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"This is My commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you." This is the Word of the 

Lord. 

 

"Love." Now, there's a word that gets tossed around a lot. We speak of God's love for us. We speak 

of love for one another. "They'll know we are Christians by our love" is still a well-known Sunday 

school song. In the secular world, you'll still hear the oldies that "Love will keep us together," and 

"Love is all you need." We hear about love a lot. 

 

We hear about love a lot in today's Gospel lesson: By my count, our Lord mentions "love" nine 

times in eight verses.  

 

But what does the Lord mean when He speaks of love? It is popular in religion today to say, "We 

don't need to worry about doctrine as long as we've got love. As long as we love Jesus and others, 

those particulars don't matter very much." It's popular. But is this the Word of the Lord? Is it a 

loving thing to say? 

 

We begin this sermon by examining what Jesus says about love. Then we'll see how that applies to 

our lives today. 

 

I. Love and Word 

 

"As the Father has loved Me, I also have loved you; abide in My love."  

 

"Abide in My love," says Jesus. Abide: "Remain", "stay there;" not "get to" or "enter into." As 

Christians, we begin by recognizing this about love: It doesn't start with us. We don't achieve God's 

love or bring it about; rather, the Lord declares that we are brought into His love by His work: "As 

the Father has loved Me, I also have loved you." And now that He has brought us into His love, He 

bids us to abide there-He desires that we stay. 

 

How are we brought in, specifically? Jesus tells the disciples in the text, "Greater love has no one 

than this, than to lay down one's life for his friends." So Jesus has done for you and me, for "while 

we were still sinners, Christ died for us" (Rom. 5:8). Jesus Christ submitted to the cross, laid down 

His life in our place so that we might be forgiven for all of our sins. This is how we are brought into 

God's love-by His doing, not ours. Thus Jesus also goes on to say in our text, "You did not choose 

Me, but I chose you." 

 

We make note of one more statement from Jesus in our text today: "I have called you friends, for all 

things that I heard from My Father I have made known to you." Jesus speaks His Word to us, 
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because it is by His Word that He gives us the forgiveness of sins that He won on the cross. It is by 

His Word that He gives us faith. 

 

It is by His Word that He saves us and brings us into His love. God's love and God's Word go 

together. You cannot have one without the other. 

 

So, it is by the Word that we are brought into God's love. How do we abide there? How do we 

remain there? Jesus tells us: "If you keep My commandments, you will abide in My love." 

 

If you "keep" My commandments. The English doesn't do us much good here; it sounds like Jesus is 

saying, "As long as you obey the rules, you belong to Me." But "keep" means to "keep hold of." 

"Keep" means to preserve, cling to, not let go. Therefore, to remain in His love, we cling to His 

commandments-we cling to His Word. Therefore, once again: God's love and God's Word go 

together.  

 

The next question is, "To which commandments does Jesus refer?"  

 

First, Jesus is referring to His Law. By His death, Jesus has set us free from sin and brought us into 

God's love. Sin and God's love cannot abide with one another. Therefore, if we persist in sin and 

reject repentance, we remove ourselves from God's love. In other words, God in His love says, 

"Because of My love, I forgive you." If we say, "I don't want Your forgiveness," we are saying, "I 

don't want Your love, either." Therefore, to abide in God's love, we fear God's wrath and act 

according to His commandments; and where we sin, we trust in the forgiveness that Christ has won. 

 

But God's Law is not the only commandment we are to cling to. We heard another one in last week's 

epistle-the verses in I John that come right before this week's reading: "And this is His 

commandment: that we should believe on the name of His Son Jesus Christ love one another, as He 

gave us commandment" (I Jn. 3:23). What are we to believe about Jesus? Today's epistle (I John 4:1-

11) tells us: We are to believe that Jesus, God's only-begotten Son, has come in the flesh as God and 

man; and that God sent His Son into the world "to be the propitiation"-the sacrifice-"for our sins" (I 

Jn. 4:10). This is clearly the Gospel, for by this Word your sins are forgiven. 

 

Therefore, we are told to keep hold of the commandment to believe in Jesus. But this is not Law. 

When our Lord tells us to believe in Him, He is giving us the faith He requires. By telling us about 

His cross, He is giving us forgiveness and faith so that we believe in Him. The command to believe 

in Jesus is His work for us, not ours. 

 

And this is how we remain in God's love. We keep hold of His Law, knowing that He still hates sin 

and that sin opposes His love. We keep hold of His Gospel, because Christ has died so that we might 

be forgiven for our sins and remain in His love. 

 

In short, we remain in God's love when we remain in God's Word. The two go together. 

 

Because the Lord has brought us into His love, and because He proclaims His Word so that we can 

keep hold of it and remain in His love, we bear fruit. We do good works. We love one another and 

care for our neighbor's needs. This includes physical needs of food and shelter, but that is not all; 

many non-Christians help people in this way. More specifically Christian, we care for the spiritual 

needs of others. We proclaim the truth of God's Word to them, both His Law and His Gospel. 
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Falsehood and sin kill; therefore, it is only loving for a Christian to confront sin and falsehood with 

the truth.  

 

As another fruit of God's love, we also pray. We pray in the name of Jesus. This does not mean that 

any old prayer is a good one if we just tack Jesus' name onto the end. Rather, according to the 

second commandment, to pray in Jesus' name is to pray according to His Word. We do not pray 

what we want, but we pray that God's will be done. 

 

These are some of the fruits of abiding in God's love. They do not keep us in God's love anymore 

than fruit keeps a branch attached to the vine. We bear these fruits because we're attached to the vine 

already: God has already brought us into His love by His Word, for the sake of His Son Jesus Christ. 

 

I understand that this is a lot to chew on. If nothing else, let me reiterate these points, one more time: 

First, God brings us into His love-and keeps us in His love-for the sake of Jesus, by means of His 

Word. Second, we remain in His love by holding fast to what His Word declares, no matter what 

others may say.  

 

II. Two Foundations 

 

Let us then apply this to some situations today. As Christians, we know that we are brought and kept 

in God's love by His Word. Therefore, so that others might know God's love, we declare His Word 

to them, too. 

 

This means that we proclaim both God's Law and Gospel. It is a loving thing to preach God's Law 

and warn of sin. A parent warns a child not to touch a hot stove because he loves the child and 

desires what is best. One man warns another of a cliff along the trail because he wants to protect him 

from falling. It is loving to warn of danger. It is not loving to fail to warn; this places people in 

danger. 

 

Therefore, it is loving to warn people of sin, even when they don't want to hear it. For instance, it is 

loving for a Christian to warn another that immorality is a sin that destroys faith; the one engaging in 

the practice may respond with anger when confronted, complaining that the other doesn't care about 

his happiness. However, it is loving to confront that person anyway; it is not loving to ignore the 

situation and fail to warn the sinner of God's impending judgment. 

 

Likewise, as we've just discussed in adult Bible class, Closed Communion is a loving practice. We 

do not ask people to refrain from the Lord's Supper because we are some sort of elite, exclusive club. 

Rather, at times we ask them to refrain because the Scriptures warn that the one who is unprepared 

receives the Supper to his judgment. Our request for people to refrain at least until they speak with 

the duty elder or pastor may be met with anger and indignation; but the request is still made out of 

concern for that person's welfare.  

 

It is loving to preach God's Law and warn the sinner of error. As one writer put it, "Charity [or love] 

does not cover error; because error is the daughter of sin, and charity is the daughter of God."* 

 

These are common ongoing applications that will be with us until the last day. However, today it is 

necessary to apply our Lord's Word to a most troubling and dangerous situation in the Lutheran 

Church-Missouri Synod. 
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From time to time over the past twenty months, we have brought you up to date about a case of 

church discipline, or "dispute resolution" as it's known in the LCMS. We have done so mostly in 

Bible class and voters' meetings, though with a reference now and then in a sermon. 

 

Shortly after the terrorist attacks of 9/11, an LCMS district president, Dr. David Benke, took part in 

leading a nationally-televised interfaith prayer service in Yankee Stadium. This service included 

prayers, homilies and readings by Muslim, Hindu and Jewish clergy, among others. The appearance 

of the service was that all religions are equally pleasing in God's eyes, and Dr. Benke's presentation 

and prayer did nothing to contradict this appearance. Rather, they contributed to it. 

 

As members of the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, Dr. Benke and I and this congregation have all 

promised not to engage in such activities.  

 

Almost immediately, many objected to Dr. Benke's participation and called for his repentance. In 

response, the President of the LCMS released a statement saying that he had give prior approval to 

Dr. Benke's participation. In closing his statement, he called for those who objected to "Let charity 

prevail." In keeping with the bylaws of synod, several pastors and congregations entered the dispute 

resolution process, asking that Dr. Benke either repent, or-because he did not wish to abide by what 

we've agreed to-to withdraw from the LCMS. 

 

Among other things, this was met with a louder call to "Let charity prevail." 

 

"Let charity prevail." "Charity" is a synonym for "love." Therefore, the statement concluded with the 

bidding that we are to "let love prevail." 

 

This is where we come back to our text, for how will love prevail? 

 

Our Lord declares that His love and His Word go together. When we keep hold of His Law and 

Gospel, we remain in His love. Therefore, love prevails when God's Word prevails. Love prevails 

when matters are decided according to the Word of God. Remember: "Charity does not cover error; 

because error is the daughter of sin, and charity is the daughter of God." 

 

We will examine these happenings more in depth in Bible class, but we note two important events. 

The case was assigned to Dr. Wallace Shulz, second vice-president of the LCMS. About a year ago, 

Dr. Schulz found Dr. Benke to be guilty, and suspended him pending appeal. (This was not without 

personal cost to Dr. Schulz; his acceptance of this responsibility, and the verdict he rendered, cost 

him his position as speaker for the Lutheran Hour.) Dr. Benke appealed this decision to an appeals 

panel.  

 

The appeals panel rendered the final decision about two weeks ago, and restored Dr. Benke to 

membership in good standing. And here is where the crisis deepens significantly: The panel ruled 

that Dr. Schulz had made a "thorough argument" from the Scriptures. However, it determined that 

Dr. Benke should be restored because of a convention resolution. This convention resolution 

represents the "collective will" of the LCMS; and this "collective will" of people overrides the 

thorough Scriptural argument that Dr. Schulz put forth. The panel also cited a recent constitutional 

ruling in the LCMS which states that a pastor in the LCMS cannot be held responsible for an action 

if he has received prior approval from a superior. Therefore, the permission of the synodical 
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president also overrides the thorough Scriptural argument that Dr. Schulz put forth. 

 

Dear friends, if this decision is left to stand as the official position of our church body, it puts the 

Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod on perilous ground. It says that the meaning of Scripture is 

determined by the "collective will" of people. It says that a human church leader can determine what 

is right or wrong, over and above the Word of God. 

 

Once again: This decision declares that Scripture is secondary to the approval of a church leader and 

the "collective will" of people. 

 

This leads to a very dangerous path down a very treacherous slope: If the opinion of people is 

elevated above the Word of God, then we can make the Bible say whatever we want it to say. This is 

a far cry from the Reformation cry of "Scripture alone"! In fact, the Reformation took place in large 

part to free the Scriptures from the opinions of man. 

 

Wallace Schulz writes that this decision has plunged the LCMS into "the deepest crisis" of its 

history, because the foundation of its doctrine is at stake. When a thoroughly Scriptural argument is 

trumped by human opinion, charity does not prevail; for "Charity does not cover error; because error 

is the daughter of sin, and charity is the daughter of God."  

 

What does this mean, and where do we go from here? 

 

Clearly, the Lord's Word and charity will prevail for His people; it is unclear, right now, however, if 

the Missouri Synod will choose to abide in the Lord's Word and love. The time will come for pastors 

and congregations to take a public stand and be counted, whatever the risk may be. That time may 

come very soon. It is a frightening thing to take such a stand. However, both now and when that time 

comes, we give thanks for this: We abide in the love of Christ. The Lord has laid down His life for 

us in His great love, so that we might be His people and remain in His love. His Word holds true, 

and His Word still keeps us in His love. Therefore, we rejoice to cling to His Word; and, abiding in 

His love, we bear fruit. We test the spirits, as the epistle says, so that we know what is true and what 

is false. We care for one another-foremost by telling one another what is true according to God's 

Word. We warn against error, even when warning comes with a cost. We pray-in Jesus' name, 

according to His Word-that the Lord would continue to keep us faithful to His Word, and bring all 

who sin to repentance, so that all might be kept in His love. 

 

You see, love truly prevails when God's Word prevails. In His Word, the Lord declares to you that 

Christ became flesh and went to the cross to die for your sins. Be not afraid: He has conquered even 

death and hell, and now the Conqueror abides with you. He desires that you abide in His love 

always. So that you might continue to abide in His love this day, He declares to you that you are 

forgiven for all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 


