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Remembrance 

 
I have been asked to speak this morning with a particular focus on Remembrance Day. My doctoral 
research was on the experience of Australian families with regard to the loss of sons, husbands, 
brothers, fathers and so in the fighting of the First World War. For all the combatant nations, the 
First World War was costly in terms of the loss of military personnel (civilian losses were a greater 
feature of the Second World War). Almost 61 000 Australians died while on war service in the First 
World War and that doesn’t take into account the number who died in the following decades from 
war related injuries, which was quite large. In undertaking this study, I examined a great number of 
the inscriptions, epitaphs, that families chose for the headstones of their Australian relatives who 
died overseas and who were thus buried in the cemeteries administered by the then Imperial War 
Graves Commission (now Commonwealth WGC). As most of those who died were unmarried, over 
80% of the members of the AIF were single men, the loss was most keenly felt by parents and 
siblings.  What I wanted to know was – how did families make sense of their loss and what, if 
anything, consoled them. The inscriptions were very revealing about this. By and large families did 
not talk in terms of patriotism but rather family connection, their memory of their loved one, their 
sense of loss. 
 
You will be glad to know, I’m sure, that one of the big themes in the inscriptions was the religious 
one, mainly Christian in focus and language, although you can’t know, of course, for certain if what 
was said was the personal belief or affirmation of the deceased person.   
 
One epitaph that you find on many headstones of Australians killed in the First World War is the 
text from John 15:13: Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his 
friends.  That text became the choice of many grieving families as they sought an appropriate 
message for the headstone of their fallen relative. Sometimes the text is only the first part of the 
verse: Greater love hath no man than this. Sometimes, the purpose of the sacrifice was changed by 
some families to patriotic sacrifice – Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his 
life for his country, although only a few families opted for that version. Or, some families wanted 
the purpose of the sacrifice to relate directly to them – Greater love hath no man than this, that a 
man lay down his life for his family.  
 
After the war, the text of John 15:13 was widely used in public commemoration. The tomb of the 
unknown warrior at Westminster Abbey has, as one of its texts, GLHNMTT. In the Melbourne 
Shrine of Remembrance, sunk into the centre of the Sanctuary floor like a grave, the Stone of 
Remembrance has the inscription GREATER LOVE HATH NO MAN. Ken Inglis in his book Sacred 
Places, which is an extensive study of Australian War Memorials, says that the verse was the 
biblical text most often used on Australian war memorials. 
 
What I want to do this morning is to examine that verse and its context at John 15. It is, of course, 
part of the upper room discourse that runs from John 14 though to chapter 17, which is Jesus’ 
farewell message to and his prayer for his disciples.  
 
Let me pick it up at Ch 15, V9: As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you. Remain in my love. 
– In the section from v9-17, we hear of Jesus speak of his love for his disciples and what that means 
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for them. As Jesus is the object of the Father’s love, so Jesus’ followers are the objects of Jesus’ 
love. To be told that Jesus loves us with the same love by which the Father loves Jesus is an 
incredible to be told. We are loved by God, and as recipients of that love, Jesus later in the section 
charges them to love each other. 
 
Jesus then follows with, 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. This idea of remaining in Jesus is a 
continuation of the vine metaphor in the first 8 verses of John 15. Remaining in Jesus and reflecting 
on his teaching, his words, are now spoken of as remaining in his love.  Remaining in Jesus’ love is 
equated here with obeying His commands, based on the precedent of Jesus remaining in his Father’s 
love by obeying His Father’s commands. He touched on this earlier in Ch 14: if you love me, you 
will obey what I command. He teaches them that His relationship with the Father, which is to be the 
exemplar for their relationship with Him, is that he submits to the Father and obeys Him, and thus 
remains in His love. The reality of the disciples’ love for Jesus, likewise, is to be seen in their 
obedience to his commands. We need to be careful here. Jesus is not saying that the obedience of 
his followers earns his love for that would make Jesus’ love conditional. Rather, being loved by 
Jesus draws the disciples into that loving relationship with Him, which expresses itself in 
obedience. It is, therefore, nonsense for a Christian to say I love Jesus and then seek to be 
disobedient to Him, something that John picks up in his first letter. No, love will issue in obedience. 
I am not talking here about a Christian life that is lived in perfect obedience for that is not the case. 
We know that the life of a follower of Jesus is that of ongoing repentance. But, our desire as the 
loved followers of Jesus is to obey Him who loves us rather than obey our own interests or the 
world. 
 
And so, in verse 12, He gives them this command: Love each other as I have loved you. How had 
Jesus loved them? It is exemplified in the text of verse 13: Greater love hath no man than this, that 
a man lay down his life for his friends. While that truism should be the ideal on the human level, St 
Paul argues that ideal of self-sacrifice, however, is rare even for a good person. However, the Lord 
Jesus surpassed even the best of people in that he was willing to die for those who are stubborn 
rebels against God, in fact, God’s enemies. Very soon after saying this to the disciples in the upper 
room, Jesus himself was to become the supreme standard: he would lay down his life for his 
friends.  
 
Secondly, in this section, Jesus picks up on the idea of the disciples being his friends. They are told 
that they can exhibit no greater love than this, that they lay down their lives for their friends. I want 
to tease this out a bit as Jesus’ relation to his friends, that is, his followers, is not quite the same as 
their relation to one another. Look at  verses 14 & 15, where he says, You are my friends if you do 
what I command. I no longer call you servants, because a servant does not know his master’s 
business. Instead, I have called you friends, for everything that I learned from the Father I have 
made known to you. 
 
You’ll note here that the disciples are called Jesus’ friends but he is not said to be their friend. We 
need to note that distinction. It doesn’t appear that anywhere in the Bible that the Father or the Lord 
Jesus is said to be a friend of anyone. In Isaiah 41, for example, Abraham is called the friend of 
God, but nowhere can I find God or Jesus described as the friend of someone, even Abraham.  
 
Now, you may thing that this is mere quibbling. After all, there are songs and hymns that say God is 
my friend. Think of that 19th century hymn, what a friend we have in Jesus, or ‘Jesus, what a friend 
for sinners…’. Now I have certainly sung those hymns, and would do so again. If friendship is 
measured by the love of someone, then Jesus is the greatest friend to have. 
 
However, Scripture doesn’t speak in this way. I think that is because the term ‘friend’ usually is 
thought of in terms of a reciprocal relationship of affection between two people. So while Jesus 
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speaks of his followers as friends, Scripture does not overtly encourage us to speak of him in this 
way. Why? 
 
This seems to be because of the fundamental distinction between Jesus and those he saves. When 
Jesus calls his followers ‘friends’ in this passage, it is a friendship that is carefully qualified. Verse 
14:  You are my friends if you do what I command. This friendship, therefore, cannot be reciprocal 
on this level. To be a friend of Jesus is equivalent to remaining in his love, from earlier in the 
passage, and both turn on obedience.  
 
Yet, Jesus insists that this is not the same as being a servant or a slave – v15: I no longer call you 
servants…instead, I have called you friends. There are similarities between the two terms, for a 
servant, like the friend described here, must do what he/she is told. But, look at what Jesus says in 
verse 15: I no longer call you servants, because a servant does not know his master’s business. In a 
sense here, a servant operates in the dark, not knowing what his master is on about. A ’friend’, 
however, has been let in on his master’s commands and understands the business: Instead I have 
called you friends, for everything I learned from the Father I have made known to you. 
 
You see the distinction that Jesus draws between being a servant and a friend is not a distinction 
between obeying and not obeying, but between understanding and not understanding. A friend, 
unlike a servant, is let in on what is going on. Jesus reveals it to them. That is why they are called 
friends, for everything he has learnt from the Father he has made known to them. 
 
On one level the New Testament continues to talk about believers as slaves or servants of Jesus 
Christ, inasmuch as they are pledged to obey him. Paul uses such language. Look, for instance, at 
Romans 1:1 – Paul, a servant of Christ Jesus… The Greek word can also be translated ‘a slave’.  At 
the same time, however, Christians are no longer slaves but friends, inasmuch as they have been 
made aware of God’s plan of reconciliation and salvation, and how this will be brought to the end 
God has purposed.  Paul uses a similar two-way approach in Galatians. He calls himself a 
slave/servant but also a son because through Christ we are brought into the inheritance promised to 
God’s people. A slave cannot inherit but a son can. So the use of the term friend here by Jesus has a 
particular nuance, a way of thinking about the relationship between the Lord Jesus and those who 
follow him, those He loves and for whom he died. 
 
The text of John 15 asks of the reader, ‘Are you a friend of Jesus?’ The response can’t be vague, 
such as I consider myself his friend, or I try to be. The friend of Jesus seeks to do what Jesus 
commands, and he/she understands what Jesus has revealed to them about the Father’s purposes. 
There is a certainty about being a friend of Jesus because of what He has already accomplished on 
the cross for our sake. We know Him and we understand what His death and resurrection mean, and 
how it is central to God’s plan and purpose for everything. 
 
Sadly, in much of the public commemoration attached to Remembrance Day where John 15:13 has 
been used, it has been detached from its biblical context. It has been secularized. Ken Inglis made 
this point in his book Sacred Places: he said that one reason for its popularity was that it had been 
made theologically non-committal by secular society, “a piece of common cultural property, which 
anybody was free to appropriate or alter, or interpret.” Yet, the idea of the verse, that of self-
sacrifice for the sake of others, remains true, even when detached from its context of Jesus speaking 
to his disciples. And yet to leave the verse as simply a moral ideal for people is to rob it of its 
potency. 
 
As a society we rightly commend a willingness to sacrifice oneself for others. Remembrance Day 
gives us a wonderful opportunity to affirm that ideal and to point to the one who is the perfect and 
ultimate exemplar of it – Jesus – the one who said Greater love hath no man than this, that a man 
lays down his life for his friends. That is what Jesus did at the cross. The benefit of his death is only 
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operative for his friends. As we reflect upon John 15:13 this day, it is right to remember those who 
paid the ultimate sacrifice in war. Yet we must not forget the one who authored the verse and for 
whom the substance of the verse was his epitaph. And yet, not an epitaph, for Jesus died but rose 
again, to give life to those for whom he laid down his life. That is the wonderful truth of the 
Christian faith. 
 
 

_________________________ 
 


