Servant or Friend?
Acts 10: 44-48

John 15: 9-17


Leadership Magazine carried a story about 4 young seminary students, who were renting a house together. One Saturday morning someone knocked on their door. And when they opened it, there stood this bedraggled-looking old man. His eyes were kind of glazed, and he had a silvery stub of whiskers on his face.


His clothes were ragged and torn. His shoes didn’t match. In fact, they were both for the same foot. And he carried a wicker basket full of unappealing vegetables that he was trying to sell. The boys felt sorry for him and bought some vegetables just to help him. 


But from that time on, every Saturday he appeared at their door with his basket of vegetables. As the boys got to know him a little bit better, they began inviting him in to visit a while before continuing on his rounds.


They soon discovered that his eyes looked glazed because of cataracts. He lived just down the street in an old shack, and they learned he could play the harmonica, loved to play Christian hymns, was a devoted disciple of the Lord.


So every Saturday they would invite him in, and he would play his harmonica and they would sing Christian hymns together. The boys began trying to figure out ways to help him.


One Saturday morning, the story says, right in the middle of all their singing and praising, he suddenly said to them, "God is so good!" And they all agreed, "Yes, God is so good." He went on, "You know why God is so good?" They said, "Why?" He said, "Because yesterday, when I got up and opened my door, there were boxes full of clothes and shoes and coats and gloves. Yes, God is so good!" And the boys smiled at each other knowingly and chimed in, "Yes, God is so good."


He went on, "You know why God is so good?" They answered, "You already told us why. What more?" He said, "Because I found a family who could use those things, and I gave them all away."

Maybe you have had one or more instances when you have been providing exactly what you thought someone needed, only to find out that the recipient didn’t share your idea of what they needed. You may have even been a bit put out by their failure to be more thankful, appreciative, or at least aware of their own neediness.


It’s what happens when we think we know what someone needs, but we haven’t really taken the time to know someone well enough to be so certain. Our gift is what we want to give, or what we think they need. But it simply satisfies ourselves in truth. It goes to the heart of what our scriptures point us toward this morning.
It begins and ends with a focus on love in the passage from John’s gospel. In John’s manner of connecting different elements, Jesus focuses on the love of God who loved his Son Jesus, who in turn loved his followers. He urges his followers to remain in Jesus’ love by remaining obedient to his commands and instructions. The purpose of this obedience is to gain the sacred and transcendent joy of Jesus and to have his joy fulfilled or made complete in us. Love each other as I have loved you. 

He reminds us again of the gift of life that is achieved by Jesus’ love unto death on the cross. Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends. He then mentions friendship opposite servanthood or slavery. 
It’s an interesting distinction that we don’t find repeated anywhere else. That’s one reason it sounds peculiar. We are called brothers and sisters, sheep and lambs, the flock, the branches on the vine, and many other images, but nowhere else are we called friends. Why are we named by this term?

Jesus explains it. The servant or slave (it’s the same word in Greek - doulos) does not know the business of his master (or lord), whereas a friend has been told everything. In the story of the students and the old man, they may think they have befriended the old fellow, but in fact they are trying to serve him out of duty, out of a desire to act as the Lord would act, compassionately. It’s a worthy aspiration, but they simply serve their own desire to act Christ-like rather than love as Christ loved. It’s very different, and far more demanding.

There are further meanings to be drawn. It is not just knowing about the master’s business, it also has to do with caring about what’s known and what’s needed. The students thought that they were caring by providing the old guy with things that they thought he needed. It was acting like caring, but without love, it missed entirely.

We’ve probably all worked with people who didn’t care to know why things were being done. They just wanted to get the job done and be finished with it. They didn’t care about big pictures, strategies and processes, how this task was important, etc. “Tell me what to do and I’ll do it. Don’t bother me with details because frankly I don’t care about all of that other stuff.” These people are servants. They do what they’re told, and only if they’re told to do it. They wouldn’t know what to do if they weren’t told, and wouldn’t try to learn what was needed on their own.
This same pattern often gets repeated in the church. In fact, for some, their understanding of personal faith is like the job that they just want to get done. They’ll do what they’re told, and only so much of that. They are servants, and they may even do valuable work in the church. But they can go to church for an entire lifetime and never reflect an iota of growth in living their faith. They’ll be in church every Sunday, make a financial commitment every year, and volunteer at times. But in the end, they’re servants. They do what they do. It’s an obligation or a duty that simply gets done.

So you ask, ‘what could possibly be different?’ Jesus makes a distinction between servants and friends when he addresses his closest disciples. I no longer call you servants… instead I have called you my friends. Yes, they have been obedient as servants and have tried to understand the teachings and life path Jesus has provided. 
Now Jesus is turning over his earthly ministry to his followers. He does this confident that they are his friends, and as such, they will take over the business of ministry and run it as their own. Jesus believes they will commit themselves to carrying forward his work with diligence and passion. They know what the Master wants and no longer really need to be told.

When we consider our own discipleship in this light, we may want to ask whether we’re acting like servants before the master, or if we are genuine friends with the One who gives himself for us and calls us unto himself. Consider that the servant may pay out a certain sum to support the church, as if paying a fee or a tax and treat it as a necessary expense. But the friend is actually glad to give from his blessings, seeing their giving as an opportunity to share in the ministry, to make a gift to a beloved friend, supporting their enterprise and encouraging its success. See how different the attitude is. 

The servant may come to worship each Sunday, tolerate the hymns the stupid preacher picked, go through the motions with the prayers, think about the big game, big match, big race this weekend while the preacher’s sermon drones on, and whose biggest concern is getting out by noon. But the friend is worshiping every day in prayerful devotion, in disciplined study, in serving in the church or in ministry in the community, and on Sunday is expectant that an insight or blessing or empowerment will come that draws them closer to their friend Jesus, and his work.

The friend knows exactly who his Master is, and feels privileged and joyful to be counted among the Master’s friends in his fellowship. The friend is trying to figure out how to do more for the One who entrusted him with his enterprise.

You might think you know exactly who the friends of Jesus are around us, the ones who belong in the friendship circle. You might think it’s a select group that have been Christians or Presbyterians or in this church for ages and ages. Surely those are all Jesus’ friends. You may be right about many of them. But we have the story in Acts to remind us that Jesus is making friends and welcoming them into the friendship circle all the time. Neither durations of time nor familiarity of place and practice determine who is called into the friendship circle.

In the Acts reading, Peter has been preaching the gospel to a mixed congregation that included God-fearers. These were non-Jews – Gentiles – who were excluded from full participation in the Jewish faith, but they attended synagogue anyway and praised God with the congregation, having faith in the God of the Jews. 
Apparently Peter was still preaching when the Holy Spirit came upon the whole congregation, including the God-fearers. Peter and his Jewish company were shocked that non-Jews, people who were not really in the family of the faith, were receiving the Holy Spirit. This really messed up the whole game plan. As the big shot leaders in the Jerusalem church had determined, the good news was for the Jews first. The Gentiles were not part of the plan at all. 

Peter realizes that, despite their previous, clear understanding of how this should work - Jews only - he has to yield to the obvious message from God. He has no reasonable choice.  
These new people were baptized on the spot and joined to the body of Jesus Christ. The break with tradition and expectation that had already been taking place was taking on a new dimension. 
Change was coming faster than the apostles could have imagined, and they weren’t prepared for the new things God was doing. It would lead to problems and conflict and difficult times. But our Christian faith held together as the apostles recognized that their friend Jesus had surprised them once again. At the end of the day, their friendship with Jesus mattered more than any agendas or biases. If they had been servants only, they would have been annoyed by needing to change their plan and would never have reached for the new direction now before them.

Friends are more than servants, far more. They share a bond that transcends the boundaries of mere acquaintance. It is where obligation is met with grace and transformed into gift. Friends are willing to extend themselves and make sacrifices. 

We will close today with the old familiar hymn, What a Friend We Have in Jesus. As we hear the words that describe the comfort and strength of prayer shared with our Lord, we may want to ask, What a Friend Am I to Jesus? 

