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Typically, our focus as we gather to celebrate Maundy Thursday is on the Last Supper, 

because Maundy Thursday is the day when Jesus ate that Last Supper with His disciples and 

instituted the Sacrament of Holy Communion.  Because of that, we have our sermon first, so the 

service can then flow uninterruptedly allowing us to better see the connections the various parts 

of the liturgy have with the Sacrament of Holy Communion.   

The Last Supper is recorded for us in the Gospel accounts of Matthew, Mark, and Luke, 

as well as in St. Paul’s first letter to the church in Corinth which we’ll read later tonight.  The 

Apostle John, however, didn’t give an account of the Lord’s Supper in his gospel.  What he does 

give us is a lengthy transcript of the conversations Jesus had with His disciples that evening.  

Over one fifth of his entire gospel account is dedicated to the events and conversations of 

Maundy Thursday, starting with the verses before us tonight.  We read John 13:1-15, 34: 

 

It was just before the Passover Festival.  Jesus knew that the hour had come for him 

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

loved them to the end.  
2 The evening meal was in progress, and the devil had already prompted Judas, the 

son of Simon Iscariot, to betray Jesus.  3 Jesus knew that the Father had put all things 

under his power, and that he had come from God and was returning to God; 4 so he got up 

from the meal, took off his outer clothing, and wrapped a towel around his waist.  5 After 

that, he poured water into a basin and began to wash his disciples’ feet, drying them with 

the towel that was wrapped around him.  
6 He came to Simon Peter, who said to him, “Lord, are you going to wash my feet?”  
7 Jesus replied, “You do not realize now what I am doing, but later you will 

understand.”  
8 “No,” said Peter, “you shall never wash my feet.”  

Jesus answered, “Unless I wash you, you have no part with me.”  
9 “Then, Lord,” Simon Peter replied, “not just my feet but my hands and my head 

as well!”  
10 Jesus answered, “Those who have had a bath need only to wash their feet; their 

whole body is clean. And you are clean, though not every one of you.”  11 For he knew who 

was going to betray him, and that was why he said not every one was clean.  
12 When he had finished washing their feet, he put on his clothes and returned to his 

place.  “Do you understand what I have done for you?” he asked them.  13 “You call me 

‘Teacher’ and ‘Lord,’ and rightly so, for that is what I am.  14 Now that I, your Lord and 

Teacher, have washed your feet, you also should wash one another’s feet.  15 I have set you 

an example that you should do as I have done for you. 
34 “A new command I give you: Love one another.  As I have loved you, so you must 

love one another. 

 

The entire Bible can be divided into two main teachings: on the one hand, we have the 

law, and on the other hand, the gospel.  The law is comprised by those passages which 



communicate to us what God’s demands are.  The law is where He tells us what to do and what 

not to do.  The gospel, which literally means “good news,” is comprised of those passages which 

communicate to us what God’s gift is.  The gospel is the good news of what Jesus has done for 

us. 

Today, is Maundy Thursday.  That word Maundy comes from an Old French word 

mandé, which, in turn, comes from the Latin mandate which means “command.”  So, “Maundy 

Thursday” really means “Command Thursday.”  We call it that because of that last verse from 

our gospel lesson, John 13:34, where Jesus said, A new command I give you; love one another 

as I have loved you. 
It’s possible that there is a question floating in  your mind, which I imagine crossed the 

minds of some of Jesus’ disciples that night too:  What does Jesus mean when He calls this 

command a “new” command?  Isn’t loving one another one of the oldest commands in the 

book?!  When God had first given the law though Moses He had commanded His people, Love 

your neighbor as yourself (Leviticus 19:18).  But Jesus made it a “new” command by adding 

that qualifying phrase as I have loved you.  From that point on, Jesus’ disciples were to carry 

out that command to love one another in light of the love that Jesus demonstrated to them. 

The selection of verses from John 13 that we just read, told us about an example of love 

that Jesus gave to His disciples by washing their feet as they sat down for dinner that evening.  

The conversation that took place between Peter and Jesus shows us that the disciples still didn’t 

completely grasp Jesus’ concept of love.  Jesus even came right out and told Peter, You do not 

realize now what I am doing, but later you will understand.  That proper understanding of the 

“love” Jesus was talking about would only come for Peter and the rest of the disciples when they 

had witnessed the supreme example of love that Jesus would give the next day.  Far greater than 

washing the dirt away from their feet with water, as Jesus laid down His life for them on the 

cross He would wash the sin away from their hearts with His holy, precious blood.  That love—

the self-sacrificing love that Jesus expressed for us on the cross—is the kind of love He’s talking 

about when He commands us to love one another just as He has loved us. 

Now, if it’s a command, that means it is a part of God’ law.  In catechism class, we just 

learned that the primary purpose of the law is to show us our sin.  When Jesus tells us to love one 

another He sets as the standard for love, the love that He has shown to us—an entirely selfless 

love that offers everything at our disposal up to and including our very lives, for the service of 

others regardless and in spite of anything they have done.  When we look at our lives in the 

mirror of the law, compared to that example of love which Jesus has set for us, what do we see? 

We see that in our sinfulness we have fallen far short of keeping that command.  While 

Jesus’ example can be characterized by selflessness, our human nature is characterized by 

selfishness.  We “love” other people when we deem that they have earned our love.  We look at 

what they’ve done to or for us or what potential they have for serving our interests and based on 

that data we determine whether or not it would be convenient for us to love them.  If we don’t 

like what we see or find that it might be too tiresome or troublesome to emotionally invest in 

them, then we maybe decide “I don’t think I can love a person like that.” 

So, when we look at Jesus’ command to love one another in the same undeserved 

prejudice-free way that He loved us, it shows us our sin.  It shows us that, compared to Jesus, our 

love is empty and worthless.  If our love is worthless, then we certainly can’t turn to ourselves 

for any hope in earning God’s affection.  So what do we do?  We turn to Jesus in repentance.  

We turn to Jesus to confess our sins which the law has shown us and to find hope in His gospel. 



We turn to Jesus and see His love!  We see the selfless love that Jesus demonstrated by 

washing the feet of His disciples carried out to its absolute fulfillment as He lays down His life 

for us at the cross to bring us forgiveness from our sins and to win us the affection of the Father 

by clothing us in His righteousness. 

The gospel, that good news of Jesus’ love for us, is God’s means of grace.  Jesus’ life and 

death for you is the means through which God justifies you, or declares you “not guilty” of your 

sins.  It is also the means through which God sanctifies you, or makes you holy.  What does that 

mean?  Through the gospel, through Jesus, God takes away your sins.  He gives you forgiveness 

and salvation.  He also gives you new life.  Our selfish, sinful nature is entirely unable to practice 

true, selfless love.  Through the gospel at work in Baptism, that sinful nature is put to death and a 

new life is born, one that serves God in imitation of Christ, one that loves others as Christ has 

loved us.  That new life is strengthened when we stay connected to God’s Means of Grace.  Led 

by the Word, we continually turn from that old person and sin to Jesus and the new life He has 

created within us. 

In addition to Baptism and the Word, God has given us one more channel for the gospel, 

a wonderful and mysterious meal which Jesus instituted on the same night that He gave that new 

command: Love one another as I have loved you.  The Lord’s Supper is pure gospel.  In it, we 

receive and proclaim the good news that Jesus gave His body and blood for us for the 

forgiveness of sins.  Through it, we receive that forgiveness of sins through faith in that gospel 

message.  And in the Lord’s Supper, we are sanctified by the Holy Spirit as He works in our 

hearts through the gospel.  We are strengthened and confirmed in our new life of faith; 

empowered by the gospel to practice and live that new command, serving God by loving each 

other just as Jesus loved us. 

Jesus loved us not because of who we are but because of who He is.  He is God and God 

is love.  We love each other not because of who the other person is or because of what they’ve 

done for us, but because of who we are now through the gospel, because of whom Christ has 

made us to be by living and dying for us.  We are Christians. 

Today is Maundy Thursday.  Today we celebrate the new command that Jesus has given 

us, to love one another as He loved us.  But today we celebrate more than that.  Today, we turn 

to Jesus and celebrate His love.  We celebrate the gospel, the means through which He connects 

us to His life and death and empowers us to die to our sins and live for Him.  Today, we 

celebrate that gospel especially in our celebration of the Lord’s Supper.  It is Jesus’ pure love and 

His selfless service to us.  It is the gospel: Christ giving Himself for us to forgive our sins, to 

strengthen our faith, and to increase our love for one another.   

Amen. 

 


