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John: Beloved Brother        June 13, 2021 
Psalm 73:21-28; John 19:23-27        Series: Biblical Game Changers 
 
Psalm 71:21-28 
21 When my soul was embittered, when I was pricked in heart, 
22 I was stupid and ignorant; I was like a brute beast toward you. 
23 Nevertheless I am continually with you; you hold my right hand. 
24 You guide me with your counsel, and afterward you will receive me with 
honor.  
25 Whom have I in heaven but you?  And there is nothing on earth that I 
desire other than you. 
26 My flesh and my heart may fail, but God is the strength of my heart and 
my portion forever. 
27 Indeed, those who are far from you will perish; you put an end to those 
who are false to you. 
28 But for me it is good to be near God; I have made the Lord God my 
refuge, to tell of all your works. 
 

 
I have a question to start my sermon with this morning.  What do the 
eyes of your heart see in your times of trial?   
 
To help you think through the question, here’s a story from a literal time of 
trial that brought together a Michigan judge named Bruce Morrow and a 
former drug dealer named Edward Martell.  In 2005, Ed Martell was 26 
years old and was standing trial in Judge Morrow’s court room for 
dealing crack. He already had an extensive rap sheet and was facing a 
sentence of up to 20 years in prison.  But, in the redemptive eyes of Judge 
Morrow, Ed Martell was a lot more than just a career criminal and a lost 
cause.   Instead, Bruce Morrow saw a smart – even brilliant – young man 
who had rebounded from setbacks and had enormous potential.   
 
And so, instead of throwing the 20-year book at Martell, the African 
American judge gave the Latino drug dealer three years of probation and 
a challenge to return to court next time not with a charge against him but 
with an accomplishment behind him – such as becoming the CEO of a 
Fortune 500 company.  Morrow the judge gave Martell the criminal his 
phone number and said to him, “You have greatness within you, and I think 
you can become anything you want to be.”   
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As you can imagine, that decision and that day changed Ed Martell’s life.  
Galvanized by the challenge and encouraged by the judge’s faith in him, Ed 
worked his way up through community college, through undergrad, and 
eventually through law school, all while staying in close touch with Judge 
Morrow.   
 
Then, last month, on May 14, 16 years after their first meeting, the 43-year-
old former drug dealer appeared in Judge Morrow’s courtroom 
again.  He was dressed in a three-piece suit and a bow tie, accompanied by 
two lawyers and his family.  And, when directed by the judge, he raised his 
right hand and said, “I, Edward Martell, do solemnly swear...” as he 
was sworn in by Judge Morrow as the newest lawyer of the Michigan Bar.  
After the ceremony, the new Michigan lawyer and the seasoned Michigan 
judge – brothers in Christ – embraced in a hug, and Ed Martell soaked 
Bruce Morrow’s judicial robes with tears of gratitude and joy.   
 
Isn’t that a great story? It’s a story of redemption.  It’s an example of what 
the eyes of a loving person’s heart can see in a time of trial. 
 
What do the eyes of your heart see when the trying times come? 
 
This morning, I’m going to wrap up our 10-week sermon series on Biblical 
Game Changers, and our Game Changer for this last morning in our 
series is John.  Biblical tradition tells us that John was one of Jesus’ first 
and closest disciples and that he was the author of several parts of our New 
Testament, including the Gospel of John, the New Testament letters of 1st, 
2nd, and 3rd  John, and the Book of the Revelation.   
 
Our text for this morning comes from Chapter 19 of John’s Gospel, so I 
invite you to open your Bible to John 19, and we’ll pick up the scene of the 
crucifixion of Jesus at verse 23.  Hear the word of God:  
 
23 When the soldiers had crucified Jesus, they took his clothes and divided 
them into four parts, one for each soldier. They also took his tunic; now the 
tunic was seamless, woven in one piece from the top. 24 So they said to one 
another, “Let us not tear it, but cast lots for it to see who will get it.” This 
was to fulfill what the scripture says, “They divided my clothes among 
themselves, and for my clothing they cast lots.”   
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25 And that is what the soldiers did. Meanwhile, standing near the 
cross of Jesus were his mother, and his mother’s sister, Mary the wife of 
Clopas, and Mary Magdalene. 26 When Jesus saw his mother and the 
disciple whom he loved standing beside her, he said to his mother, 
“Woman, here is your son.” 27 Then he said to the disciple, “Here is your 
mother.” And from that hour the disciple took her into his own home.   
 
This is God’s word for us this morning.  Thanks be to God.   
 
I decided to call John the Beloved Brother in the title of this sermon for a 
couple of reasons.  First is the fact that Jesus and John had a close 
relationship.  John is regularly included in the inner circle of Jesus’ 
disciples, along with Peter and James.  Those three disciples went places 
with Jesus and heard things from Jesus that seem to have been reserved 
exclusively for Peter, James and John.   
 
In verse 26 of the story we just heard from John’s gospel, you may have 
heard John mention two specific people whom Jesus saw from the cross.  
They were Jesus mother, Mary, and the disciple whom Jesus loved.  
Throughout his gospel account, John used that title – the beloved disciple 
or the disciple whom Jesus loved – six times.  And, though there’s some 
debate about the possibility of that title referring to Lazarus, whom Jesus 
had raised from the dead, or Mary Magdalene, most Bible scholars 
throughout history have decided that the biblical evidence points to John as 
the one who used that description for himself as he wrote his account of 
Jesus’ life. 
 
Of course, that doesn’t mean John was the ONLY disciple whom Jesus 
loved.  Jesus shared God’s heart in loving all of his disciples – including 
Judas – just as he loves all of his followers now.  But, the title does suggest 
that there may have been a special bond felt between Jesus and John that 
allowed John to feel especially loved and that inspired him to choose the 
theme of love as the central focus of so much of his writing.  And, if you’ve 
read John’s writings in the New Testament, you’ll recognize the strength of 
that theme.   
 
It’s in John’s gospel that we hear Jesus giving his followers the new 
commandment, that we love one another just as Jesus has loved us.   
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It’s in John’s epistles – 1st, 2nd, and 3rd John – that we read John’s 
statement about his experience with the very nature of God.  He wrote, “So 
we have known and believe the love that God has for us.  God is love, and 
those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides in them.” 
 
I think it may have been John’s embrace of Jesus’ love as the central quality 
of the Lord’s nature that motivated John, as the only of Jesus’ male 
disciples, to be by Jesus’ side as Christ hung on the cross.  For the 
other disciples, I think Jesus’ crucifixion butted heads too much with who 
they wanted Jesus to be.  But, John took to heart the idea he’d heard from 
Jesus that no one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s 
friends.  For John, there was absolute consistency between what Jesus had 
taught them and shown them and what Jesus was doing in that moment on 
the cross for our salvation.  So, instead of having to pull away from Jesus on 
the cross, John could actually draw nearer to our crucified Lord because he 
understood it to be the ultimate example and ultimate fulfillment of Christ’s 
love for us.   
 
And, Jesus saw that and knew that from the cross.  He knew that about 
John’s heart and about John’s embrace of the true love and nature of God.  
So, in that moment, John’s nearness to Jesus was a critical part of Jesus’ 
decision to make John a brother in caring for and supporting Mary after 
Jesus went to be with his Heavenly Father.  Because, if you love your 
mother, the person you want taking care of your widowed mother after you 
die is someone who truly knows how to love and how to sacrifice for the 
good of others.  John may not have gotten everything.  But, I think he got 
the thing that mattered most.  And so, he got Mary.  He inherited the sacred 
trust of caring for life of the mother of the Savior of the world.  And, from 
what little we know, John cared for Mary well until the moment her son 
called her home.   
 
John was beloved.  John was a brother.  John became a Biblical Game 
Changer.  So, what can we learn from John for our own journeys of faith?  
What is it that we see in John’s life that, if we follow his example, may help 
us become Game Changers in our world and in the lives of others, too?   
 
First, as I’ve mentioned, John had his eyes fixed on the love of God.  
That’s what Game Changers do; they have their eyes fixed on the love of 
God.  
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You may have noticed on one of the earlier slides that John is often 
associated with the symbol of the eagle.  Theologians in history have drawn 
connections between the four gospel authors and four creatures seen the by 
the Prophet Daniel in one of his visions.  The image of the eagle was given 
to John for a few reasons.  Eagles fly high, like John’s very heavenly 
theology of Christ.  Their high flight takes them closer to the sun, and John 
certainly stayed close to God’s Son.  But, maybe most importantly, eagles 
have incredible vision.  Scientists say eagles can see between 4-8 times 
better than humans, to the extent of being able to clearly see an animal the 
size of a rabbit from up to three miles away.  That eyesight allows eagles to 
lock in on a food source so that they can take hold of it and thrive.  That all 
begins with what they see. 
 
So, I go back to my question from the beginning of the sermon. What is the 
focus of the eyes of your heart?   
 
The author of the New Testament book of Hebrews gave us good advice 
about where the focus of the eyes of our hearts should be.  He wrote, “... 
let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us, fixing our eyes on 
Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of faith. For the joy set before him he 
endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the 
throne of God.  Hebrews 12:1b-2 
 
When the guards who were around the crucified Jesus looked at him, they 
saw what they could get out of it.  So, they divided his clothes and cast lots 
for his tunic.  Jesus was nothing more to them than an opportunity for 
personal gain.  Is that what the eyes of your heart see when you look at 
Jesus?  Is he just a means for getting what you want?  If so, I promise that 
you are missing out on the fullness of who Christ is and how God can 
transform your life for the better.   
 
Since I’m sure that’s no one here, my hope is that you see what Jesus and 
John saw at the cross.  They saw not what they could get but what they 
could give.  They saw the love of God that was sacrificing and giving His one 
and only son so that whoever believes in his wouldn’t perish but would have 
everlasting life.  Jesus looked out from the cross – through unimaginable 
suffering and excruciating pain – not with eyes for his own relief but with 
eyes fixed on loving those were there.  He saw people who needed 
forgiveness from sin, and he used his final moments to pray on their behalf.   
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He saw a thief who was repentant and needing reassurance, and he used his 
moments to promise him paradise in the presence of his savior.  And, he 
saw his beloved mother and the disciple whom he loved needing something 
and someone to hold onto as their loved one’s life was ebbing away, and he 
used his final moments to give them to each other.  “Woman, here is your 
son.  Brother, here is your mother.”   
 
In their most insecure moment, Jesus gave security.  For their loneliest 
hours, Jesus gave presence and companionship.  Jesus could do that 
because his eyes were fixed on the joy set before him in the love of God, and 
John could carry that love forward because his eyes were fixed on the love 
that carried him.   
 
Maybe in that moment, John was strengthened by the words of Psalm 
73, the reading Pat offered us earlier from our Hebrew scriptures.  “Whom 
have I in heaven but you?  And there is nothing on earth that I desire other 
than you.  My flesh and my heart may fail, but God is the strength of my 
heart and my portion forever.”   
 
What we fix our eyes on in this life matters so much, especially in times of 
trial.  Do you remember the story of Ed Martell, the drug dealing 
criminal turned attorney at law?  When Ed first stood before Judge Morrow 
and later faced skeptics along his path, Ed and the skeptics fixed their eyes 
on what Ed had done wrong.  But, thanks be to God, Ed found himself face 
to face with a judge whose eyes were fixed on what he could do right.  Bruce 
Morrow saw potential.  He saw what God had given him.  He saw what he 
was capable of giving, and he saw what Ed was capable of giving if he was 
just given enough love and grace to get there.  That’s the focus we need.  
That’s the focus Jesus and John had.  That’s what Game Changers do.  Fix 
your eyes on the love of God.   
 
Secondly, have a heart that desires nearness with God.  Game 
Changers like John have hearts desiring nearness with God. 
 
Again, I think John may have had the spirit of Psalm 73 in him as he stood 
by Jesus’ pierced and bleeding side at the cross.  Every one of the other 
disciples had chosen to distance himself from Christ at that moment, but 
John chose nearness.   
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And, that was the heart of the psalm writer, who wrote, “Indeed, those 
who are far from you will perish; you put an end to those who are false to 
you. But for me it is good to be near God; I have made the Lord God my 
refuge, to tell of all your works.”   
 
And, that’s exactly what John went on to do – to write a gospel and epistles 
and a revelation that tell of the Lord’s works so that his readers would come 
to believe in Jesus as Lord and Savior.   
 
That’s what Bruce Morrow and Ed Martell did.  They stayed near to each 
other and grew nearer to Christ through the 16 years after their meeting.  
And, we see the fruit of redemption and transformation that came from 
that.  Of course, not every human relationship will be like that.  There are 
times when distance from toxic people is a better safer choice, for sure.  
But, there’s never a time when distance from God is better than nearness 
with God.   
 
Does your heart desire nearness with God?  If so, is that nearness a refuge 
for you?  Is it inspiring you to talk to others about Jesus and the good works 
God has done or is doing in your life?  Our culture is not always friendly to 
Jesus.  It’s certainly not always friendly to people who worship Jesus or talk 
about Jesus.  But, John didn’t let that put distance between him and the 
Lord.  Instead, John took refuge in Christ in those tense times.  He knew it 
was good for him to be near God, to stay connected to the vine of Christ so 
that he could be a healthy, fruit-bearing branch in God’s vineyard.  That’s 
what followers of Christ are called to do.  That’s what Game Changers do.  
We have a heart desiring nearness with God.   
 
Lastly, Game Changers have minds set on loving like God. 
 
How does God love?  Well, one of the strongest ways the Bible describes 
God’s love is in terms of what God gives.  That truth inspired John to write 
one of the Bible’s most famous statements, that “God so loved the world 
that He... gave....”  God has given us more than we could have ever asked 
for or imagined.  And, Game Changers like John respond to our Lord’s 
generosity by continuing to pay it forward – by giving what we have to give 
for the good and blessing of others.   
 
We know from this morning’s gospel story that, when Jesus gave Mary into 
John’s care, John responded by giving what he had to give.   
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The second part of verse 27 tells us that “... from that hour the disciple 
took her into his own home.”   
 
John gave what he had to give throughout his earthly ministry with the 1st 
Century apostles.  He loved like God by giving the world his words, writing 
many of the works of our New Testament.  He loved like God by caring for 
the church – speaking the truth in love to correct and guide the church, 
serving the church as an Elder in Ephesus, and growing the church through 
loving evangelism and generous stewardship.  The church is the church 
today – a strong and beloved bride of Christ – in part because John was 
who John was – a Game Changer with a mind set on loving like God.   
 
My friends, you are doing this well.  As Jesus confidently entrusted the 
mother he loved into the care of another because of the love of God in them, 
I have confidence entrusting the congregation I love into the care of 
another because of the love of God in you and the love of God you will look 
for as you select your new pastor.   
 
Just remember to fix your eyes on the love of God.  Foster a heart 
that desires nearness to God.  And, set your mind on loving like God.  You 
are the disciples whom Jesus loves.  Let’s go to the table in remembrance 
and celebration of his love, as he continues to change the game in us and 
through us.  Let’s pray.   


