


John 15: 12-17

Friendship
Albert Camus said this about friends, he said, “do not walk in front of me, I may not follow. Do not walk behind me, I may not lead. Walk beside me, and be my friend.”
Charles Colton writes, “A friend is one who walks in when the rest of the world walks out.”
G. Campbell Morgan put it this way, “A friend is someone who can take the chaff and the wheat; and with the breath of kindness help remove the chaff.”
Dick Roberts was my friend in elementary school. We loved to build tree houses in the woods and pretend like we are spy’s watching people and animals below who could not detect our presence. What a friend he was! We thought we would be inseparable and the time would not change, but it did! I moved and we grew apart. He was the only friend that had a caboose in his backyard!
Over the years, like you, we recall the people that have come into our lives and have had an influence on how we are today. Some of us still may have those friends, while most of us do not. Friendships today are treasures that fill our lives with joy and happiness. Sometimes our friendships are sad and selfish. We become irritated with our friends; we want them to spend all the time with us.  There are times when we have all these friends and we feel alone and abandoned.  Even in my ministry, I feel both joy and sadness when people leave the church. I cannot tell you how painful that is for me. One day we are talking and we are best of friends and then the next day, something happens and their gone.  
What I am trying to say is, friendships are challenging, they demand constant care and upkeep. And heaven knows that we get so busy, we lose that connection and we become disappointed and discouraged. Friends, I want to talk about spiritual friendship that may help us understand the relationships we encounter in our lives. Because I will tell you this, time, distance and change will cause us to lose old friends and gain new ones. 
Let me tell you this, the day that I told my friends I was going into the ministry, it was the day I knew who my true friends were. They were the friends that did not walk in front of or behind me, but beside me. They were the friends that embraced my decision when the rest walked out. There was one friend that totally walked beside me, and embraced me, and helped me in my journey-a friend that was unlike any other to pick me up when I was down and soared with me when I was up! Time, distance and life in general changed my relationships with people, but Jesus Christ, who loves me, and is concerned about who I am, never changed! 
There is something very special about our passage that helps me understand friendship, true friendship that can only come from the lips of our Savior; three words, life, friends, and love are interconnected. They are interconnected in a way that shows commitment, caring and compassion. That is what we want in friendships, but I want to share with you a friendship that is defined by Jesus based on commitment, obedience, and compassion.
Commitment
Verse 13, Jesus says, “No one has greater love than this, to lay one’s life down for one’s friends.” 
George Dempster was a minister of the church who led a “double life” in which on certain days he would dress in the same fashion as the poor men of London’s East End and become one of their number, with the aim of reaching one man at a time for Christ.
This is the inspiring story of one such man who, having fallen from good standing in society and left his wife and family because of an addiction to alcohol, found himself on the docks looking for work each day. After encountering the witness of George Dempster, this man was saved and restored to his family and his former profession. Not only that, but he became instrumental in influencing thousands of young men to lead holy lives

	

The Thames, flowing through London, was at low tide, causing the freighter to be anchored a distance from shore. The long plank, which led from the ship across the mud flats to the bank, suddenly began to jiggle precariously. 
The smallish man who was carefully pushing his barrow across the plank from the freighter to the shore lost his balance and found himself tumbling into the muddy waters. A roar of laughter erupted from the dockworkers and from the tall worker on board ship, who had jiggled the plank. 
The muddied man's instinctive reaction was anger. The fall was painful; he was dripping wet and knee deep in muck. 'This is your opportunity," a voice whispered in his heart. 
The victim, unknown to his tormentors, was a clergyman disguised as a docker in hopes of getting to know how the dockworkers. Perhaps as he gained their confidence and made friends, he could tell them of the love of the Savior, who died to give them new life and hope and joy. 
George Dempster came up laughing. A dockworker made his way to where Dempster had been dislodged, dropped some empty boxes into the slush and jumped down to help him out. 
'You took that all right," he said as he helped Dempster clamber back to the boxes he had dropped. His accent was not that of a cockney. He was no ordinary dockworker.
They proposed that they should adjourn to a coffee shop nearby and over a warm drink exchange the story of our experiences, and how they came to their current life's circumstances. 
Along we journeyed through Wapping High Street, up Nightingale Lane to London Docks and so 'To where I dossed" (slept). 
When we reached the Alley and I indicated the door he said, 'Do they let beds here?" 
'Well," I replied, 'I sleep here, come in and see." 
'Oh! I've often passed this place but did not know they put men up here." 
We entered and I instructed that a cup of coffee and something be brought for my friend, while I disappeared without explaining to anybody exactly how I came to be so inelegantly decorated. 
Mud baths had not yet become a prescribed treatment for certain human ailments, but never could such a remedy, however well prepared or appropriately prescribed, prove so effectual as this one. It had been involuntarily taken it is true, but for like results who would not undertake even such drastic treatment daily? 'His ways are higher than our ways." His permissions are all for somebody's good, and in this instance the reason for His permission was not long unrevealed. 
A hurried bath soon put me right. After donning my usual attire, while seeking Divine guidance George hastened to return because he wanted to hear the story of the man who rescued him from the mud.
'Here we are, now for our stories," I began. 
He was staring in amazement and was for a few moments lost for reply.  
“I came to find you.”  
He was a tall, well-built man in middle life. There were indications beyond his speech that his years had not been spent in his present conditions and surroundings. His features gave evidence of intellect, and the obvious deterioration was recent. His expression was softening even as we stood facing each other. The previous callous demeanor was giving place to something finer. I pursued the question, feeling certain now that here was the purpose of my adventure. 
'Was it an accidental thing that I happened to get a job alongside you at that particular wharf this morning? Was it mere chance that those rascals chose me for their rather cruel joke? Is it pure coincidence that of all people in the crowd you should be the one to fish me out? Or, did Someone know where to find you and is even now answering someone else's prayer for you?" 
From the pocket he drew hastily two photographs. 'These are mine," he said, laying them gently upon the table. One was the picture of a fine-looking lady, the other bore the figures of two bonnie young girls of nearly equal age, obviously the daughters of the elder woman. I was looking closely at them when I heard a groan and then a sob as my friend again dropped his head upon his arms.  
It was a sad story, but, alas, only too familiar. He was a fully qualified medical man with a fine record. He had married into a well-known family where there was no lack of money. Having conducted a splendid practice in the south of England, all went well for him for years. Two girls were born to them, and it was a happy home with a very wide circle of friends. But as so frequently happens, the allurements proved too strong for the man whose gifts and natural endowments made him a popular and welcome guest wherever he went. He was too busy to continue his regular attendance at church; gradually he ceased altogether and always had plenty of excuses to offer when his wife urged him to accompany her. 
The girls were sent away to school where they were educated with a view to following a medical career, but he who should have been their guide and helper failed in his obligations because he had become addicted to drink. 
At first this fact was hidden, but the habit grew stronger until it mastered him. His practice as well as his home and family were neglected. This naturally led to great unhappiness and depression. In spite of the loving devotion and care of his wife and daughters, he went from bad to worse and finally decided to disappear. He vanished from the world which knew him and became a wanderer.  
He slept out at night, often in lodging houses with those with whom he had nothing in common save a degraded and sinful way of life. When he could get drink, he took all he could obtain to drown his sorrows.  
Such, he later admitted, were his thoughts, and he began to pray for himself. He had known in past days the comforts and consolations of worship. Now he began to pray very deeply and truly as he heard from a friend the old, old message. 
Presently he said calmly, 'I see," and kneeling by the table, he and I talked with God.  
At first the halting, stumbling petition of a brokenhearted repentant sinner who felt acutely two things. First, his base ingratitude to a merciful God Who had not cut him off in the midst of his sins, and then the cruelty of his conduct toward those who loved him on earth. As he confessed his feelings in these ways, he seemed to become capable of clearer utterance. 
How long we thus communed I do not know, but we were both much moved as we stood to shake hands. I seemed to feel again his grip on mine as I now record these happenings. 
'And you will stand by me?" 
'Yes," I answered, 'as well as another man can." 
'Then I'll prove what Christ can do." 
We then fell to considering whether it would be advisable to write at once to his wife and tell her the news.  
So we planned. With the aid of a friend who had influence in a certain large, well-known company, he was found a berth in the warehouse, packing drugs and chemicals. In a few weeks, the results were surprising. He was found to be so useful that a better paid job was offered him. Soon it was discovered that he knew a great deal about the contents of the packets he was handling, and when he admitted that the work of a dispenser was not strange to him, he was again promoted. 
It was then that he agreed to my suggestions to write to his wife and inform her that he was alive and well. Very carefully I wrote, telling her something of the events above recorded and suggesting that if she would like to see me on the matter I would gladly arrange to meet her. 
A letter came back, breathing deep gratitude to God for His wonderful answer to prayer and for His mercy. An explanation that the two daughters were facing some difficult hospital examinations. It would therefore, she thought, be best to defer any meeting until they were through. But would I please keep her informed of his progress. It was a wonderfully understanding and gracious letter considering all the circumstances. 
I showed him the letter. 
He was deeply moved as he carefully and eagerly read it, then returning it to me he said quietly, 'I must ask you to honor her wishes. Painful as delay is to me, I must submit. I deserve it and much more. Will you now pray with me that I may prove worthy of her confidence and their love?" 
Six months passed, each day bringing continuous evidence of the 'new birth" and of his loyalty to Christ. There was no wavering or falling back. Whatever struggles he had with the enemy, no one saw the least evidence of any weakness. In every way he was proving that he was 'a new creature," that 'old things had passed away." 
Then one day there came a letter asking me to arrange a time for her to visit me. This was soon done, and without telling either of them what I had planned, I made my own arrangements. He was not informed of the impending visit but patiently awaited developments. 
In due time the day arrived, and the wife kept her appointment. I instantly recognized the lady of the photograph, and to my intense delight she had brought her elder daughter with her. Both were much affected as I told them as much as I deemed needful of the facts. I felt it would be wise to leave the husband to give his own version of affairs. 
Then, at a suitable moment, I said, 'Would you like to see him at once?" I had not revealed to them that I had him in an adjoining room. But when the wife and daughter said eagerly together 'Yes, please," I opened the door and led them in to him. The lady had approached her husband with a smile of welcome and had kissed him; the daughter had put her arms about her father's neck, and I heard just two words, 'Dad, darling. 'It was no place for an outsider, so I made for my study and there lay the whole case again before the Father, asking His will to be done. 
For an hour I left them alone. Then he came to fetch me. His eyes were very red, and I thought he walked with a new and firmer step. No word was said, but he looked his deep gratitude as he beckoned me to return with him. 
'Do dare not tell Margery yet. She is rather highly strung, and as Dad says, it might interfere with her progress. But won't she be just delighted. You know she has never ceased praying for this." What a scene, and one felt that there was Another present, rejoicing with us. 'If all goes well we shall, please God, make home again when Margery is through, and oh what a day that will be." 
The mother was now feeling the stress of it all and needed rest and refreshment. A happy little meal was prepared, and thanks were given to Him Who had thus brought His promises to fulfillment. But the best was yet to be. 
A happy home was restored. 
Many years later, in a certain south coast town, a place famous for its exhilarating air and for many of its citizens who have made history, there is held every Sunday afternoon a Bible class for young men. Sixty or more of the finest young fellows in that district meet week by week. It has been the birthplace of many splendid young Christians. Some of them have entered the Civil Service and today hold important positions at Whitehall, where I have had the joy of meeting them. 
Coming one day along one of the corridors in the colonial office, I met a friend who said, 'I'm very glad to see you today, because I promised that the next time you came this way I would ask you to come along with me and meet a man who wants to see you. He has another friend in the home office who also wants to meet you. Have you the time to do so?" 
I assented and was led to the room indicated. Here was a man holding a responsible position who, upon being introduced, said, 'I'm glad to meet you, sir, because I have an idea that you must be the gentleman of whom a very dear friend of mine often spoke. May I ask if you were acquainted with Dr. ______?" 
'Yes indeed, I know him very well." 
'Then I guess you are the one of whom he spoke. I owe everything in life after my own parents to Dr. ______. He was a wonderful factor in the shaping of my career and that of many others. How did you come to know him, sir, if I may so question? And do you know his gifted family?" 
Of course I could not tell him under what circumstances I had first met the doctor, the beloved physician who had sat in the leader's chair of that Bible class Sunday by Sunday teaching youths the Way of Life, nor that it was he who had helped me out of the river that day when I had my involuntary mud bath. 
Slightly altered from Finding Men for Christ by George Dempster, (London: Hodder & Stroughton, 1935). Quoted in Prodigals and Those Who Love Them, Ruth Bell Graham, 1991, Focus on the Family Publishing, pp. 85-94 




Obedience
“You are my friends if you do whatever I command of you” 
The ministry of Jesus Christ is hard, and yet we know that He loves us and that He will never let us go it alone.  George Whitfield, a great pastor once was asked “Do you ever tire of your work for God?” He replied, “Sometimes, I tire in it, but never of it.” George Dempster never tired of doing God’s work, though he got tired in it. It is hard work!  
Jesus loved his friends, and he taught them, he rebuked them and he had compassion on them. Can you imagine following Jesus today?  “If the world hates you, beware that it hated me before it hated you.” Can you imagine anyone hating Jesus? I can, and if you think Jesus was someone who would let someone walk all over him, think again. Jesus demanded obedience. Jesus demanded that we know that the message was not about Him, but about the work of His Father!  If they persecute me, they will persecute you. Tell me, you don’t think the friends of Jesus who stood with Him to the very end, which wasn’t many. Most of them fled when there was hint of trouble.
We do that to? When situations get tough! Let me be honest with you. Can you give me permission to be honest with you? 
People were into Jesus! They wanted to get every ounce of blood from Him! He began to teach His disciples things that they did not want to hear. In Mark 8:31 Jesus says that the Son of Man must undergo great suffering, and be rejected by the elders, the chief priests and the scribes, and be killed and after three days rise again. 
Here is the good part-Peter took Jesus aside and rebuked him. Jesus was telling his followers the reality that he would face, and here is Peter rebuking Him. Can you imagine what Jesus does?
“”Get behind me Satan.” What He was telling Peter is that is not the Father’s desire! Friends, do not let anyone stand between you and the vision God has for you. If you concentrate on the number of people and neglect the love of God for you and for me, we will die. If we concentrate on the fact that the money is not coming in, and neglect the love of God whose love for us died on a cross for us, so that are sins are forgive-what greater love than to lay our lives down for our friends, then we will die.
Son of Man must suffer! That was not Peter’s dream for the Kingdom. When we set our mind on what the world deems as success and not on the spiritual and divine things, then we will die. A vine that does not bear fruit, does what?  I will say it again, A vine that does not bear fruit, does what? What gives life is Jesus Christ-What gives life is Jesus Christ!
Have commitment in your faith-Why? Because Jesus loves you and will not leave you alone! (Repeat!)
He lays down his life for us; if we are His friends then we will follow His commandment which is to love one another.
Finally, love
“You did not chose me, I chose you.”
We are God’s because Jesus chose you and me. We are friends for life! We are friends for eternal life! This is not some social club that we are joining so that it looks good to our neighbors that we go to church. To be chosen by Christ should bring us a joy that we want to share with others. Go tell it on the mountain that Jesus is Lord! 
Do you know someone this morning that you can reach for Jesus Christ? Do you know someone this morning that needs a friend? A friend who has laid down His life so that we may have life? Can you be that person? Jesus wants a commitment from us! Jesus commands us to love one another. And the compassion of Jesus wants us to love one another. We may not be like George Dempster, leading double lives to reach men and women for Christ. Yet we are God’s ambassadors, because Jesus loved us first! May we be challenged to lay our lives down for others so that they may know the friendship of Jesus.  May we be inspired to do what God commands us to do, so that they know the love of Jesus. And may we in love reach out to those in need of life and love, for those who feel abandoned and alone, for those who seek fellowship and friendship, so that they know the saving grace that is available to them in the gift of our Risen Lord!
Can we agree this morning that we need the love of Christ, a love that bears all and gives life to everything?  A real friend is one who walks in when the rest of the world walks out!
Don’t walk in front of me! Why? I may not follow!
Don’t walk behind me! Why? I may not lead!
Walk beside me, and call me friend! May the friendship of Christ be in your hearts this day and forever more!
Amen.
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