opened her heart to respond to Paul’s message. 15 When she and the members of her household were baptized, she invited us to her home. “If you consider me a believer in the Lord,” she said, “come and stay at my house.” And she persuaded us. 

Hearing the Text

The reading from John 14 makes the connection between love and obedience. Last week we noted the way in which Jesus makes love within the community of faith central to our identity, what Francis Schaeffer calls “the mark of the Christian”. Here Jesus observes that true love leads to a willingness to obey. At a human level we know this is true of romantic love. When one’s beloved makes a request, we treat it as a command. All the more so, then, that when we love the Creator, the One on whom life itself depends, we show that love by seeking God’s will in obedience. Thus we pray each day: “Your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in Heaven.”

The remaining verses of the gospel reading connect obedience and love to the presence of the Holy Spirit. The disciples had Jesus in front of them: so much easier to love the one whom you walk with daily! With his death coming he promises them that they can continue to love him, because he will still be present with them through the Holy Spirit.

The reading from Acts 16 recounts the way that Paul worked out obedience to the Holy Spirit. In the verses just before this passage, Paul wanted to pursue his missionary task in Asia, but the Holy Spirit stopped him. Then Paul had a dream. Although the text does not say that the Holy Spirit sent the dream, I think that we can see the Spirit’s work again here. Certainly Paul and his companions believed that this was God speaking.

Their work in Philippi, then, was a work of obedience. It began with the contact with Lydia and the beginning of a house fellowship in her home. Then came the dramatic confrontation with the young woman who was possessed by a spirit of divination. She identified them as servants of God, and Paul cast out the spirit in the name of Jesus. Her masters had used her to make money, and responded to the financial loss by turning the city authorities against them. Paul and Silas were thrown into prison, where they sang praises to God for his goodness.

During the night God set Paul and Silas free with an earthquake, and the subsequent interaction with the jailer led to his conversion, with that of his whole family. The city authorities tried to send them away, but Paul and Silas appealed to their Roman citizenship. At that the authorities apologized formally. Paul and Silas encouraged the new group of believers in Lydia’s home and then went on their way.

Learning from the Text

What do we learn from these two passages?

1) The importance of obedience. This cuts against the grain in our society. If you ever read the advice column in the Winnipeg Free Press, you will note the constant assumption: You must take care of yourself first of all. As I have said on several occasions here already: The Christian view looks out for others. The radical individualism of our society gives way to a setting in which we are mutually accountable to each other. Interdependence replaces independence.

The basic obedience with which we live is obedience to God. We are not the ruler of our own lives, but God is. We search for God’s will at each step. We seek God’s will in prayer. We seek God’s will as we read God’s Written Word. We seek God’s will as we talk together and consider together how to live.

2) The place of the Holy Spirit. I grew up with the understanding that the believer seeks the Holy Spirit in a crisis experience at some point following conversion: what we called “a second definite work of grace”. Now I worship with people who see the work of the Spirit as beginning with conversion and progressing as a basic part of the Christian life.

I see value in both perspectives, but I emphasize something else here. When we try to follow Jesus faithfully, we can be sure that we will fail. I have tried in the past week to follow: Sometimes I have succeeded, and sometimes I have failed. When we fail, we turn to Jesus in repentance and receive forgiveness and a new opportunity to continue to follow. What makes it possible for us to ever succeed? Given our weakness, our human fragility, what point is there in our efforts to follow Jesus? We can’t do it!

This is where the Holy Spirit comes in. As we try to walk with God, the Holy Spirit within us enables us to walk. Remember Paul? “Continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you to will and to act in order to fulfill his good purpose.” You see what happens. Like parents helping a child learn to walk, or like a teacher guiding the young student’s hand as she makes her first letters, God’s Holy Spirit works within us to enable us to follow Jesus faithfully. We make the commitment and begin to walk; and he gives us both the desire to follow and the ability.

3) The direction of obedience. The passage in John does not spell out the direction in which obedience would take the disciples, but one’s thoughts turn to the great commission. The command to make disciples of all people in the world is grounded on the prior statement: “All authority in heaven and on earth is given to me.” The command further includes the injunction to teach disciples total obedience to Jesus. So obedience is connected to “making disciples”, at least in Matthew. The closing verse of John 20 reinforces this missionary intention in John’s gospel.

In Acts 16 we see the same direction. The obedience of love leads Paul to press out into Asia, and when the Holy Spirit checks his movement in one direction, God opens a door in another – and Paul walks through it.  In 2 Corinthians 5 Paul articulates his basic missionary motivation: “For Christ’s love compels us, because we are convinced that one died for all, and therefore all died. And he died for all, that those who live should no longer live for themselves but for him who died for them and was raised again.”

All of this makes sense. When Jesus summarizes the centre of the law with: “Love God with all your heart, and love your neighbour as yourself.” When Jesus restates this as his own “new” command, he says: “Love each other as I have loved you.” The centre of the Christian life is God’s love. That love includes God’s love for the world as a whole. I have put this into my own shorthand version: “Love God. Love God’s People. Love God’s World.” Because we love God, and because we love each other, we extend God’s love to everyone we meet. That is the essence of the missionary task.

Working It Out

How do we work this out? Missionary outreach begins with our friends and neighbours: what Donald McGavran called “The Bridges of God”. You have taken part in Love Winnipeg: this is the obedience of love. I am considering an Operation Mobilization outreach to Winnipeg this summer: this is the obedience of love. When you pray for your family, and when you seek their salvation: this is the obedience of love.

Then, missionary outreach includes all those in our country who don’t know Christ. Under the influence of the idea of tolerance, seeking to bring others to faith in Jesus has come to be seen as somehow unloving, even wrong. But true love cares more deeply than mere tolerance. Whether we think of First Nations people in the far north, or of those who struggle with addictions in Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside, or secularized business folk in Toronto, or immigrants from various parts of the world, we witness Jesus. Paul’s motivation – the love of Christ compels us – allows us to do no less.

Of course, missionary outreach goes around the world calling everyone to faith in Jesus Christ. We preach the gospel to the Scheduled Castes (or Dalits) of India and rejoice as thousands are turning to faith in Jesus. We participate in church planting in Kazakhstan. We translate the Scriptures in the mountains of Mexico and the jungles of the island of Borneo in Indonesia. In every way that we can we seek to bring people to faith in Jesus.

You recognize this three-fold movement as resting on Acts 1: “He said to them: ‘It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by his own authority. But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.’” We go to the areas closest to us and to the ends of the earth as Christ’s faithful witnesses, empowered by the indwelling presence of God’s Holy Spirit.

I have tried to balance between what we sometimes call social actions and more direct forms of evangelism. A past generation held that evangelism is the only true form of missionary work. More recently missionaries and mission thinkers have been holistic in their approach: holding social and spiritual together. But today we are moving to the other extreme, in which people think that social issues trump spiritual concerns.

The truth is that spiritual and social cannot be separated. The physical misery that we see around us has spiritual roots. In the story in Acts you heard how the apparently social action of healing a possessed woman led to the political consequence of prison, and how both were part of a larger story in which people came to faith in Jesus Christ. We meet physical needs. And we witness Jesus. All of life is spiritual and physical, and we resist any effort to separate these in our ministry as Christ’s followers.

Conclusion

In 1976 Ron Sider spoke at the 200th Anniversary of Mennonites in Canada. His sermon answered the question: How can we find peace? His outline was simple: Peace in the world requires peace between countries. Peace between countries requires peace within your country. Peace in your country requires peace between communities. Peace between communities requires peace within the community. Peace in your community requires peace between the churches in the community. Peace between the churches requires peace in your church. Peace in your church requires peace between the families in the church. Peace in the family requires peace between the individuals in the family, which requires peace within each person: that is, peace with God.

God loves you and me. In return we love God, and each other, and God’s world. Filled with his Spirit we extend his grace. God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself, and has committed to you and to me the message and ministry of reconciliation.



