“A New Commandment”

John 13:31-38

July 13, 2008

Read John 13:31-38

Judas has just left to betray Jesus. A hush has fallen over the disciples as they try to take in what had just happened. One of their fellows, one of the team, one of “the Twelve” was a betrayer. A traitor. All eyes turn to Jesus to see what he will do.

Jesus declares that “now” the Son of Man has been glorified and God has been glorified in him.” It seems like a strange response. What was so significant about Judas’ betrayal that Jesus could declare victory?

Judas’ betrayal was the catalyst for the cross. It was the mechanism by which atonement would be made. Jesus – Emmanuel, God-with-us – was being thrust into the worldly judicial system for the ultimate judgment upon sin. The wheels were set in motion for the one who was without sin to become sin for us. He would take in his own body the consequences of our sinfulness and deal with those consequences completely. 

Yet the disciples did not know that. The disciples had not been through a Lenten season, Maundy Thursday and Good Friday. They were experiencing it first-hand. Jesus was telling them, “Even in the midst of the worst of situations, God is sovereign and God’s glory will be revealed.”

Giving glory to God

The first part of this discussion talks about the Son of Man being glorified and God being glorified through him. The Greek word is the same root as we use for the Doxology “Glory be to the Father, and to the Son and to the Holy Ghost, as it was in the beginning, it is now and ever shall be; world without end. Amen.” Glorifying means “to speak of something as being unusually fine and deserving honor – to praise, to glorify, “ Something being glorified means “to be of exceptional value, with the implication of being particularly praiseworthy.”

You have heard me talk about the answer to the first question of the Westminster Shorter Catechism, “What is the chief end of mankind? To glorify God and enjoy him forever.” 

The idea of always glorifying God is a little bit awkward for me. It is not that God is not worth it; rather, it is that God makes a big deal about it. I get embarrassed when people say nice things about me – I like to be affirmed, but not praised (if there is a difference). I have often wondered if and why God wants us to spend so much time “praising,” “worshiping” and “glorifying” him. It strikes me as a little childish, a little off-putting to demand that we pay so much attention, doesn’t it? Maybe it is just me, but don’t you sometimes want to say to God,  “Grow up?”

It has taken me a long time to realize this: God does not need our worship. God demands our worship because we need to worship God. Let me say that again, God does not need our worship. We need to worship God. God is not waiting around for our approval. We need to praise God because we are creation. We need to praise God because God has already acted. Giving glory to God is an act of remembering, an act of perspective, an act of being alive. Our existence – personally, physically, relationally – is entirely due to God’s action. For that – and that alone – the perspective that is in our own best interest is one of praise and adoration to God. Worship benefits us. 


But it is not just our existence – it also is our redemption that is entirely due to God’s action. God is awesome. What Jesus is saying here is that the mission of salvation is being accomplished – and how incredible it is. Jesus is revealing to the disciples what has been happening and what is about to happen – not because God needs to feel good about himself, but because we need to know how amazing it is that God cares for us.

There is only one

Look carefully at what Jesus is saying to the disciples here. “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.’” 

When I was a kid, we used to go to the Jersey shore every summer for a week or two of vacation. In our family, it was almost a ritual. We would load up the brown paneled Pontiac station wagon, get in and stick to the seats, and fidget for two hours until we saw the causeway – the bridge – to Long Beach Island. We had specific nights of the week when we would do specific activities: trampolines one night, the Flamingo miniature golf course another, and Hartman’s amusement park – probably one of the last nights we were there. At Hartman’s were the big slide and other rides, the saltwater taffy and the fudge shop. Mom did not want the sweets hanging around too much earlier in the week, both because of the sugar high we would get from eating too much, and for the sand that would inevitably invade everything that was not tightly sealed.

I remember the summer when I was about nine years old, we went. My dad had the idea that he wanted to try sailing on the 14-16 footers. None of us had done this before. I remember being so excited as we went from shop to shop. The three of us kids wandered through the shops as my dad talked to the staff about lessons. The notion of being on the high seas (that is, the bay) was just so exciting.

The next morning, I was up early. I made my own breakfast, I put away my dishes, I did everything I needed to do to be ready. At last, there was movement towards the car. And then it happened, “Oh, Bob, I’m sorry, only Jimmy is going.” Oh, the unfairness of it all!  I was crushed. “Why?” I cried out. “Well,” my mom said, “He is older, he is bigger, and only one can go.” On top of not being able to go, I ended up having to vacuum the rental and take out the trash.

I know – you can feel my pain. As much as I enjoy your sympathy, I also want you to hear this: not everyone can do everything all the time. Sometimes, there is only one. As much as I wanted to go sailing, only one of us could go. As much as the disciples wanted to go the whole distance, only Jesus could go.  

Jesus was telling the disciples that he was going to the cross alone. In order to fulfill prophecy, in order to fulfill the priestly function, in order to complete the royal task given to Israel, Jesus had to walk the road to the cross alone.

Even Peter could not go with Jesus. Blustery Peter -- who comes across in Scripture as a blue collar, hard working, courageous, powerful, bull of a man – boasts that he would lay down his life for Jesus; and Jesus, knowing that he would be abandoned by all of them, Jesus tells him plainly that Peter will deny him three times before the next morning. Jesus would walk this road – alone.

There is some high theology involved here – specifically, how Jesus fulfilling the messianic roles of prophet, priest and king – but the bigger point for our purposes this morning is that only Jesus could accomplish this purpose. There was no one else in history who could have gone to the cross for us; nor will there ever be a need for anyone else to go for us. Jesus was the one. Jesus is unique. 

The uniqueness of Christ is important for us to recognize. In our pluralistic culture, you will hear things like “every road leads to heaven,” or “it’s all good,” or, as I did at one neighborhood party a few years ago, “The Jews have Moses, Muslims have Mohammed, Buddhists have Siddhartha, and Christians have Jesus,” as if Jesus was a leader just like all others. Not so. Jesus was unique. 

Jesus revealed his unique nature to the disciples here by telling them what was going to happen before it happened, doing what could not be humanly done, and manifesting power through absolute submission. He declared victory over sin and death before he went to the cross; and then was confirmed in his resurrection. Having done it, we need no other.

Why is Jesus’ uniqueness important to you and to me? It means that we have a righteousness that is not dependent upon ourselves; a great relief if you are like me and realize that you cannot be righteous even when you try. God has taken the initiative to pull me out of my sin and claim me as his own. You hear this from me on communion Sundays – I have not earned it, I have not worked for it, I have not achieved it; it was given to me. Jesus is able to achieve the salvation God has intended for me.

Jesus’ uniqueness is important to you and me because it means we have hope in the form of a concrete answer to what happens when we die; Jesus rose, verifying that he has the power to raise those who are found in him. He has called his disciples “little children,” showing how much he loves and cares for them. He is taking care of his responsibilities; and even in doing that alone, he is demonstrating how much he loves and cares for them.

When my father and brother came back from sailing, the first thing they did was take me to go back out with them. They knew how much I had wanted to be with them. They learned what they needed to know in order to have me go with them – and then they came back for me.

The new commandment

After telling the disciples that he was not going to be with them, and after declaring that they could not come with him, Jesus gives them a command, “I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another.”

On the surface, it does not seem like there would be much to add to that; nor does it seem particularly complex to understand.


Yet there is something really profound that Jesus is telling them; no longer is he simply repeating the command to “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength, and love your neighbor as yourself”; instead, he is telling them to love one another as he has loved them.

How has Jesus loved them? It is difficult to improve on Paul’s description in Philippians 2,

who, though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness. And being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death— even death on a cross.  

Paul also paraphrases Jesus’ command; framing the explanation of what Christ accomplished for us. 

Let each of you look not to your own interests, but to the interests of others. 

Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus…

Therefore, my beloved, just as you have always obeyed me, not only in my presence, but much more now in my absence, work out your own salvation with fear and trembling; for it is God who is at work in you, enabling you both to will and to work for his good pleasure. 

The danger for a preacher at this point is to get too much you oughta, or Hallmark-y. But Jesus is talking about something very specific. Loving one another is not a feeling. It is not an emotion. It is a tangible commitment to one another. It is a bonding together so that the success of one is joy for all; the loss of one causes us to grieve together. Jesus’ “new” command to love one another as he has loved us requires us to live differently. 

Loving as Jesus loved them means taking the initiative to be responsible for each other. It means that we are accountable for each other’s growth, development, and maturity as children of God. We are not to live isolated or alone. It means that we need to encourage one another to know God, to remember God, to worship God and to pray for one another. We are responsible for each other just as Jesus took responsibility for us.

What does that look like practically?

First, it means that we need to know the Scriptures so we can encourage one another in the Word. Jesus often taught them by pointing to Scripture. He dwelled on it, meditated on it, prayed on it, lived on it. In order to love each other as Jesus loved them, we need to know Scripture.

Second, Jesus lived with the disciples. That is, he ate with them, walked with them, talked about God with them, argued with them, laughed with them and cried with them. They did things together. There were some difficult personalities in that group but Jesus stuck with them. In order to love each other as Jesus loved them, we need to be devoted to each other – through thick and thin. 

Third, Jesus sacrificed himself for them. In no way did Jesus consider himself a victim. He did not “guilt” them into following him to the cross; in fact, he told them they could not follow him there. He saw their need, knew what he had to do to help address it, and took action. How well do we see each other’s needs, how can we look to help address those needs, and are we willing to risk everything as we take action?

Fourth, Jesus prayed for them. Specifically. By name. And not just when they asked, but consistently. That’s part of the reason why we are praying through the names of our military service men and women each Sunday; why we have begun to pray for those who need to come to Jesus for salvation. In order to love one another as Jesus loved them, we need to be praying for each other constantly. 

In other words, loving each other as Jesus loved them means to be the people of Acts 2:42 – who devote themselves to the Apostles’ teaching and the fellowship, the breaking of bread together and the prayers.

Jesus exhorted them to be good to each other. He did not leave them to their own devices, to their own personal preferences, as if what they did and how they treated each other did not matter. He commanded them. Most people think that church and faith would be pretty easy without all the other people; Jesus did not give us that option. We are to love one another even as he loved us. Think about it: we’re not the most loveable lot and yet God stuck with us. 

Conclusion

Jesus’ new commandment is a command: love one another. Act lovingly even if you do not feel like it. Act lovingly even if it is costly. Act lovingly because the other needs it. “By this,” Jesus said, everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.” 

Obeying the new command is an act of discipleship. It also is an act of evangelism and witness. It answers the question, “Who do you say I am?” Loving each other as Jesus loved them says, “You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God.” Glorifying God and enjoying him forever. Amen? Amen.
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10:00 Invitation to offering
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