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“A New Commandment” Maundy Thursday 2014 

John 13:33-35 

 There was an awful lot going on that first Maundy Thursday.  First, 

the disciples secured the upper room and prepared the Passover feast.  

Then came the Last Supper with Jesus and his disciples, when he 

instituted of the Lord’s Supper.  There was time praying in the garden of 

Gethsemane, as well as Jesus’ betrayal and arrest.  A lot of significant 

actions filled with deep meaning.  But the name of this day, Maundy 

Thursday, doesn’t come from any of those events.  It comes from the Latin 

word “Mandatum,” which means “commandment.”  It refers to the new 

commandment Jesus gave to his disciples as part of his final instructions to 

them that night.  Listen to the story in John 13. 

 Little children, I am with you only a little longer. You will look for me; and 

as I said to the Jews so now I say to you, “Where I am going, you cannot 

come.” I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as 

I have loved you, you also should love one another. By this everyone will 

know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.’ (John 

13:33-35) 

 There it is.  The new commandment, “Love one another.  Just as I 

have loved you, you also should love one another.”  Now, if you’ve been 

paying attention to the sermons during Lent, you might remember one 

where we talked about Jesus’ answer to the question, “What is the most 
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important commandment?”  Jesus answered that we should love God with 

everything we’ve got and our neighbors as ourselves.  That sounds an 

awful lot like this “new” commandment to “love one another,” doesn’t it?  In 

what sense, then, is this a new commandment?  No one is really sure 

about the answer to that question, but notice that it follows Jesus’ warning 

to them that he will be with them only a little while longer.  Perhaps the 

commandment is new in the sense that Jesus will no longer be with them to 

remind them and show them how to love each other.  They are to continue 

doing what Jesus has demonstrated and taught even when he is gone, that 

that will be new to them. 

 In fact, he tells them to love one another “as I have loved you.”  Let’s 

take a moment to unpack that phrase, “as I have loved you.”  How did 

Jesus love them?  A couple things come to mind right away.  First, he had 

tremendous patience with them.  Throughout the gospels, the disciples 

misunderstand Jesus’ teaching, say and do the wrong things, and in 

general come across as a bunch of dolts.  In Luke’s gospel we learn that 

right after the Last Supper, they had an argument about which one of them 

was the best disciple!  Really?  Jesus had to intervene and set them 

straight.  His love for them showed itself in tremendous patience. 

 He also had compassion on them, taking them aside to explain the 

deeper meaning of his teaching, and giving them time to rest after stressful 

times.  There are a lot of ways we can show compassion to one another 
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today.  I like the way four European seminary professors showed 

compassion to one of their colleagues, Hans.  Hans was devastated by the 

death of his wife, Enid.  When she was alive, the sight of the two of them 

walking hand-in-hand across the campus was a familiar one to the whole 

seminary community.  After her death, Hans lost his appetite and didn’t 

even want to leave the house. 

 The president of the seminary and three other professors were 

deeply concerned for Hans.  They visited him.  During their visit, Hans 

confessed that he was struggling with doubts about his faith.  “I am no 

longer able to pray to God,” he said.  “In fact I am not certain I believe in 

God any more.”  After a moment of silence, the seminary president said, 

“Then we will believe for you.  We will pray for you.”  The four men 

committed to meet daily for prayer, asking God to restore the gift of faith to 

their friend, Hans.  Some months later, as the four friends gathered to pray 

for Hans, he joined them, smiled and said, “It is no longer necessary for 

you to pray for me.  Today I would like to pray with you.”  These men 

showed compassion.  Loving one another as Christ loved us. 

 Finally, I think Jesus also showed his love for the disciples by 

speaking the truth to them when they got things wrong.  Sometimes he 

corrected their mistaken theology and their misunderstanding of the 

Scriptures.  Sometimes he corrected their behavior and attitudes.  Jesus 

cared enough to risk speaking hard truth to them at times. 
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 I’m sure we could think of other ways in which Jesus loved them.  

But his patience, compassion, and truth-telling are a pretty good start.  

These are the ways in which Jesus calls us to love one another in this new 

commandment.  With patience, compassion, and telling the truth to one 

another. 

 But there is a little more here.  Notice what happens as a result of 

their loving one another.  Jesus said, “By this everyone will know that you 

are my disciples, if you have love for one another.”  The quality of their 

relationships with one another would be a witness to the world around them 

that they were followers of Jesus.  And that’s exactly what happened.  In 

his book, The Rise of Christianity, Rodney Stark analyzes how the 

Christian church went from a small group to a dominant force in the Roman 

Empire in such a short time.  He notes that there were two great epidemics 

during those first few centuries.  If those who were affected were cared for, 

there was a good chance that they would survive.  But often when a 

member of a family contracted the disease, the other family members 

abandoned that person and fled to places not affected by the disease.   

Christians, however, did not do this.  The Christians cared for their own sick 

family members and also cared for others who were left behind.  Starke 

points out that the willingness to suffer in order to care for the sick had a 

significant part to play in large numbers of people in the Roman Empire 

becoming Christians. 
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 That kind of love for one another and for those outside the faith has 

often been a hallmark of Christians through the centuries.  Christian 

missionaries have built and are building clinics, hospitals, schools, and 

training centers.  They have cared for the lowest of the low and poorest of 

the poor.  People like Mother Teresa have cared for the discarded and 

dying that no one else would even touch.  The status of women has 

improved wherever Christian faith has gone.  We have a wonderful heritage 

of loving one another to draw on.  But sadly, that is not the image that 

many people have of Christians today.  I think the strident voices of some 

Christians have caused many outside the church to think of Christians as 

judgmental and uncaring.  We’ve got some work to do in order to make our 

love for one another a positive witness to the world.  We’re doing some 

wonderful things here at GPC in this area.  Keep up the good work and 

continue to look for even more ways that we can love one another. 

 After these final instructions, Jesus celebrated the Last Supper with 

the disciples.  When we celebrate it together, there is both a communal and 

individual dimension to it.  As individuals, we reflect on the meaning of 

Jesus’ life and death to us in our personal lives.  But there is also a 

communal meaning to this sacrament.  We don’t celebrate it alone.  We are 

joined with other followers of Jesus as we celebrate it.  Christ is present in 

the body of believers gathered in this place.  So as you walk forward to 

receive the sacrament, be aware of those other followers of Jesus who are 
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worshiping with you.  Thank God for them, pray for them, and be aware of 

ways you can love them, in fulfillment of Jesus’ commandment. 


