
 
1 

THE DISCIPLE WHOME JESUS LOVED 
Pastor Jim Dunn  

 

Matthew 10:24 

24 “A disciple is not above his teacher, nor a servant above his master. 

John 21:20 

Jesus and the Beloved Apostle 

20 Peter turned and saw the disciple whom Jesus loved following them, the one who 

also had leaned back against him during the supper and had said, “Lord, who is it that 

is going to betray you?” 

Ephesians 3:16-20 

16 that according to the riches of his glory he may grant you to be strengthened with 

power through his Spirit in your inner being, 17 so that Christ may dwell in your hearts 

through faith—that you, being rooted and grounded in love, 18 may have strength to 

comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and length and height and depth, 

19 and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled 

with all the fullness of God.  20 Now to him who is able to do far more abundantly than 

all that we ask or think, according to the power at work within us, 

Rev. 3:7-9 

To the Church in Philadelphia 

7 “And to the angel of the church in Philadelphia write: ‘The words of the holy one, the 

true one, who has the key of David, who opens and no one will shut, who shuts and no 

one opens.  8 “‘I know your works. Behold, I have set before you an open door, which 

no one is able to shut. I know that you have but little power, and yet you have kept my 

word and have not denied my name. 9 Behold, I will make those of the synagogue of 

Satan who say that they are Jews and are not, but lie—behold, I will make them come 

and bow down before your feet, and they will learn that I have loved you. 
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How many inches are in a foot? How many teaspoons are in a tablespoon? How 

many miles do you drive your car before it needs an oil change? How much of your 

daily requirement of calcium is in that slice of cheese? How many cups of flour go into 

a pie crust? What size shoe do you wear? How many square feet of carpet will you 

need to carpet that room? How many minutes are there before your favorite show 

comes on?  

 

Measured. So many things in our daily life are measured. How much more is this the 

case in competitive sports! We measure the distance from goal line to goal line, from 

home plate to first base, from the three-point-line to the rim of the basketball goal, not 

to mention the distance for the 100-meter sprint. All of them are measured. The 

difference between winning and losing is measured. Did the ball carrier actually break 

the plane of the goal line, or did he come up short by inches? The difference between 

a ground out and a double is whether the batter can put the sweet part of the bat on 

the ball, and that sweet part is only about two or three inches long. The potential 

winning shot in hockey can miss just because a defenseman deflects the puck with a 

fraction of an inch of his stick. One player is measured against another. Who has the 

best shooting percentage? Who has the best batting average? Which quarterback 

has the best touchdown to interception ratio?  

 

Measured. A disciple or student can be measured against his teacher. Jesus said, “A 

disciple is not above his teacher.” Was Jesus talking about shooting percentage or 

batting average? What Jesus was saying was, a disciple of Jesus may measure what 

he must go through against what Jesus had to go through. And what the disciple may 

find is that what he has to go through is not that different from what Jesus had to go 

through. So, Jesus was crucified. About fifteen years later, James the son of Zebedee 

was executed with a sword. Years later, Peter was crucified upside down. As the years 

went by, those first eleven disciples were put to death, one after another. Measured 

against Jesus, those disciples were not above their teacher. They were all put to 

death, as Jesus has been. 
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Except for John, brother of James and son of Zebedee. He went on to outlive every 

other original disciple and apostle. They were all counted worthy to give their lives for 

Christ. But not John, who continued to labor on in obscurity. The last we hear of John’s 

ministry in the Book of Acts is in chapter 12. In the next 16 chapters after that, we hear 

about Peter, Paul, Barnabas, Silas, and James, the half brother of Jesus. But not John. 

For decades of his life, John worked in the shadow of others. 

 

Did John begin wonder if he was too little of a threat to kill? Did John begin to doubt 

whether his ministry was important? Did John begin to see his ministry as ineffective or 

his efforts as in vain? Was John tempted if not to give up, then at least to drop down 

into a lower gear? Because if John measured himself against Jesus or measured his 

ministry against that of his fellow disciples, then John was weak, John was little, John 

was unimportant, John had been passed over.  

 

Ah, but John would not have measured himself against the other disciples, right? Just 

like we would not do that, right? Surely John was too spiritually mature to measure his 

ministry against that of others. Well, keep in mind this is the same disciple who asked to 

sit at Jesus’ right side. John and his brother James had wanted to sit on Jesus’ left and 

right when Jesus came into His reign as King. In Mark’s Gospel, we learn that this 

request was not merely from their mother (Mark 10:35-37). So, John was an ambitious 

man, a competitive man, a man who wanted to be in the spotlight. Yes, John was a 

new creation in Christ Jesus, but if Satan worked on John the way he works on us, 

Satan would gone after John again and again with that same temptation that had 

worked before. Tempt him to measure himself against others and to want to be at the 

top. 

 

How about us? Aren’t we also tempted again and again to measure our church’s 

ministry against that of other churches? In our numbers-oriented society, it is difficult 

not to notice the size of other churches and to see our congregation as little, weak, 

unimportant, passed over. Measuring ourselves against others, our ministry can look 

ineffective and in vain. It is tempting to drop down into a lower gear. In the world of 

auto racing, fuel consumption is measured carefully. Late in a race, drivers have been 

known to drop into a lower gear. They’ll drive at the slowest, minimum speed in order 

to save fuel, to avoid a pit stop, to preserve what place they’re in. 
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Yet, when it gets this late in our race as a congregation and as individuals, we still 

never know what work the Lord has for us yet. Abraham and Sarah, Moses, Zechariah 

and Elizabeth, Simeon and Anna, were all pretty far along in their race when God 

gave them a task. That’s how it was for John the brother of James, the son of 

Zebedee. He labored in obscurity decade after decade. But late in life He was led to 

write the Fourth Gospel, the First, Second, and Third Letters of John, and was given the 

Revelation and told to write it down, too. It is believed that all of these were written in 

the last ten years of his very long life.  

 

How was it, after all those years of laboring in the shadow of others, that John didn’t 

just drop into a lower gear when it got late in his race? How is it that God could use 

John so mightily in the twilight years of his life? Well, the Lord inspired John to define 

himself as the disciple whom Jesus loved. Now, when we read those very words in 

John 19:26 and 21:20, God is not saying that Jesus loved John more than all of His 

other disciples. God is saying that He wants us to know how John saw himself towards 

the end of his life, because that is important. By the time God had wanted John to 

write these words, late in John’s race, he had come to define himself as the disciple 

whom Jesus loved. He was no longer just John, the son of Zebedee and Salome. He 

was no longer just John the brother of James. He was no longer just John the last 

surviving apostle. He was one whom Jesus loved.  

 

God had led John to trade in his ambition for affection. Jesus loved John. So, John 

had not worked in obscurity, because the loving God saw him always, as Hagar once 

said of the Lord, “You are the God who sees me.” (Genesis 16:13)  The love of Christ 

led John to not measure himself or his work against others, but instead to measure the 

love Jesus had for him. “How wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ,” 

as Paul wrote to the Ephesians (3:18). Later, John himself would write, “How great is the 

love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called the children of God! And 

that is what we are!” It was this love Christ had for him that prepared John for the work 

God gave him to do late in his race. The love of Jesus strengthened John to keep it in 

gear, to confess, “Jesus, you chose me. You keep me. Above all else, you love me. No 

matter what happens or doesn’t happen, Jesus, I am your beloved disciple.”  
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This love Jesus had for John doesn’t mean he loved the other disciples any less, either 

the disciples of that time or His disciples gathered in this place today. Jesus loved John. 

He loves you just as much, no matter how late in your race it is. This is the love, not so 

much our love for Him but God’s love for us in Christ that when we are tempted to pull 

out the tape measure and measure ourselves against churches that seem more 

blessed than ours, His love closes our hands instead to praise Him. Baseball may be a 

game of inches. Football may be a game of inches. But success in life is not so easily 

measured. Perhaps, God does not intend for you and me to measure the worth of our 

work or ourselves, except to measure ourselves according to His immeasurable love. To 

measure yourself as the disciple whom Jesus loves. To measure our congregation as 

the disciples whom Jesus loves. This is the love that encourages us to measure His love 

for us, that readies us for whatever work He has yet for us to do, that enables us to trust 

that He, in the words of Paul, “is able to do immeasurably more than all we can ask or 

imagine.” (Ephesians 3:20) 

AMEN 

 


