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THE LESSON AT 
A GLANCE 


today’s scriptures
John 13:34-35; 15:12-13; 1 John 4:9-10
the main idea
Christ is the promised Savior who restores the world to God and reigns as eternal King. His sacrificial death on the cross demonstrated His love and made a way for us to be reconciled with God. 
question to explore
How are Christmas and the cross intertwined? How would either event be insufficient for our salvation without the other? 
scripture in context
John 15:12-13 Jesus called His followers “friends.” In this passage, Jesus expanded the definition of friendship as a sacrificial giving of oneself to another. Jesus is the perfect example—He laid down His life for us and calls us to love others as a testimony to what He has done. 

1 John 4:9-10 God’s love was revealed to us through Christ coming into the world so that we might live through Him. God’s love provided Jesus as the perfect substitute for the punishment our sins deserve. When we come to Christ in faith, we move from death to life, and in Him we find the abundant way of living God has for us. 

John 13:34-35 On the night of His arrest, Jesus commanded the disciples to love one another. In fact, He said the way Christians love one another will be the way the world will know we belong to Christ and will give witness to the truth of the gospel. Love is more than words and promises—love is expressed in action and in truth.






The fourth Sunday of Advent is focused on love. As we approach the last few days before Christmas, we will examine God’s love that sent Jesus to earth the first Christmas, and we will look to Christ’s love that sent Him to the cross—the ultimate expression of love. 

Then, we’ll look at three Scriptures—two of them from the night Jesus was arrested—and hear His command to love others as an expression of our love for Christ. 

We’ll also examine multiple Scriptures from the Gospel of John and the letters to the churches written by the apostle. John used the word “love” (agape), more than any other Gospel writer. Not only that, He repeatedly encouraged the church to demonstrate love for God and others, not just with our words, but with our actions and our very lives. 






















START HERE
As we prepare to celebrate Christmas, it might seem unusual to look at Scriptures about Jesus’s death on the cross. However, Christmas and the cross cannot be separated. Christ’s birth inaugurated God’s kingdom on earth, and His sacrificial death made a way for us to be reconciled to God. Christ’s resurrection testified to His power over sin and death, and now He sits enthroned as our Eternal King. We cannot have one without the other. We know love because Jesus came to earth and because He went to the cross. In Christ, we experience perfect love. 

DISCUSS
How does the quality of our love for one another demonstrate the depth of our love for Jesus? What practical ways might we show God’s love to someone this week?

REVIEW AND DISCUSS THE TEXT
1. Christ’s love shows us what real love is. 
John 15:12-13: “This is my command: Love one another as I have loved you. No one has greater love than this: to lay down his life for his friends.”

Unpacking John 15:12-13
In 1852, clergyman William Booth and his wife, Catherine, left the comfort of church pulpits to launch a bold new mission—taking the gospel to the streets of England. Their aim was simple but radical: to bring the message of Christ directly to the poor and marginalized. Among their earliest converts were thieves, prostitutes, gamblers, and drunkards—people often overlooked by society and the church alike. Transformed by grace, many of these new believers became passionate evangelists themselves, preaching and singing in the streets as living proof of God's redemptive power. Booth called this growing movement the "Salvation Army," and by the end of the nineteenth century, it is estimated that over 250,000 people had come to Christ through their work.

In 1891, Salvation Army Captain Joseph McFee set out to raise funds to cover the cost of his unit’s Christmas meal for the poor. Taking a cast-iron kettle to the streets, he solicited small donations from the public to feed the poor at Christmas. Today, the Red Kettle Campaign raises more than $100,000,000 annually to support ministries like disaster relief, food services, holiday giving, and senior services, in more than 100 countries around the world. As people pass a red kettle on their way into department stores or shopping malls, they can connect with a larger mission of ministering to others during the Christmas season. The near certainty of coming across a red kettle this time of year is good reason to keep a little cash in your wallet!

In today’s text, we encounter Jesus at the Mount of Olives on the night of His arrest and just prior to His subsequent crucifixion. As Christ prepared to pay the ultimate penalty for our sin, He left the disciples with His parting instructions—remain in my love (John 15:9), and love others. Though the book of John is the only Gospel to not include the Greatest Commandment (Matthew 22:34–40; Mark 12:28–34; Luke 10:25–28), John recorded Christ’s commandment in His final words to the disciples. He called them to love God and others. 

It seems strange that we would talk about the cross during Advent. Before we’ve stuffed the stockings or unwrapped the gifts, we’re looking beyond a bay in Bethlehem to a crucified King in Golgotha. Why? Love. 

Love is the greatest motivating force in the world. Love sent Christ to the cross and sent William and Catherine Booth to the slums of England. As Jesus prepared to leave this world, His final command before the cross was not to grow churches, begin nonprofits, or travel to faraway places to share the gospel. Those things would come as an overflow of receiving, living in, and sharing Christ’s love. Jesus commanded them to love one another sacrificially, pointing to His own imminent death by saying, “No one has greater love than this: to lay down his life for his friends” (John 15:13).

Jesus’s death was not a surprise. It did not catch God off-guard. Christ laying down His life was the plan from eternity past. In Genesis 3:15, when God addressed the serpent’s role in Adam and Eve’s sin, God pointed to a day when, “I will put hostility between you and the woman,
and between your offspring and her offspring. He will strike your head, and you will strike his heel.” Nine hundred years before Christ’s birth, David prophesied in Psalm 22:16-18: “They pierced my hands and my feet. I can count all my bones; people look and stare at me. They divided my garments among themselves, and they cast lots for my clothing.” And 700 years before Jesus, Isaiah wrote, “Yet he himself bore our sicknesses, and he carried our pains; but we in turn regarded him stricken, struck down by God, and afflicted. But he was pierced because of our rebellion, crushed because of our iniquities; punishment for our peace was on him, and we are healed by his wounds” (Isaiah 53:4-5). Even from the cradle, there was always the cross. 

The Magi, according to Matthew 2:2 came to Bethlehem saying, “Where is he who has been born king of the Jews? For we saw his star at its rising and have come to worship him.” When they arrived at the place where the found Mary, Joseph, and Jesus, they presented Him with gifts—gold, for His kingship, frankincense to anoint a priest, and myrrh to prepare a body for burial. Even in His birth, the drumbeat of His death was heard. Simon the prophet, who saw Jesus at His temple dedication prophesied, “Indeed, this child is destined to cause the fall and rise of many in Israel and to be a sign that will be opposed—and a sword will pierce your own soul—that the thoughts of many hearts may be revealed” (Luke 2:34-35). 

There is no better definition of love than Jesus. When Christ embraced the cross, He exchanged His right standing with God for our just and fair punishment for sin. Jesus didn’t just wipe away our sin—He paid for it with His blood. Jesus knew the cross was coming. That is why he prayed in the Garden, “My Father, if it is possible, let this cup pass from me. Yet not as I will, but as you will.” (Matthew 26:39) 
In love, Jesus chose us over His own life. In receiving Christ’s love, we learn how to love others. The apostle John emphasized Jesus’s love another way in 1 John 3:16 when He wrote, “This is how we have come to know love: He laid down his life for us. We should also lay down our lives for our brothers and sisters.”

Christ’s love compels us to love others. It compels ministries such as the Salvation Army to minister to others in His name. It compels missionaries to travel with their families to hard and dangerous places to share the good news. It compels hardened souls to receive and offer forgiveness, and it compels churches to seek to reach their communities for Christ. As we encounter the greatest love— Christ laying down His life for His friends—we too are compelled to follow His command and love one another as He has loved us. 

DISCUSS

· What are some other ministries you know that have come out of a desire to show Christ’s love to others?
· How are Christmas and Good Friday intertwined? Can we celebrate Christ’s birth adequately without acknowledging His death? Why or why not?
· What compels you this season? How can you love as Jesus loved?


2. Christ’s love shows us what real life is. 
1 John 4:9-10: God’s love was revealed among us in this way: God sent his one and only Son into the world so that we might live through him. Love consists in this: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins.

Unpacking 1 John 4:9-10
In 2024, Americans spent an average of $1,638 on gifts, travel, and entertainment during the Christmas season. The total impact to the economy was upwards of $989 billion, and shoppers are expected to increase their spending by seven percent this year. While shopping for gifts can be a fun way to enjoy the season, January’s credit card bill often comes as a bitter reminder of the actual cost of runaway spending. 

True gifts are freely given and freely received. When we practice holiday spending in line with our budget and values, we can be free to enjoy the giving of gifts without regret. When we attach unhealthy emotions and expectations to our spending, we miss the joy of giving. Imagine someone watching their kids open Christmas gifts only to present them with a bill at the end. Or if gifts were truly given to each child based on how good they had been that year. Love, like gift-giving, should be freely given and freely received. 

The hallmark of the apostle John’s writing is love. Perhaps more than any other Bible writer, his words reflect on God’s love for us, Christ’s love that secured our salvation, and our call to love others. Before unpacking today’s passage, read John’s longer reflection on God’s love in 1 John 4:7-21. Notice how many times John used the words love or beloved (depending on your translation, the number will be somewhere between 29-32). Each time, John purposefully chose the Greek word agape to represent God’s perfect love for us and the unconditional love we are called to show others. 

Now, look carefully at 1 John 4:9: “God’s love was revealed among us﻿ in this way: God sent﻿ his one and only Son﻿ into the world so that we might live﻿ through him.” This short sentence describes the fullness of God’s love for us in Christ. In verse 10, John wrote, “Love consists in this: not that we loved God, but that he loved us﻿ and sent his Son to be the atoning sacrifice﻿, for our sins.” God demonstrated His love for us in sending Christ to die for our sins so we might have life in Him. 

Christ’s birth and His death are intrinsically united. We could not experience salvation apart from His death, and His death would be meaningless without His miraculous birth and sinless life. Christmas and Good Friday are the bookends holding our faith upright and accomplishing salvation through His resurrection to all who believe. 

The apostle John seemed to really understand that Christ’s birth and death complement one another. Recall John 3:16-17: “For God loved﻿ the world in this way:﻿ He gave﻿ his one and only﻿ Son, so that everyone who believes in him will not perish but have eternal life. For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn﻿ the world, but to save the world through him.” Like 1 John 4:9-10, these verses remind us Christ’s birth, life, and sacrificial death secured our eternal life with God. 

John also wanted his readers to know how to experience the fullness of life in Christ. When we read in 1 John 4:9 that God sent Jesus so that “we might live through him”, it means eternal life, certainly, but also more than that. Jesus came so that we might experience the fullness and joy of living with Christ and in Christ today. In John 20:31 he wrote, “But these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.” Christ’s love shows us what real life is. It is Jesus Himself who claimed, “I am the way, the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me” (John 14:6). 

Experiencing life with Christ means more than just knowing we will go to heaven when we die. In John 10:10, Jesus said, “I have come so that they may have life and have it in abundance.” Abundant life, a life full of love, joy, and purpose, is only found in and through Jesus. As we celebrate Christ’s birth, and look expectantly to His death and resurrection, we experience God’s love and discover true life. 

DISCUSS
· What have you enjoyed more—experiencing Christmas as a child or giving gifts as an adult? 
· How does the life Jesus offers us display His love for us?
· What does experiencing “abundant life” in Christ mean to you now? What are some things that offer false forms of life in the world?
3. Christ’s love shows us how to love others. 
John 13:34-35: “I give you a new command: Love one another. Just as I have loved you, you are also to love one another. By this everyone will know that you are my disciples if you love one another.”

Unpacking John 13:34-35
Some of the best gifts are homemade. Whether it’s someone’s famous Christmas candy, a pretty trinket, or a hand-stitched memento, there’s something about a gift made personally that communicates love. If you grew up watching Mister Roger’s Neighborhood, you likely recall how each episode opened. Rogers, a Methodist Minister by trade, would enter his house, swap his dress shoes for sneakers and his sportscoat for a comfortable zip-up sweater. What you might not know is that each of Mr. Roger’s sweaters were hand-knit Christmas gifts made by his mother, Nancy Rogers, until her death in 1981. Each time we tuned in, we received a glimpse into the love shared between a mother and son. 

John 13:34-35 reads very similar to John 15:12-13. Jesus spoke each the same night He was arrested. What is the difference between the two statements? In John 15:12-13, the emphasis was on Jesus’s sacrificial death as evidence of His love for us: “This is my command: Love one another as I have loved you. No one has greater love than this: to lay down his life for his friends.” The greatest love the world has ever known is the love that sent Christ to the cross. 

Earlier that evening, we see Jesus’s command to love others from a slightly different perspective. The disciples were assembled with Christ in the upper room. He washed their feet, broke bread, and shared wine. Judas had just slipped away to betray Him. Jesus, speaking to the remaining eleven, said, “I give you a new command: Love one another. Just as I have loved you, you are also to love one another. By this everyone will know that you are my disciples if you love one another” (John 13:34-35). As Jesus prepared to leave earth, He told the disciples that the quality of their love for one another would be the measure the world would use to identify them as His followers. 

It should come as no surprise that the apostle John, who so freely used the word “love,” would make sure and include Christ’s command not once, but twice. He is also the only apostle to recount Jesus’s breakfast with Peter after His resurrection. Three times the Lord asked him, “Simon, son of John, do you love me more than these?” and three times He commanded Peter, “Feed my sheep” (John 21:15-19). John didn’t want us to forget the close connection between our love for God and for others. 

Jesus said the world will make decisions about who He is based on how well Christians love and serve one another. In the 1960s, a parish priest named Peter Scholtes served at St. Brendan's on the South Side of Chicago. Working on an ecumenical, interracial youth event, he was struck by Christ’s command to love one another. When he could not find just the right song to convey his feelings, he sat down and wrote “They Will Know We Are Christians” in a single day. 
We are One in The Spirit,
We are One in The Lord.
We are One in The Spirit,
We are One in The Lord.
And we pray that all unity may one day be restored.

And they'll know we are Christians by our love,
By our Love,
Yes, they'll know we are Christians by our love.

In 1 John 3:16-18, John wrote, “This is how we have come to know love: He laid down his life﻿ for us. We should also lay down our lives for our brothers and sisters. If anyone has this world’s goods﻿ and sees a fellow believer﻿ in need﻿ but withholds compassion﻿ from him—how does God’s love reside in him? Little children, let us not love in word or speech, but in action and in truth.”

John says not only will people know we are Christians by the way we love one another, he questions the authenticity of a person who claims to love Christ but does not love others. God loved the world so much He sent Jesus. God’s love is a take-action kind of love. It goes the distance. John pointed out that loving our brothers and sisters in Christ is more than just having loving feelings about God’s family. We are called to a faith that is expressed not through the depth of our knowledge, but the sincerity of our love in action. 

Love in action is the very heart of Christmas. God loved the world so much He sent His Son, Jesus, to come to earth as a baby. In love, Jesus lived and worked among the people. In love, He gathered disciples to teach them and show them God’s character. In love, He performed miracles and declared God’s Kingdom on earth. In love, He embraced the cross. As Philippians 2:7-8 says, “Instead he emptied himself by assuming the form of a servant, taking on the likeness of humanity. And when he had come as a man, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death—even to death on a cross.”

By Jesus’s example, we cannot separate love and action. In Bob Goff’s book, Love Does, he writes, “But the kind of love that God created and demonstrated is a costly one because it involves sacrifice and presence. It's a love that operates more like a sign language than being spoken outright.” As we prepare to celebrate Christmas, the call of God on each of us is to love as Jesus loved—in action and in truth. 	Comment by Author: Do you have a page number for this? I would think it would need to be footnoted/sourced.	Comment by Author: https://www.goodreads.com/quotes/545825-but-the-kind-of-love-that-god-created-and-demonstrated

DISCUSS

· Do you remember a time when witnessing Christians serve others positively impacted your faith? 
· Why do you think Jesus said the way Christians love each other in the church impacts those outside of it? How have you seen this reality?
· How can you be intentional in the days leading to Christmas to extend genuine love and ministry to others on Christ’s behalf?


gospel focus
We cannot have Christmas without the cross. Jesus came to earth not just to show us the way to salvation, but to be the way. He is more than a good example to follow. He is the Way to forgiveness of sins and eternal life. As we reflect on God’s love at Christmas, we keep one eye toward the love that Jesus demonstrated on the cross. He does not ask us to clean up our lives before we come to Him. He doesn’t ask us to be perfect. Instead, He calls us to surrender our lives and embrace His love. Romans 5:8 says, “But God proves his own love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” The birth of Christ is necessarily tied to the death and resurrection of Christ.


REFLECT ON THE TEXT 
DISCUSS
· What are some practical ways we can remember Christ’s birth alongside His death and resurrection?
· What does love in action look like in the church? How can we be tempted to become keepers of knowledge rather than sharers of the love of Jesus? 
· How can the way Christians love and serve one another be something that makes Jesus more or less attractive to nonbelievers?


RESPOND TO THE TEXT 
What needs to shift in your perspective as you seek practical ways to serve the body of Christ? What holds us back from loving one another well?

APPLY
In the days before Christmas, how can you look for ways to embrace love in action? Is there someone God has brought to mind who you could serve in a tangible way? 
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