
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sunday 9th May 2021  

 
A Gathering Prayer from the Roots resources 
Jesus said: ‘No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for 
one’s friends.’ So, let us join together as friends, Jesus’ friends, to 
worship and serve the one who, because of his great love, gave his all 
for us. 
Lord Jesus, we come from separate houses, from one street and 
another. 
We may have come with others, we may have come alone; but we all 
come as neighbours and friends. We come as different but equal. We 
come to worship you, our ‘Ultimate Friend’, and to commit ourselves 
afresh to one another and to you. 
May we learn today how to extend that friendship to your people in all 
the world. May we live as Jesus lived, serve as he served, and love as he 
loved, to the glory of your name. Amen 

Lectionary Readings: 
Acts 10 v44-48 (p1104) Peter at Cornelius’ House 
Psalm 98 (p603) Sing to the Lord a new song … 
1 John 5 v1-6 (p1228) Faith in the Son of God 
John 15 v9-17 (p1083) ‘As the Father has loved me, so have I loved 
you.’ 

Friends 
This week our focus explores what Jesus means by friendship. 
Jesus encourages the disciples to keep his commandments and, above all, to 
love one another as he loved them. He says that those who do this are his 
friends and he emphasises that this is his choice rather than theirs. 
Our readings help us find out what ‘loving one another after the example of 
Jesus’ means in practice. What is the nature of this love (in contrast to 
popular usage e.g. in something such as Love Island)?  
The passage from Acts 10 is the climax of the story of Peter’s visit to 
Cornelius. Peter’s testimony to Jesus results in Cornelius and his companions 
receiving the Holy Spirit ‘just as we have’ (v47). Cornelius is not just a Gentile, 
but a representative of the Roman occupying power in its provincial 
headquarters in Caesarea. By showing the Spirit crossing political as well as 
cultural boundaries, Luke demonstrates that the powers that crucified Jesus 
and will later hold Paul to account (Acts 25 v10) are no match for the peace 
that comes from Jesus Christ, who is ‘Lord of all’, including Caesar (Acts 10 
v36).  
The emphasis throughout this story is less on how humans change towards 
each other, and more on how the Holy Spirit creates new bonds of 
communion, both within the fractured human family and between God and 
humankind. The gift of the Spirit and the waters of baptism expand the 
hospitality that Cornelius offered to Peter and his companions in 10 v23, 
which in turn extends the hospitality of the risen Christ (10 v41). If Peter and 
Cornelius grew in friendship, theirs was a relationship based not on shared 
interests but on the grace that flowed from the risen Christ, in the gift of the 
Holy Spirit. 
Psalm 98 has enough in common with Isaiah 55 v12-13 to suggest that the 
victory it celebrates is probably the release of Judah’s exiles from Babylon 
around 540 BC. God’s praises begin in verse 4 with human voices, before 

 



incorporating musical instruments and extending to the natural world. Praise 
is both personal and cosmic, because God’s victorious release of his captive 
people is a sign of his intention to establish global justice (v9) – fitting words 
as we recall the universal reach of the Holy Spirit. 
Now we turn to 1 John 5 v1-6. Family language – birth, parent, child, love – is 
found throughout this letter, as it is in John’s Gospel (see John 1 v12ff). The 
Jesus community is held together by something like family love, and that 
perhaps explains why its relationships cover such a wide spectrum. The letter 
always has the highest aspirations, while being utterly realistic: love and hate 
are found in the closest of siblings (1 John 4 v20ff). The primary object of its 
family love is God, not other family members: ‘the parent’ rather than ‘the 
child’ (v1). Loving both ‘parent’ and ‘child’ sums up the Law of Moses, which 
the Johannine tradition captures in Jesus’ ‘new commandment’ ‘Love each 
other as I have loved you.” (John 15 v12) When love like this is born into 
human life through faith in the Son of God, it defeats ‘the world’. 
This week’s readings describe the impact of the crucified and risen Jesus, and 
the coming of the Spirit, in different ways: in Acts 10, as boundary-crossing 
hospitality; in 1 John 5, as the birth of family love; and in the Gospel reading 
as the gift of friendship. But this is not the naturally occurring friendship that 
people choose for themselves or that ‘just happens’ among those who share 
similar interests; rather it is a gracious gift. Jesus’ surprising friends are his 
‘chosen people’ (v16), and like Israel they are bound together by covenant 
love. The friends of Jesus are fundamentally loved, as he is loved (v9). It is 
this love, with its associated joy (v11), that holds them together – a gift to be 
cherished rather than a prize to be pursued.  
Verse 14 might suggest otherwise – ‘You are my friends if you do what I 
command.’ But in the tradition of Moses, which these chapters (13 to 17) of 
John reinterpret in the light of Jesus, keeping God’s commandments is never 
intended as a way of procuring divine favour. Life shaped by Law is the 
response of love to greater Love. And so here: ‘As the Father has loved me, 
so I have loved you … I have told you this so that my joy may be in you … I 
chose you and appointed you’. Jesus’ friends are those who realise that the 
centre of gravity in their life together is intended to lie outside of them. So, 
whatever they ‘ask in my name’ will be shaped by Jesus’ (new) 
commandments, and will issue in the response of love to greater love, ‘fruit 
that will last’ (v16), because it is the food of eternal life.  

Do you read all the ‘Terms and Conditions’ before signing an agreement or 
similar? Even if we start to do so, there are usually so many that we don’t 
read them all – but we still sign. What are the ‘T&C’s’ of following Jesus? 
Have you read them all? Do you know what you are ‘signing up’ for? Is there 
a difference between those of Jesus and those of the church to which you 
belong? In fact, Jesus’ T&C’s are rather straightforward and brief: ‘Love one 
another as I have loved you’ and ‘You are my friends if you do what I 
command’ – and perhaps a few more similar phrases. Love and obedience 
are the essentials, remembering, of course, that for Jesus, love is less about 
feelings and more about actions.  
The former Archbishop of Canterbury, Rowan Williams, once commented 
that ‘We are all on the receiving end of the same grace.’ Being part of a 
Christian community, sharing together in Christian worship, is a great 
equaliser. Each one of us is chosen by God. We are all God’s adopted children 
– with the same status in God’s eyes. We have no more, and no less, right to 
be part of the worshipping than anyone else. Sometimes we might, in the 
traditions of our churches or the words of our worship, act is if this were not 
so – as if some had a special status of some sort. But it is not true – we are all 
beloved by God and befriended by Jesus. 

 
A Sending Out Prayer 
God of relationships, 
Father, Son and Holy Spirit, together and as one, 
you draw us into friendship with you that we may draw others. 
You command us to love as you have love, that we might inspire others. 
You fill our hearts with the passion of your heart so that we might serve 
others. 
You are the truest of friends, the most faithful friend, the most enduring 
– and we praise you for all you are and more. 
Lord Jesus, Help us to be a friend to you by obeying your commands. 
As we go out into your world, 
help us to live a life that reflects your love, 
by being a friend to others. 

Amen. 


