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Linger in His Love

His love is Intentional, Intimate and Inspiring

If you heard a screech, crunch, and crash outside, I know that many of you would not want to stay seated but would have an urge to run out and see what happened - not just to gawk but to offer whatever assistance was needed until the EMTs arrived.  Once the professionals are on site, they would prefer that you not linger.  Hanging around a messy accident site is not pleasant.

I have nothing but admiration for the professionalism of dental hygienists and dentists, but when they’re done poking, and polishing, I have no real desire to linger at their office.  If a misbehaving student gets called into the vice principal’s office, he or she may have to wait in the outer office until called in.  But once the punishment is handed down, the student does not want to linger.

There are situations and circumstances when we don’t want to linger and there are those when we do - like at the final piece of a magnificent concert with every note and every chord of every instrument and the entire chorus in its proper place and soaring to the heavens, or like the grand finale of a Fourth of July fireworks display that burst into the night sky but disappeared just as quickly, or like the time you were sitting on the patio of a Florida condo watching a pink and purple sun slowly dip into the azure waters of the Gulf of Mexico.  Oh, if only we could prolong those blissful moments and linger in the beauty and joy       

The disciples of Jesus fretted and fidgeted because the night before he died he told them, “I’m going away.”  They needed to keep their ears open.  For he went on to describe how he himself would still be present invisibly so they could linger in his love.  Is lingering in Jesus’ love all that important?  Is it worth it?  Listen as to the Savior’s own words, recorded by the apostle John, words which fill us with the desire to: Linger in Jesus' Love.  His love is intentional, intimate, and inspiring.

Intentional
An English publication offered a prize in a contest for the best definition of a friend.  They received a number of excellent responses.  “A friend is one who multiplies joys, divides grief, and whose honesty is untainted.”  “A friend is one who understands our silence.”  “A friend is a watch that beats time for all time and never runs down.”  But the winning entrant was this - “A friend is one who comes in when the whole world has gone out.”  You may have friends who are willing to let you make a quick call on their cell phone or borrow their lawn mower, but a real friend comes through when the chips are down, even when there is no profit in it for themselves personally.

Jesus was even more specific.  He said, “Greater love has no man than this, that one lay down his life for his friends."  Doesn’t that sound like the African-American soldier who in Vietnam fell on a live grenade, thrown by the Vietcong, to save his fellow soldiers?  We have to agree with Jesus’ words.  The most vivid demonstration of friendship love would be for someone to give up his life to save others.  Jesus did more than that.  His death showed that his love is undeserved and intentional.  Here he was just twelve hours before hanging on the cross, and he was telling his disciples that he was going to die in their place.  He was talking to men like Peter who would soon deny him, James and John who had selfishly asked for glory in his kingdom, Philip who lacked trust in his power to feed the five thousand, and Matthew who had been a conniving, cheating tax collector.  Jesus’ love was obviously intentional because giving up his life for sinners like that did not just happen by chance or coincidence.

We smile when a rich man gives ten thousand dollars to help the poor.  We lift an eyebrow in surprise when a  billionaire wills his estate to his chauffeur.  But we stand in awe that the holy Son of God gave up his life for people who can be rude and insensitive, caustic and careless, self-centered and self-satisfied, greedy and guilty.  He gave up his life for people who were originally his enemies.  He gave us his life for sinners like you and me.

No wonder the disciples wanted to linger in his love.  Did they deserve such love?  Do we?  Not in the least.  Yet, Scripture tells us that "God demonstrates his own love for us in this: while we were still sinners, Christ died for us" (Romans 5:8).  Don’t you just want to Linger in Jesus’ Love, love that is intentional, aimed right at you and me, so that we don’t have to fear God’s anger but can be assured, “As the Father has loved me, so have I love you!"
Intimate
It’s nice to have a true close friend, a confidant, someone with a willing ear so that you can unload the burdens of bad days and share the happy times of good days. One thing about close friends is that they share their intimate secrets.

Jesus showed how intimate, close, and personal his love is.  “I no longer call you servants … Instead, I have called you friends."  Two elderly gentlemen had been through a whole lot together.  They had gone through school together.  They had enlisted in the armed forces together and served in war together.  After the war they had gone into business together.  In the twilight of their days, they scheduled an evening out with their wives.  As they sat across the table from each other, one of the men raised his glass and said, “Friends may come, and friends may go.  Friends may disappear we know.  But we’ve been friends in many ways, even in the darkest days.”  You can just imagine the warmth and joy and happiness these two men shared - such good friends that, next to their wives, they had no one closer, and each wanted their friendship to last and last, to linger.

That’s the kind of intimate friendship love that Jesus shared with his disciples.  In a sense they would always be his servants.  They were bound to him as their only Lord and Savior.  But they were more than just servants.  For a servant does not know the purposes and plans lie behind the master’s commands.  A servant simply obeys.  Jesus elevated his disciples to a higher position.  “You are my friends … I no longer call you servants … Instead, I have called you friends, for everything I have heard from my Father I have made known to you."  He had revealed to them the purposes and plans of his heavenly Father.  He let them in on the mysteries of God’s plan to save the human race from sin.  He told them why he had come to earth, why he had to die.  He told them that he was going to rise from the dead and then withdraw his visible presence so he could be with them invisibly, always, everywhere.  He took them into his confidence and entrusted them with the good news about how people can go to heaven.  No wonder they wanted to linger in his love.

Jesus brings us into the same kind of intimate, close love.  In his word he uncovers the very heart of God’s plan to take us to heaven.  The Bible is God’s love letter to sinners like you and me.  Here Jesus comes to us and invites us to cling to God’s promise of forgiveness and life.  Take the message to heart, and you will experience the intimate love, the comfort, the peace that  Jesus described when he prayed to God the Father about believers in this way, “I have made you known to them, and will continue to make you known in order that the love you have for me may be in them and that I myself may be in them” (John 17:26).  Don’t you just want to linger in Jesus’ love, love so intimate and personal, revealing the comforting truth that we are linked to God himself and wrapped in his loving arms!

Inspiring
Generally speaking, people make friends among their own peer group.  It’s only natural that stay-at-home moms with little kids become friends.  It’s only natural that couples who enjoy concerts or plays together become friends.  It’s only natural that college students in a similar major and with similar extracurricular interests become friends.

Jesus is our Friend.  But we can’t say that we are in his peer group, that we are equal to him.  So he reminded his disciples and us, “You did not choose me, but I chose you."  If anything, that will keep us humble.  There’s no way we can say, “Lord, you picked a pretty good friend when you picked me.”  Scripture makes it clear, “God saved us, not because of righteous things we have done, but because of his mercy” (Titus 3:5).  And that truth is not only humbling but also inspiring.  Jesus said, “I chose you to go and bear fruit - fruit that will last … If you obey my commands, you will remain in my love, just as I have obeyed my Father’s commands and remain in his love.  I have told you this so that my joy may be in you and that your joy may be complete.  My command is this: Love each other as I have loved you."  Then, just to make sure we get it, he repeats himself, “This is my command: Love each other."  Let’s say a good friend came to you with a request.  “If my wife and I die, would you take over the spiritual training of our child?”  That wouldn’t be a burden.  You would consider it a great honor.  In a similar way, it’s not a burden but an honor and privilege for us to follow Jesus’ command to love one another.  His love inspires.  His love is the energy source, the power pump from which our love for others flows.

Jesus has opened the door for many opportunities to express this love for one another.  We can sit back and say, “I like my church, and as long as the sermons aren’t too boring, I’ll be back.”  But do you know that God doesn’t want you to be filled up like a river behind a dam without an outlet?  Do you know that God doesn’t want you to be disconnected like Robinson Crusoe alone on an island?  You can connect to others and pour out Jesus’ love to others, and you have!  Let me give you one example.  This week forty-seven Seminary graduates and over one hundred teacher candidates will be given an assignment to fill a number of pulpits and classrooms in our Lutheran churches and schools.  If any of those graduates were here today, they would say, “Thank you!  Your prayers and offerings made that happen, all because Jesus’ love has filled your heart.”  Don’t you just want to linger in Jesus’ love, love that inspires us to love others in the best way possible, by letting them know what Jesus has done for them.

The hymn writer, Isaac Watts, had it right:

Were the whole realm of nature mine,
That were a tribute far too small;
Love so amazing, s divine,
Demands my soul, my life, my all (CW 125:4).
And we get to linger in that love.  Amen.

