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Text: John 14:23-29 
 

Love and Obedience 
 

 We just heard Jesus say, “If you love me you will obey my teaching.” (John 
14:23)  He said this four times in this same conversation with the disciples at the Last 
Supper.  He didn’t want them to forget it.  He doesn’t want us to forget it.  “Anyone who 
loves me will obey my teaching.”  It is not that it is hard to remember.  He emphasized it 
because it conflicts powerfully with our sinful nature, which doesn’t want to obey 
anybody.  In fact, disobeying God was the start of all humankind’s troubles, wasn’t it?  
And I have said in my own questioning mind, “What is the connection between love and 
obedience?  Why can’t you love Jesus without obeying Him?”  In fact, a lot of Christian 
teaching these days leaves out obedience all together.  So let’s explore that connection 
today—the connection between loving Jesus and obeying Him.  
  
 First of all, let’s remind ourselves what love is.  I have touched on this often, most 
recently two Sundays ago; but it bears repeating.  Love is a decision.  Love is a 
commitment.  It is something you decide to do.  We have romanticized love and have 
come to see it as an emotion.  As an emotion, it would be erratic.  If the emotion is 
good, the love is strong.  If the emotion is bad, the love is weak or non-existent.  That is 
why so many marriages break up in divorce these days.  People are swept up by love, 
known in Biblical terms as “eros.”  Eros is the kind of love we have when we are 
strongly attracted to someone.  It makes us weak in the knees. It clouds our judgment.  
It makes us say extravagant things.  And if that eros is all we have with someone with 
whom we march to the altar, it is going to break down when the emotions change.  
  
 The love Jesus is talking about when He says, “If you love me you will obey my 
teaching,” is a different kind of love.  He used the word “agape.”  Agape is a 
commitment a person makes to someone else.  In the marriage ceremony, we try to 
transform the eros into agape by the covenants the bride and groom make with one 
another.  They promise to forsake all others, to honor and cherish each other as long as 
they both shall live, to be there for each other through every trial that comes along.  
That kind of love is a decision. 
 
 And that is what Jesus is talking about when He speaks of our loving Him.  He 
doesn’t expect us to love Him only when He is giving us everything our heart desires.  
He expects us to love Him for better for worse, for richer for poorer, in sickness and in 
health, for as long as we have life in Him. 
 
 The second point we need to consider is that loving God is not the same as 
loving other human beings.  And that is why He is able to tell us that to love Him is to do 
as He says.   
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• He is not our equal.   

• He is not someone with whom we negotiate.   

• He is the sovereign King of the universe.   

• What He says is how it is going to be.   

• What He desires is what will come to pass.   

• His plans for your life are your true future.   

So when He commands something of you, He is telling you how the King of the 
universe intends for you to be.  If the Fall had not happened, there would be no 
disconnect there.  God said it, so I’ll do it.  But our human sin causes us to question 
what God says, to trim the edges of it, to reinterpret it to our own liking, or to ignore 
what God says all together.  When we do those things, are we loving God? 
 
 If the answer is not self-evident, here’s some help.  When you think of a human 
love relationship, a true, agape love relationship, what do you do when the one you love 
has a desire, or a need?  You do everything you can to fulfill that desire or meet that 
need.  You want that person to be blessed.  You want that person to prosper and grow 
and thrive.  You want the best for that person.  All of that is consistent with your 
commitment to this person. 
   
 In a like manner, in a loving relationship with God, when you know what God 
wants, your commitment to Him demands that you do everything you can to fulfill His 
command.  That is what we call obedience.  That is what He means when He says, “If 
you love me, you will keep my commands.” 
 
 There is another lesson to be learned from human agape love relationships, like 
a good marriage.  When you love someone that way, the decisions you make will be the 
ones that strengthen the bond between you and promote the closeness of your 
relationship.  I know a couple who live in two different towns right now.  They get 
together on weekends.  But his job is in the Northern Neck, and her job is in 
Washington, D.C..  They are working through what to do about that.  And the main 
factor that is driving their decision making is, what is going to be the best for our 
relationship?  What is going to make us closer?  What is going to give us the most joy in 
our marriage? 
 
 The same is true in our love for Jesus.  When He commands us to do something, 
and we do it, it deepens our relationship, because we are working together in His work 
of redeeming the world.  
 

• When we love one another in the church, as He commanded us; 

• when we love our neighbors, as He commanded us; 
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• when we share the Gospel with others, as He commanded us; 

• when we live a holy life, as He commanded us, 

each one of those things makes us a more effective witness for Him, and a more 
effective partner in His work of redemption.  When we are working as His partner, our 
relationship becomes closer and closer, and our love for Him is strengthened.   
 
 Understanding Jesus’ logic in telling us that He requires the obedience of those 
who love Him still leaves us with a couple of questions.  The first one is, When I fail to 
obey Him, does that mean I don’t love Him?  All of us know that we are not going to be 
perfect in keeping His commandments.  We feel the frustration of that often; as Paul 
said in his letter to the Romans: 
 

When I want to do good, evil is right there with me.  For in my inner being I 
delight in God’s law; but I see another law at work in the members of my body, 
waging war against the law of my mind and making me a prisoner of the law of 
sin at work within my members. [Romans 7:21-23] 
 

 This is the human condition.  Every one of us wrestles with sin.  Does that mean 
we have failed to love Jesus?  And if that is the case, is there any use trying?  I think 
His answer would be a simple one.  There is a big difference between the occasional 
lapse because we are weak in the flesh, and simply ignoring His commandments.  
When we are baptized, we enter into a covenant with Jesus.  We promise to:  
 

• accept His grace as our Savior; 

• put our whole trust in Him, 

• And obey Him as our Lord, our Master. 

 That is what He wants of us.  He wants us to be in that covenant with Him.  And 
that covenant means simply that we are committed not only to let Him save us by His 
death on the cross, but also to be what He wants us to be and to do what He wants us 
to do.  In our baptismal promises we also say, “when we sin, we will repent and return to 
the Lord.”  Jesus knows we will have those occasional lapses.  What He wants is that 
our commitment will be to Him and His will and His purposes and His work.  Our 
willingness to make that commitment is part and parcel of our love for Him. 
 
 The second question we might ask is, Is there more to loving Jesus than 
obedience?  It may sound like a dumb question, but it is important to be clear about this.  
When Jesus says, “If you love me, you will keep my commandments,” He is not saying 
obedience is all there is to the relationship.  He is not asking for robot love.  He is not 
asking for fearful obedience.  He is asking for a living relationship with us.  And if we 
truly love Him, 
  

• Yes, we will keep His commandments.   
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• But we will also stay constantly in touch with Him In prayer. 

• We will learn everything we can about Him. 

• We will look for opportunities to do things together with Him. 

• We will make it a priority to come before Him in worship. 

• We will spontaneously praise Him in our hearts. 

• We will be joyful, as people in love are joyful. 

  The Christian environment in which I grew up emphasized obedience as 
the main aspect of our faith.  It was constantly drilled into me that I must be a good boy.  
I should avoid all things that could tempt me into sin. I had a duty to be in worship every 
Sunday.  There was a whole list of dos and don’ts.  I suspect that if I had asked my 
teachers, they might have pointed to Jesus’ words here in John’s Gospel, and told me, 
“If you love Jesus, you do what He says.”  But when I was in about the 8th grade, I 
began to feel that loving Jesus was something more.  I would stare at the crucifix with 
Him nailed to it.  I would look at the suffering on His face, and the wounds in His hands 
and feet, and the blood running down from His crown of thorns.  And I began to see that 
He had done that for me.  My heart began to respond to His incredible love for me. 
   
 Right about that same time, a campus ministry in my school invited me to a 
meeting, and I heard for the first time that someone could have a personal relationship 
with Jesus.  I had never thought in those terms.  I declined their invitation to kneel and 
give my life to Christ.  But the thought worked on me for many years.  And it was 
through God’s grace that in my adulthood, I did one day give my life to Christ.  I did 
enter into a personal relationship with Jesus.  I did grasp the depth and breadth of His 
love for me.  And I did feel deep in my heart that I loved Him.   
 
 And that was when it all made sense.  Jesus, the one whom the Gospel says 
created all things, not only died for me, but wanted to be in a love relationship with me.  
And it made sense that this Jesus, who is King of kings and Lord of lords, would 
rightfully expect that in my life, what He says goes – and that obeying Him was a part of 
my love for Him. 
 
 Since then, He has taken me with Him on many exciting adventures.  It is the 
same for all of us who have put our trust in Him.  We have a map in the big room 
downstairs that shows the dozens of places our members have gone on mission trips—
places like India, Kenya, Uganda, Russia, Brazil, China, Iceland, Haiti, Mozambique, 
Nigeria, Indonesia.  Jesus has taken us on adventures of faithfulness, carrying us 
through upheavals in the Church.  He has bid us trust Him to build a church, when our 
flesh tells us the odds are stacked against us.  Yes, we will look back on this time as yet 
another indication that God is with us and provides for us.   
  
 Any of us here today could have chosen a different life, a life in which:  
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• We could spend Sunday morning with the newspaper. 

• We wouldn’t have to struggle with difficult moral decisions. 

• We would never have to love somebody we don’t want to love.  

• We would never have to defend a faith that people treat with contempt. 

But instead, we chose to love Jesus, who first loved us.  I was talking to someone this 
week about the mess our country is in, and how perplexing life is these days.  We had 
just seen the news on bombings and shootings and corruption in congress and crazy 
dictators.  One item was about a father who had a sex-change operation, and was now 
one of his kids’ two mothers.  I asked, how do you account for all this?  Her answer was, 
“Too many choices.”  Too many choices.  People are all confused and thrashing 
around, looking for that thing or that experience that is going to fill some hole in them.  
And all the time, the answer is right before their eyes.  Love the Lord thy God with thy 
whole heart and soul and mind and strength, and your neighbor as yourself.   
 
 If you love Jesus, you will keep His commandments.  And He will narrow down 
your choices to those which best serve His wonderful plan for the salvation of the 
world—and to those which best fulfill whom He created you to be.   
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