
From Sunday Sermons, Vol 30, No. 3, May/June, 2000, 19.1

1

New Jerusalem Lutheran Church Cindy Baskin
Easter 6 - Year B May 6, 2018
Texts: Acts 10:44-48; Psalm 98; 1 John 5:1-7; John 15:9-17

Theme: Called to love as Jesus loved.
Scripture: “This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you. No one

has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends. (Jn. 15:12-13)

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

There is a funny story  about two brothers, Kevin, age 6, and Ryan, age 4, who were waiting for1

breakfast one Saturday morning. As their mother prepared pancakes, the boys began to argue
over who would get the first one off the griddle. The mother, sensing the opportunity for a
spiritual lesson, told them, “If Jesus were standing right here, He’d say, ‘Let my brother have the
first pancake.’” Whereupon the older boy turned to his younger brother and said, “Okay, Ryan,
you be Jesus.”

We laugh, but isn’t that the way most of us want things to be? We want other people to be Jesus,
to be the one who loves us. We want to be on the receiving end of the “love scenario.” But that’s
when Christians hear Jesus say: “This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have
loved you. No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.” 

This gospel passage is actually a continuation of last week’s reading (John 115:1-8) in which
Jesus has stated that he is the vine and we are the branches. Then he exhorts his followers to
“abide in” him so that they will bear much fruit. And what is the fruit that we are to bear?  In one
word: LOVE! A love that can only be realized as we abide in Christ; a love that also brings
complete joy – the very joy of Christ himself! Jesus commands us to “Love one another as I
have loved you” (John 15:12).

Unfortunately, the word “love” is repeated so often and is used so casually in today’s world that
it may be difficult for us to actually comprehend what Jesus means in this command to love. We
talk about our “love” of potato chips and popcorn; our “love” of cars; or we say, “Oh, I just love
that color,” or that dress, or that house, or that ___________  you fill in the blank. 

Not only do we use the word “love” rather loosely, but we also have a tendency to attach
conditions to our love. Consider for a moment some of the “love” messages we send to others.
There’s “because” love: I love you because you’re beautiful; because you’re talented; because
you make me feel special. There’s also“when” love: I’ll love you when you fulfill my needs;
when you’re faithful; when you’re obedient and do what I tell you to do. And let’s not forget
about  “if” love:  I’ll love you if you please me; if you don’t hurt me; if you measure up to my
expectations. How many children have grown up not feeling very loved at all because they never
thought they had measured up to the expectations of their parents? Many relationships between
people have failed because of such conditional love. 

How different this is from the love Jesus is commanding in today’s gospel: Love one another as
I have loved you. Remember, Jesus speaks these words around the dinner table during his last
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meal with his disciples. He speaks these words knowing that he will go to the cross the next day.
He is about to demonstrate exactly what it means to love by laying down his own life in the most
sacrificial way so that his friends might live. Jesus’ love is not mere affection; it is not a
momentary attraction to some pleasing object; nor is it an emotional response to someone who
can meet his immediate needs. Instead, his love is the very substance of God – a willful decision
to respond to another in a sacrificial way. There are no “becauses,”  “whens,” or “ifs” in this love
– no conditions at all. This love is God simply saying, “I love you even in all your sinfulness and
willfulness, just as you are! “I love you so much that I will die for you.”

“This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you. No one has greater
love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends. (Jn. 15:12-13) This is Jesus’ command, but
what might this kind of love look like for you and me? Many a sermon have been preached on
this with many answers put forth. I’ve done so myself on more than one occasion here at New
Jerusalem. But for today, we might gain some added insight to this sort of love by considering
this morning’s first reading from Acts, chapter 10:44-48.

The passage from Acts is actually the short conclusion (only five verses) of a visit by the Apostle
Peter to the household of the Roman centurion Cornelius. But there is an important back story to
this conclusion that was not read this morning. In fact, the Book of Acts devotes 64 verses to this
story – all of chapter 10 and half of chapter 11. There is no other account that is so long in Acts.
So to understand the conclusion read this morning, we need to know the back story, which also
provides some insight as to what Peter had to “lay down” in order to love Cornelius.

Cornelius is a Roman Centurion who is posted in the city of Caesarea on the coast of the
Mediterranean Sea. He is reputed to be a righteous and God-fearing man, but we should
remember that he is also an officer in an occupying army, so most Jews would not have
welcomed him. But one day Cornelius has a vision in which an angel tells him to summon the
Apostle Peter, who at the time is staying in the city of Joppa down the coast from Caesarea. In
the meantime Peter is experiencing his own visions.

Peter sees a large sheet being lowered to the ground by its four corners and the sheet is filled with
all kinds of four-footed creatures and reptiles and birds of the air. Then Peter hears a voice that
says, “Get up, Peter; kill and eat.” Peter strenuously objects, saying “By no means, Lord; for I
have never eaten anything that is profane or unclean.” You see, the sheet was filled with all
sorts of creatures no good Jew would ever, given that they were foods prohibited by the Old
Testament Torah. But when Peter refuses, the voice declares: “What God has made clean, you
must not call profane” (Acts 10:15). Peter has this same vision three times, and just as he is
waking up and puzzling over what the visions might mean, there’s a knock on his door. It’s the
messengers sent by Cornelius asking him to come to Caesarea.

Peter, beginning to understand that God accepts “anyone who fears him and does what is right”
(Acts 10:35) agrees to travel to the home of Cornelius in the company of some other Jewish
believers.  When he arrives, Peter clearly violates the Jewish law about not associating with or
visiting Gentiles when he enters Cornelius’s home. There Peter proclaims the Gospel message of
Jesus to the entire household. And this brings us to today’s reading in verses 44-48. Even before
Peter finishes his sermon about Jesus, the Holy Spirit comes upon all these Gentiles and they
begin to speak in tongues. It is an event reminiscent of the Day of Pentecost recorded earlier in
Acts, chapter 2, when the Holy Spirit fell upon Jesus’ apostles and other Jewish believers –
except this Pentecostal out-pouring of the Holy Spirit is experienced by the Gentiles.
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The Book of Acts tells us that the Jewish believers who have accompanied Peter are “astounded
that the gift of the Holy Spirit had been poured out even on the Gentiles” (10:45). Whereupon
Peter orders that they should all be baptized with water in the name of Jesus Christ. I hope you
noticed the words, “Even on the Gentiles.” None of Peter’s Jewish companions were expecting
any of this to happen. 

Though this is where today’s lectionary reading ends, it’s not the end of the story for Peter. When
he reports these events back to the Church in Jerusalem – see Acts, chapter 11 – he is heavily
criticized for his actions. “Why did you go to uncircumcised men and eat with them?” his critics
ask (Acts 11:3). Peter then outlines the entire sequence of events to the Jewish believers in
Jerusalem after which the Jerusalem Church is just as astounded, saying: “Then God has given
even to the Gentiles the repentance that leads to life”  (Acts 11:18). There’s that “even to”
phrase again. Clearly, the early Christian Church of Jewish believers had difficulty understanding
the very expansive nature of God’s love and what might be expected if they are to “love others”
as they have been loved.

What do you think Peter had to “lay down” in order to love those Gentiles as Jesus had
commanded? (Wait for responses from the congregation.) Peter had to lay down some very long-
entrenched assumptions about who is and who is not part of God’s kingdom. He had to re-
examine some strongly held beliefs, some of which he had been taught as a youth and had held
onto all of his life. In other words, Peter had to lay down some of his learned ORTHODOXY, 
that is, his right doctrine, in order to live into ORTHOPRAXY, that is right practice. And this
should challenge all of us to ask what ingrained assumptions and habits of thought we might
possess that need to change so that we might love others as Jesus has commanded. Where do we
need to hear God say to us, “What God has made clean, you must not call profane” (Acts 10:15).

Like the early Jewish Christian believers, we too might be surprised by what it means to love
others as Jesus has loved us. Right after I graduated from college I traveled to the country of
Papua New Guinea to teach at Bumayong Lutheran High School. I traveled  under the auspices of
Lutheran World Federation as the school was a mission outreach of the Lutheran Church. Upon
arriving in New Guinea I quickly found myself challenged. Even driving from the airport to the
school, I watched a man carrying only a bush knife in one hand as he walked down the road.
Following after him was a woman completely burdened down with net bags filled with coconuts
and other food stuffs, and two or three children hanging off of her. It didn’t seem quite fair that
the man should walk so lightly-burdened while she looked akin to a pack animal. After a while
and as I learned more about the culture, I learned the background of this practice. But it also
caused me to ask myself how much of what I believed was actually the gospel of Jesus Christ and
how much of what I believed was more a product of the western culture in which I had grown
up? All too often we confuse gospel mandates with our particular cultural assumptions.

Jesus said: “This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you. No one13

has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends (John 15:12-13).  What might
you and I need to lay down in order to love someone else in this Jesus- way? I suspect Peter may
have struggled all the way to Cornelius’ home about how he would interact with this gentile
centurion. Sometimes, I suspect, that the most difficult challenge we face is laying aside our own
cultural assumptions, values, and preferences in response to gospel imperatives. But remember:
the love Jesus calls us to is a willful decision to respond to another in a sacrificial way.
Sometimes it might be as simple as choosing the least preferred sucker (see the Children’s
Message). Or, paraphrasing the words of a prayer attributed to St. Francis of Assisi – a song we
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will sing at communion – this kind of love might mean seeking to console more than seeking to
be consoled; seeking to understand rather than insisting on being understood; striving to love
rather than seeking to be loved. Or, in the words of another communion hymn, “Jesu, Jesu, fill us
with your love, show us how to serve the neighbors we have from you.” 

We should also remember that there is a promise attached to loving in this way. Jesus said it in
today’s gospel: “I have said these things to you so that my joy may be in you, and that your joy
may be complete” (John 15:11). Loving others as Jesus has loved us brings great joy!

Sermon Hymn: We Are Called (ELW 720, page 10 in bulletin.)


