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John 13: 31-35   

 

After telling his disciples that he must leave them in a little while, Christ explains what he 

requires of them, and of us if we wish to be his disciples helping him in the world. It is all 

gathered up in one little word – love. What  

Christ commands us to do is to be unselfish, generous with ourselves toward others, using our 

lives for other people, and not merely for personal interests and our own gains. Whoever does so, 

not in a vague way that comes to nothing real, but in a practical day by day way, is keeping 

Christ’s commandment, living in accordance with his teachings, and showing forth the 

characteristic spirit of his kingdom. To produce that in us is the aim and end of Christianity. To 

fail in this is to fail altogether and to miss what is distinctive and central to being Christian. And 

Christ says that what he lays upon us in this matter is a new commandment. And so it is. 

 

There are prophecies of such a commandment in the Old Testament – some kinder regulations in 

the laws that curb the selfishness into which people are so prone to fall and some reminders that 

other people have needs and rights. There are some noble examples of how life ought to be 

spent. Examples include Joseph’s forgiveness toward his brothers for selling him into slavery 

and Moses’ beseeching that he himself be blotted out if thereby his people can be spared. But 

even so, Jesus does set before us a new commandment. 

 

He sets before us a gospel of life that is more than a blameless or guiltless life. It is more than an 

anxious, self-absorbing, guarding ourselves from evil. The life Christ sets before us is service. A 

life of service is something more daring, more adventurous, more positive than a life that is 

merely blameless. What Christ demands from his followers, his disciples, is not merely that we 

do no evil, but that we intentionally “do good” (Luke 6: 35). Revelation 3: 16 tells us that 

neutrality is sickening to Christ: “because you are lukewarm and not cold or hot, I am about to 

spit you out of my mouth.” To him neutrality is a nonentity --- not evil yet not good. A life spent 

harmlessly, but without doing good for anybody, is not all Christ wants and expects from us. We 

remember his conversation with the rich young man. The young man had kept all of the 

commandments, so there was no guilt upon his record. But that was not enough. He had hurt 

nobody; but whom had he helped? That was an important point for Jesus. 

 

One scholar described Christ’s new commandment in this way: “Christ added a new hemisphere 

to the moral world. He added positive morality to what could have been called negative morality. 

A person can keep the Ten Commandments perfectly, and yet not be within sight of real 

Christianity. For the Christian we can say there are eleven commandments; the eleventh one is 

‘you shall love” In this little word “love,” says Christ, there is summed up the whole duty of 

humankind.  

 



The great protestant reformer Martin Luther described the process by which this kind of love is 

activated. He said there is no faith without love. He said, “it is through faith that we know how 

dearly God loves us.” He said that when we know that love, “we will gain a loving heart toward 

God, and this heart cannot stay by itself alone.” He continues, “The Christian makes haste to 

give wholehearted toward the neighbor, serving and helping.” 

 

“My commandment to you is nothing less than this, that you love one another; even as I have 

loved you.” That is what Christ is saying, and he makes himself the measure against which we 

are to be tested. Bishop Clement said: “The Cross is our standard, and we must live right up to 

that boundary.” So it makes a difference what Christ means by love. That word has been tossed 

about with varying meanings, and some of them are much weaker than what is required of us. 

The sound is the same, but the content is different. The love that some feel is meager and thin 

compared to Christ’s love for his disciples. After all, it is not so much even Christ’s teaching as it 

is his character, his life, his death, all that he was and did, the sacrifices that he made, the lengths 

to which he went, that have brought home to us something of what he meant by love. And to 

grasp that, we need the facts about him before us.  

 

The facts about Jesus give us a new and lofty conception of what a human life should be.  They 

also provide the inspiration to move us into definite actions, enabling us to will what we know is 

right to will, yet we would not otherwise bring ourselves to will. And there is where many good 

intentions have broken down. There are eloquent and noble statements of the brotherhood and 

sisterhood of people that have been made throughout history. There has always been in the minds 

of some people a reaching out to something bigger, broader, more wide flung than political party 

or nation or church denomination, something that leaps over such limitations and barriers; 

something that would embrace all human beings in a universal brother/sisterhood and generosity. 

Not very much has ever come of that mental reaching out. But realize the love of Christ, and one 

has to do something about it, one must respond to it, must catch the infection of it, must 

reproduce what one can of it in one’s dealings with other people. And --- that happens! In his 

Epistles, John explains that we love, we seek to bear ourselves unselfishly and helpfully toward 

those about us, because God has first loved us. And we cannot accept all that from God and yet 

go on ourselves in the old, hard, self-centered way.  

 

The Rev. Dr. James Kegel, a Lutheran pastor, wrote about a most unusual example of unselfish 

help toward other people. He wrote that British prisoners of war in World War 2 “tended the 

wounds of injured Japanese soldiers, and fed them.” “They cared for their enemies who had 

beaten them and killed some of their comrades.” Kegel said, “God broke down the hatred and 

conquered it with love.” What a great example of, not only praying for those who have 

persecuted you, but giving unselfishly to those who have persecuted you. What an example of 

loving as Jesus commanded. 

 

 

When we look upon Calvary, we have to be astonished and humbled by the lengths that Christ’s 

love has gone for us. Multitudes have said along with Paul; “He loved me and gave himself for 

me” (Gal. 2: 20). “And in view of this, I cannot and will not live as I have been doing; the old 

ways must go.” But without the love of Christ to move them to action, those who have so spoken 

would have remained helpless,  and would not have begun to do and to be what they wanted to 



do and to be. It would have remained out of their reach. “This is my commandment, that you 

love one another; even as I have loved you.” If the claim made upon us is staggering, the power 

offered to us here is sufficient even for this.  

 

And so, Christ lays it down that what he wishes to be the distinguishing characteristic of his 

people is the kind, unselfish, generous way they have of using life that strikes attention with 

power. This is the thing that will differentiate real believers from all others. It is the something 

extra and special about Christ’s people. ‘By this all will know that you are my disciples, if you 

have love for one another.” Self-centered unforgiving persons will rule themselves out, even in 

the eyes of unbelievers. Everything will turn on this all-decisive question: “Did your Christianity 

compel and enable you, within the limits and powers of your opportunities, to be thoughtful and 

compassionate and unselfish and helpful toward other people around you” our case stands or 

falls by that.  

 

In its beginning, Christianity did produce exactly the result that our Lord wants in us. Outsiders 

turned and looked with astonishment at these strange Christian folks with their unheard of way 

of spending life, not in their own interests or for their own ends, as others naturally did, but in a 

generosity toward people who had no claim on them whatever. Here was a new kind of people 

living their lives in a new kind of way.  

 

Unhappily, since those early days, there has been another and a rather ugly side to the story of 

Christianity. There are long annals of bigotry, cruelty, and persecution in the name of 

Christianity. The Nazi’s in Europe and the Ku Klux Klan in the United States are two examples 

of people who have committed such actions, claiming they were doing so for the sake of 

Christian society. A result of that is that some people believe the characteristic Christian spirit 

has been lost; that those who hold the faith have fallen back into step with the world round about 

them. There are those who believe that the way people use their religion has made them too self-

centered, cautious, and unadventurous instead of becoming more other-centered, generous, and 

adventurous. All of this is to say that, over the years, Christians instead of changing the world, 

have become more like the world. 

 

There is some truth in these negative perceptions of Christians. But there is evidence that a right 

spirit still exists among a great many Christians. After all, it is Christianity for the most part that 

has created and maintained world-wide charity. And to this day, it is the Christians who 

cheerfully bear the main burden of what is being done for people in every kind of trouble and 

difficulty and disability, not feeling it to be a burden, but wanting to come in and lend a hand 

where others do not. And this is because a real Christian disciple plans and lives their life more 

generously, helpfully, and lovingly than does the average person. Recent examples of Christians 

going in to lend a hand are the ones who went to New York City after 9/11 and to the gulf area 

following hurricane Katrina. How ready are we to be less self-centered, more generous, less 

cautious, more adventurous, moving out of our safe places to follow our Lord’s “new 

commandment to love one another?” 

 

It is so easy to have our love and relationships turned around backwards. We love when we get 

something in return. We love as long as we feel emotionally high and well compensated. The 

Biblical kind of love, and the kind of love that changes the world, is based not on what can be 



gained, but on what can be given. We love because God first loved us. We love because our 

Christ commands with a new commandment to love one another. We love because we have been 

loved in Christ. And when we do these things, we are marked as Christ’s disciples. 

 

Are we ready to become unselfish and generous with ourselves in service to one another, not for 

what can be gained but for what can be given. Are we ready to stop being lukewarm and get on 

fire for the Gospel of Jesus Christ. Are we ready, within our limits and opportunities, to become 

the disciples that he would like us to be. 
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