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May 9, 2021  

“One Commandment” 

Reading – John 15:9-17 

 
9 As the Father has loved me, so I have loved you; abide in my love. 10 If 

you keep my commandments, you will abide in my love, just as I have 

kept my Father’s commandments and abide in his love. 11 I have said 

these things to you so that my joy may be in you, and that your joy may 

be complete. 

12 “This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved 

you. 13 No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s 

friends. 14 You are my friends if you do what I command you. 15 I do not 

call you servants[d] any longer, because the servant[e] does not know 

what the master is doing; but I have called you friends because I have 

made known to you everything that I have heard from my Father. 16 You 

did not choose me but I chose you. And I appointed you to go and bear 

fruit, fruit that will last, so that the Father will give you whatever you 

ask him in my name. 17 I am giving you these commands so that you 

may love one another. 

 

“One Commandment” 

Have you heard about the human additions God’s people made to the 

law, the rules, the commandments handed down from God to Moses? 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=john+15&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-26704d
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=john+15&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-26704e
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I’ll never forget about that first hearing and, up until that point in time, it 

hadn’t registered with me how difficult it might be to interpret, not 

follow – but interpret, the commandments, all 613 of them. For example, 

when I read in my Bible that God commands that we rest on the seventh 

day and do no work, in my naiveté I always assumed that everyone just 

KNEW what encompassed rest and what encompassed work. I had no 

idea that it would be important to specify how much weight a person 

could carry or how many steps a person could walk without resting 

before such activity constituted work. And I was just as surprised to 

discover that, after all the rules and definitions adopted by humankind to 

define work and rest, it would still be possible for a person to tend to a 

field on the Sabbath and have that be considered “rest” and at the same 

time it could be possible for another person to spend a leisurely day 

enjoying nature and have that be considered “work”. That’s people for 

you, right? 

Here is a story related to this that I’ll share. It turns out, carrying a key is 

prohibited on the Sabbath; it would be considered work. But if you 

decorate the key and wear it as a pin, it would be considered jewelry, so 

you could then carry the key around with you and use it to unlock your 

door…without it being considered work. 

I am not making fun of Jews. I mention them because as I began to learn 

of these rules and others like them I realized some things. I realized that 
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without some kind of definition, people would have a tendency to bend 

God’s rules to the point of rules being pretty much useless. And I 

realized that no matter how well-intentioned the efforts of some people 

are attempting to provide guidance on how to follow God’s rules, there 

will ALWAYS be people who find ways to break God’s rules while 

maintaining they haven’t done so. AND I realized that having 613 

commandments – so MANY – provided the opportunity for a whole lot 

of this kind of human silliness and manipulation, no matter how well-

intentioned. We can realize that these misguided actions on the part of 

humans were not in any way, shape, or form confined to God’s 

originally-called people, who you might know as the Hebrews, the 

Israelites, or the Jews. Folks, we Christians have been doing the SAME 

kind of thing…but I’ll get to that a little later. 

First, some background. Jesus came along and narrowed the number of 

commandments we must follow SIGNIFICANTLY. I’m not saying 

Jesus abolished the rest of them. Jesus, himself, said he did not come to 

do so. Rather, I’m suggesting, Jesus commanded US to focus on but one 

– or two – as a way of summarizing or simplifying things, as a way of 

making our job of following God’s desires for us so much easier. 

In John’s gospel, Jesus says this: “This is my commandment, that you 

love one another as I have loved you.” How can we read this without 

understanding that Jesus wants us to love God? While Jesus is seated 
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around the table with his disciples at the Last Supper, telling them the 

most important things he needs to communicate in his last hours with 

them. 

Jesus gave a very limited number of commands, a very limited number 

of imperatives, to those disciples and us. Jesus commanded us to help 

people in need; to make disciples of all nations; to baptize people in the 

name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit; to teach people 

everywhere everything he commanded to those original disciples and us. 

And, as I mentioned last week, Jesus commanded us to abide. There 

might be a few more things that Jesus commanded…but not many. 

And then, Jesus provides this ONE COMMANDMENT. Notice what he 

said and what he didn’t say. Jesus said, “This is my commandment.” He 

didn’t say, “This is one of my commandments.” No, Jesus provided one 

commandment. And, to our modern English ears, command and 

commandment sound very similar…so you’re probably wondering: 

what’s the difference? 

And it turns out, the original hearers of this text may have been as 

confused as we are…because the Greek words used here for 

commandment and command are about as similar as our English words. 

But there IS a difference. A “command” is something someone tells you 

to do. It’s an imperative, an order. Similarly, a “commandment” is an 
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imperative or an order, but it is an imperative or order that is prescribed 

and, therefore, identifies you as one who is a follower of the prescriber. 

In other words, a commandment IDENTIFIES those who follow it. 

When we follow Jesus’ commandment, we are identified as his 

followers, as Christians. 

In fact, when Jesus first introduced this commandment a little earlier in 

the evening, Jesus did so in a way that makes this perfectly clear: “I give 

you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have 

loved you, you also should love one another.  By this everyone will 

know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.” 

So when I read this week that Jesus gave many imperatives but one 

commandment, I thought it would be a good idea to focus on that reality 

and this one commandment, to try to figure out what it means for 

us…and how we’re doing. 

Why do you suppose Jesus gave just one commandment? Obviously, 

God had gone a different route with the Israelites. God wanted them to 

be so incredibly set apart, so different, so holy (meaning set apart for 

God) that God came up with all manner of (what seem to be unusual) 

rules for them to be certain that they would look different…to be certain 

that whenever a person of a different race, a different culture, a different 

religion walked up to any of them, that person would IMMEDIATELY 
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notice that the Israelite was DIFFERENT. Why do you wear that strange 

thing on your head and your arm? Why do you not eat the same foods I 

eat? Why do you not wear the same kind of clothes I wear? Why don’t 

you work on Saturday? Why are you so hospitable to strangers? Why 

don’t you eat ham and cheese sandwiches? 

And when asked, the Israelite would have responded something like this, 

“because I and my people are set apart for God, the maker of the 

heavens and the earth”, which hopefully would lead to a conversation 

about God and maybe even a religious conversion. 

So…if God gave the Israelites 613 commandments to help set them 

apart, why would Jesus give just ONE commandment to his followers? 

Were Jesus’ followers not supposed to be so set apart anymore? 

Well, there are probably quite a few more reasons than I could give here. 

But I’ll offer a quick summary of what I think are the top potential 

reasons. Certainly, cutting back on the abuses and manmade additions 

must have been a factor. And then, there’s the notion of summarizing, 

particularly summarizing God’s INTENT. Many of what I‘ll call abuses 

or manipulations of the 613 commandments had to do with following the 

letter of the law without following the intent of the law. Jesus’ 

commandment to LOVE is all about intent. And then there’s my favorite 

reason of all: FOCUS. Can you imagine how difficult it would be to 
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focus on keeping 613 commandments? Since God gave no instructions 

for prioritizing the commandments but just said to keep all of them, it 

would be easy to get distracted by a commandment God might think of 

as a minor detail while missing the big picture of what God was trying to 

accomplish. Kind of like spending a bunch of time turning a key into a 

pin so you could unlock your door on the Sabbath. So, Jesus came along 

and commanded his followers to FOCUS on love. 

So…how are we, as individuals and as the church, doing? 

I’m sure there will be some people here who are tempted to say the 

church is doing a great job at this. And I’m sure there are great acts of 

loving taking place throughout Christ’s Church at any given point in 

time. We all could count the ways we think we are doing well 

concerning this commandment. 

However, I would suggest that a recent national survey of unchurched 

people in our country demonstrates that a great many people are not 

encountering “love” as the identifying mark of modern American 

Christians. According to the survey, 79% of the 1,402 unchurched 

respondents said they think Christianity “is more about organized 

religion than about loving God and loving people.” And 72% said they 

think the church “is full of hypocrites, people who criticize others for 

doing the same things they do themselves.” Scott McConnell, director of 
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LifeWay Research, said, as a kind of summary of the survey’s findings, 

“People on the outside see the church as candles, pews and flowers, 

rather than people living out their love for God by loving others.” 

So…what does all of this mean for us? Well, as I began to suggest a 

while ago, I believe it means we have fallen prey to some of the same 

problems as our ancestors in faith. Jesus narrowed down the rule set 

from 613 to ONE; yet, somehow, we have made our faith about so many 

things other than the ONE thing on which we are supposed to focus. 

Think for a second about the kinds of things the Church has come to 

focus upon over the years: 

▪ Congregational Governance – How many hours each year do we 

spend making sure we’ve got the right number of people on the 

correct committees? And how difficult is it to change our 

governance structure? When we spend so much time on 

governance, we take time AWAY from love. 

▪ Church Property – For those of you involved in trustee work here at 

LaPorte, please don’t take this as any kind of knock on you; you’re 

simply doing what the congregation has asked you to do. But folks, 

the reality is, congregations like ours across America spend WAY 

more time and money maintaining their buildings than they do 
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engaging in intentional acts of love. Interestingly, I don’t recall 

Jesus commanding us to have church buildings. 

▪ Correct Belief – OK, so maybe I’ve got these a little out of order. In 

the big picture of Church, the one activity that more than any other 

has replaced LOVING as the identifier of Christians is the activity 

of JUDGING. This is interesting…since Jesus’ single 

commandment was that we love, AND Jesus’ very specifically 

forbade us to judge. 

But I think this judging thing helps identify perhaps the greatest 

difficulty with following Jesus’ commandment to love, and that 

difficulty is simply this: we don’t seem to understand what it means to 

love. Or maybe, just maybe, like at least SOME of the Israelites before 

us, we really DO KNOW what it means to love but have decided to 

manipulate things to the point of being able to call anything love. Let us 

think about how we sometimes identify love: 

▪ Being NICE. Being WARM and FUZZY. You know, we don’t ever 

talk about the really important stuff, especially politics or religion, 

because we’d much rather have everyone get along at a surface 

level than dive in too deep. And we don’t really DO ANYTHING to 

help correct wrongs because doing something would require that we 

IDENTIFY wrongs, and identifying wrongs isn’t nice. But what did 

Jesus do as an example of love? He wasn’t NICE, not in this sense. 
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He got REAL with people; he talked to them about what was 

holding them back from living as God desired them to live. He 

asked them tough questions. 

▪ And some of us identify love as being TOUGH. You know, tough 

love. And Jesus was tough, to be sure, but so often I see people 

being tough for the sake of being tough and yet forgetting the love 

part. It almost seems as if “tough love” is an excuse from behavior 

that could better be described as bullying or abuse. 

▪ And some of us identify love as being JUDGING. You know, like 

what happened in the Inquisition, when some people decided others 

needed to get their beliefs right so their souls wouldn’t be eternally 

damned. Somehow, I just don’t think we’re going to get people to 

believe that we love them if we tell them they are condemned to an 

eternity in hell due to their beliefs or their lifestyles, or well, 

anything else, for that matter…especially while we’re trying to tell 

them about the God of grace and mercy and forgiveness. 

There’s a whole bunch of other stuff that encompasses what love does 

NOT look like. I could probably talk about this, well at least another 

hour. But what I need to leave you with is what love DOES look like. 

And we can find direction on this from Jesus. We’re supposed to love 

one another as Jesus has loved us. And the greatest example of love is to 

lay down one’s life for others. 
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If you want to love, all you have to do is look at Jesus’ life and do the 

kinds of things he did: he put others first, before himself. He told of 

God’s truth (with boldness – that’s ok). Jesus provided help that was 

tailored to the needs of each individual. Jesus went to the people who 

others thought were worthless – tax collectors, lepers, women, 

prostitutes, Gentiles – and HELPED them, too. Jesus fed people, healed, 

challenged people, listened to people, visited people, he was in 

relationship with them. 

If you want to love, all you have to do is place the needs of others – all 

others, even the most difficult and especially the most needy others – 

above the needs of yourself. Folks, THAT’S love. It’s not really all that 

complicated. If you really believe you are doing what is in the best 

interests of others, you are loving. If WE – if CHURCH – really acted in 

the best interests of others instead of getting caught up in all the other 

stuff that for some reason so occupies us, I have serious doubts that very 

many people at all would say we’re more about the organizing part of 

religion than we are about loving. I seriously doubt that many people at 

all would call us hypocrites. 

And do you know what the result will be? For you, it will be what Jesus 

offered in the passage: Jesus’ joy will be in you, and your joy will be 

complete. Sounds pretty good to me! And for the world – God will make 

such a positive difference through our acts of love that all the world will 
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know that we are the people of God, and all the world will want to be 

people of God, as well. Is there anything more we can ask for? Is there 

anything more that we can hope? 

This is Jesus’ one commandment to us; it should be our primary focus: 

love. Amen. 

 


