
Rev. Dr. James Clubine Page 1 Maundy Thursday 01/04/21 

I give you a new commandment 

 

Exodus 12:1-4 (5-10) 11-14 

Psalm 116:1-2, 12-19 

1 Corinthians 11:23-26 

John 13:1-17, 31b-35 

 

Text: John 13:34-35 

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.’ 

 

Introduction 

I grew up in a home with three brothers.  (Many of you are right now, no doubt, feeling sorry for 

my mother.)  At our home a schedule was created so that all would know whose turn it was to do 

the dinner dishes.  I point out that this was pre-dishwasher days, or as my father would say, ‘why 

do we need a dishwasher when we have you.’  Now sometimes it was to your advantage to be on 

dish duty; particularly, as was the custom on family farms, in the summer the rest of the brothers 

sometimes needed to return to the field to continue work until sundown. 

 

No doubt, in your home there are duties that are necessary for life and good order that no one 

wants to do.  Most parents, as mine and as I did, have to teach their children to do these things.  

It is common that you can have a house full of family members who all can see that the kitchen 

floor needs to be swept clean and yet there is no competition among them to be first to grab the 

broom and get it done.  The broom remains standing in the closet a lonely figure.  Or as in our 

gospel story, everyone studiously avoiding the towel and basin.  Why is that?  Is it beneath us—

too menial a task?  Is it someone else’s job?  Is it because we like to be served rather than serve? 

 

1.  The gospel reading on Maundy Thursday is this story from the disciples’ last supper with 

Jesus where Jesus gives the new commandment—hence Maundy Thursday, Maundy meaning 

command (Latin).  The new command to love one another just as he loved us.  The giving of the 

command is preceded by this scene of Jesus washing the feet of disciples; and I can readily  

identify with the disciples all sitting there hoping someone else will do the deed.  And to their 

shock and horror someone finally does—and it the last person in the room that any disciple 

thought should take up the towel and basin.  “Jesus… got up from the table, took off his outer 

robe, and tied a towel around himself. Then he poured water into a basin and began to wash the 

disciples’ feet and to wipe them with the towel that was tied around him.”  Whenever I read this 

story apprehending its import I ask myself, in light of Jesus’ love for me is there anything my 

Lord cannot ask me to do? 

 

Walking in sandals on the dusty roads of Israel in the first century made it imperative that feet be 

washed before a communal meal, especially since people reclined at a low table and feet were 

very much in evidence.  It was customary that when a person entered the house, the lowest 

ranking servant/slave would pour water into a basin and wash the person’s feet.  There was no 

slave present at this meal to wash feet.  Luke tells us that Jesus sent Peter and John to make 

preparations for the meal—clearly neither volunteered to sign on for foot-washing detail.  Luke 
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tells us that when they had gathered for the meal an argument broke out among the disciples as to 

which one of them was to be regarded as greatest.  They are thinking that Jesus the Messiah will 

soon make his move to reclaim political independence for Israel and they are arguing about who 

gets what post in the Messiah’s new regime.  Can you imagine their utter shock when Jesus got 

up in the midst of that quarrel and took up the towel and basin.  Each of them were clinging to 

their own version of personal greatness; maybe they thought that once the greatest among them 

was established perhaps the lowest ranking disciple should do the foot-washing.   

 

When Jesus starts washing their feet they have to see in it the rebuke of all their posturing.  

Consider also the depth of our Lord’s love for these disciples who are so distracted by what is in 

it for them.  I wonder sometimes about my own faith and motivations that are often clouded with 

self-interest.  John tells us, yes the Apostle John who was embroiled in the thick of this ‘who-

was-the-greatest’ argument; he tells us that "Jesus knew that his hour had come to depart from 

this world and go to the Father. Having loved his own who were in the world, he loved them to 

the end.”  He certainly did. 

 

As I revisit this scene I am struck afresh by the utter incongruity of what happens.  It is God who 

takes up the towel and basin to wash our feet.  Jesus is the manifest face of God, according to the 

gospel; here we see right into the heart of God.  It is us who should be serving God.  But no, we 

are busy squabbling over our own self-interested ends.  We want God to serve our agendas, bless 

our positions and places.  But instead God picks up the towel and basin.  What the disciples 

witness of the heart of God in this upper room the world will witness tomorrow as Father and 

Son give themselves for the sin of the world.  “Do you know what I have done to you?”, asks 

Jesus.  One thing is for sure, everything is upside down with regard to who ought to be washing 

feet. 

 

2. You may have noticed in reading the account of the last supper in the Gospel of John that 

there is no reference to the words of Jesus concerning the bread and wine in the supper.  The 

question continues to perplex readers of the fourth gospel why the author omitted all reference to 

them.  We will read those words in our service a little later when we are at the table; the words 

the Apostle Paul introduced by saying, ‘I received from the Lord what I handed on to you” (I 

Corinthians 11:23); the words found in Matthew, Mark, and Luke’s account of this meal.  So 

why are they omitted in John’s gospel? 

 

The short answer is that John’s gospel assumes hearers know these words.  Paul writes 1 

Corinthians, where these words of institution are found, about 20 years after the meal and the 

implication is that all the churches are practising this sacrament and Paul is passing this on.  Paul 

is not establishing something new but pointing out that this was given to the church by Jesus.   

John writes his gospel 30 to 40 years after Paul writes.  What John offers us is the preservation of 

the last discourses of Jesus that were understood to be frequently used by the churches during the 

celebration of the Lord's supper.   

 

The brief accounts of the words of institution in the synoptic gospels are undoubtedly a reflection 

of their use in the churches’ worship; it is not surprising, then, the 4th evangelist (John), instead 

of repeating those brief words known throughout the churches, chose to reproduce teaching that 

gave their meaning.  This indeed is the most plausible reason for John's recounting at the 
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beginning of the discourse of the detailed narrative of the foot-washing; he gave this, not to 

replace the eucharistic acts and words of Jesus, but rather to interpret them with the teaching and 

actions of Jesus.   

 

According to John’s Gospel the foot-washing is to be understood as the meaning of Christ’s 

words regarding the bread and wine; “This is my body that is broken for you, This cup is the new 

covenant in my blood.” The love that issues in foot-washing is to be understood as identical to 

the love that will be on display the next day at the cross.  It is not to be overlooked that the foot-

washing is more than a simple parable of the greater act of cleansing achieved by Jesus through 

his death; it is itself an act of love to the limit or to the end, as the Apostle recognized.  

 

3. I give you a new commandment.  What is new about the commandment to love?  Surely it 

isn’t the love part.  Jesus had taught and his opponents agreed that the greatest command in the 

law was to love God and a second was like it, to love the neighbour as yourself.  All the law 

hangs on these two, said our Lord.  The disciples all know the command to love.  In short, the 

new part is Jesus; the new aspect of this law is—just as I have loved you.  In the foot-washing 

Jesus said, “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.” 

 

Jesus’ love for us is both the example and the motivation for this command that his people 

should love one another.  As I apprehend the magnitude of what his body gives for us and his 

blood poured out for us means regarding his love for me this becomes the motivation and 

standard for what he asks of me in relationship to his people.  If I say that I love him it also 

means that I ought to love those he loves meaning his church.  If I say I love him then it means I 

ought not turn my back on the world he will not abandon.   

 

As I noted earlier in this message, whenever I read this story apprehending its import I ask 

myself, in light of Jesus’ love for me is there anything my Lord cannot ask me to do?  I know 

what I want to answer—Lord you can ask anything of me.  I also know that my discipleship is so 

often wide of that mark as I am prone to self-interest.  My prayer is for the Lord to aid me in the 

self-giving he leads me to live. 

 

I also note that our Lord said we ought to wash one another’s feet.  Note the mutual aspect of this 

for the church.  I am to be one who washes feet and one who receives washing by another.  In 

this that our Lord calls from us there is a great blessing for us as we obey this together.  

Everyone has gifts to offer the church and we offer them in support of all the others.  The team 

that takes care of the building blesses all of us as we use it for worship.  I think of singing 

hymns—I am blessed by hearing those who can sing so that I might sing with them.  And when a 

congregation gives themselves to one another freely, motivated by the Lord’s love, it is a great 

blessing.  In fact it is the way we tell the world we belong to him. 

 

Let me remind you of a  truth that we must always keep before us.  The believer knows that we 

can turn toward Jesus in faith only because in him God has first turned toward us. The mere fact 

of the Incarnation, of God’s coming among us in Jesus Christ, demonstrates his turning toward 

us. Supremely in the cross God has turned toward us. Having turned toward us God will never 

turn away from us, never turn back from us, never turn his back on us; never abandon us, betray 
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us or quit on us.  The magnitude of his love is simply staggering; apprehending it is to be filled 

with the power of a new affection.   It is the affection for him that leads us in our obedience to 

wash the feet of one another. 

 

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.’ 

 


