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Grace and peace to you from God, the Father, our Savior Jesus Christ, 

and the Holy Spirit that abides with us. Amen. 

  

 Really? A new commandment? Because we didn’t have enough 

commandments already.  You may think I’m talking about the 10 

commandments that God gave Moses, if so, you would be mistaken. The 

first five books of the Old Testament are the books of law for the Jews. 

There are 613 in those first five books of the Bible. We don’t need a new 

commandment when we can’t even keep the Ten Commandments, let 

alone all the commandments that follow!  

What was Jesus thinking? Actually, he tells us: “By this everyone 

will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.”  

Yes, we love each other because God commanded us. And yes, we 

love each other because God first loved us – though these are hard, 

because God’s self-sacrificial love does not come naturally to us sinful 

human beings (though Jesus will continue to say that he will send to us 

the Holy Spirit who will be our advocate…).  

But this is also a matter of witness to the world. Because the world 

is a back-bitey kind of place, where people step on each other to get 

ahead.  

 Jesus commands us to be different. That’s why we needed a new 

commandment. Because the beloved community of Jesus – which Jesus 

sets up and which Jesus loves – is not like the communities of the world,  

where you scratch my back and I scratch yours,  

where I love you because you love me,  

where I give to you because you give to me.  

No, we love each other because Jesus loves us. We give to each other 

because Jesus gives to us. We serve each other because Jesus serves us.  

And in this community, no one lords it over anyone else. We are 

all one in Christ.  And this isn’t just a commandment to us. It’s a 

pronouncement of reality. In speaking it, God makes it so. We are one in 

Christ, we have the Holy Spirit, we are forgiven and loved, because 

Jesus says so. Now, Jesus just wants us to live into that reality. That we 

would love one another. That the world may know.  

 Jesus’ declaration of a “new commandment” in verse 34 is clearly 

the focal point of our reading. The commandment to love one another 
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draws on both the explicit tenderness and the implicit suffering 

expressed in the preceding verse. Jesus urges the disciples to be patient 

with one another in the days ahead. Coming on the heels of the story of 

Jesus’ washing the disciples’ feet and of Judas’s betrayal, 

Jesus’ “command” has the tone of an earnest plea—to care for one 

another, forgiving one another in the wake of Jesus’ death, even as he 

will forgive his tormentors from the cross. His commandment echoes his 

words to Peter in John 13:8b, “Unless I wash you, you have no share 

with me.” His new commandment is not so much a legal or military 

order as it is a profound plea and hope that the disciples will “abide” in 

Jesus’ way of life and love. 

 The context of this passage, of course, is John’s account of Jesus’ 

last supper with his disciples. In this account, we hear that about many 

things that Jesus knows, and about how he responds to the knowledge 

that he has. He knows that his hour has come to depart from this world 

and go to his Father. How does he respond? Scripture tells us-- “Having 

loved his own who were in the world, he loved them to the end”. He 

knows that the Father has given all things into his hands, and that he has 

come from God and is going to God. How does he respond? He gets up 

from the table and takes on the role of a slave, washing his disciples’ 

dusty, dirty feet. 

 Jesus also knows who is about to betray him, and he is very 

troubled by this knowledge. How does he respond? He announces the 

imminent betrayal to his disciples, and then proceeds to feed the 

betrayer: “So when he had dipped the piece of bread, he gave it to Judas 

son of Simon Iscariot”. Judas then leaves to do his dirty work, and the 

narrator adds, “and it was night”. 

 It is at this dark moment that our text begins, “When Judas had 

gone-- we might have expected a speech about how evil Judas is and 

how awful the consequences of his actions will be for him. But Jesus 

instead focuses on his mission and preparing his disciples for what is to 

come. He speaks of being glorified and of glorifying God, which in 

Johannine language is a reference to his elevation on a cross. Then he 

tells his disciples in tender words that he will be with them only a little 

longer, and that where he is going, they cannot come. 
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 This conversation continues after our lectionary text, with Peter 

asking, “Lord, where are you going?” and Jesus responding, “Where I 

am going you cannot follow me now, but you will follow afterward”. 

Peter responds, “Lord, why can’t I follow you now? I will lay down my 

life for you”, to which Jesus responds by predicting Peter’s denial of 

him. 

 Yes, Jesus also knows that Peter, one of his closest companions, 

will deny him. Yet his parting words to his disciples focus not on blame 

for their past and future failures, but rather on preparing them for what is 

to come, promising that although he will no longer be physically present 

with them, they will not be abandoned. In the coming chapters Jesus will 

talk about the Paraclete, the Advocate who will teach and advise and 

comfort them. Now he focuses on the need for his disciples to live in 

community, to love one another as he has loved them. 

 This “new commandment”—“that you love one another as I have 

loved you” — is in parallel with what Jesus has already told his 

disciples: “You call me Teacher and Lord—and you are right, for that is 

what I am. So if I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you 

also ought to wash one another’s feet. For I have set you an example, 

that you also should do as I have done to you” (13:13-15). 

 The “new commandment” is also paralleled in John 15:12-14: 

“This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved 

you. No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s 

friends. You are my friends if you do what I command you.” 

 These two parallels to John 13:34 help to flesh out the meaning of 

“loving one another.” On the one hand, loving one another as Jesus has 

loved encompasses the mundane; it means serving one another, even in 

the most menial tasks. On the other hand, this love encompasses heroic 

acts of great risk; it extends even to the point of giving one’s life for 

another. 

 The love of which Jesus speaks, then, and which Jesus 

demonstrates in his life and death, is a love which extends from the 

mundane to the heroic and encompasses every kind of self-giving act in 

between. Jesus tells his disciples that it is by this kind of love that 

everyone will know that they are his disciples (John 13:35). 
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 Here in chapter 13, Jesus demonstrates his love for the same 

disciples who will fail him miserably. Jesus washes and feeds Judas who 

will betray him, Peter who will deny him, and all the rest who will fail to 

stand by him in his hour of greatest distress. The love that Jesus 

demonstrates is certainly not based on the merit of the recipients, and 

Jesus commands his disciples to love others in the same way. 

 Too often we disciples of Jesus have fallen far short in our love for 

one another as well as in our love for those outside the community of 

faith. Theological and ethical arguments often descend into personal 

attacks and name-calling; personal interests often take precedence over 

the common good of the community; those in need of compassion find 

judgment instead. 

 Jesus could not be clearer: It is not by our theological correctness, 

not by our moral purity, not by our impressive knowledge that everyone 

will know that we are his disciples. It is quite simply by our loving 

acts—acts of service and sacrifice, acts that point to the love of God for 

the world made known in Jesus Christ. Amen. 


