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“The Last Commandment” 
John 13:1-17; 31b-35 

A Sermon by Rev. Bob Kells 
 

Nobody likes goodbyes. 

Nobody likes goodbyes because they’re hard. 

I think the goodbye scenes in books and movies are always the toughest ones 

for audiences because they’re so emotionally charged. 

When I think about some of the goodbyes I’ve made in my life I have to 

agree—I don’t like saying goodbye.   

It is really hard.   

It’s emotional. 

It’s the last thing on earth I want to do.  And many times I try to get around 

it by saying something like “see you later,” when I know that I really mean 

goodbye. 

- When I was in college, I remember saying goodbye to my parents as 
they dropped me off at my dorm for the first time.  I’d never been 
away from home for more than a couple of nights before that and it 
would be weeks until I would see them again.  There were lots of tears 
that day, on both sides. 

- Another more recent goodbye took place last year when my family 
and I said goodbye to the church family that had been part of our lives 
for 10 years.  That was a really hard goodbye because we had good 
friends there, we’d worshipped together, and we were in mission 
together.  Now we see them “virtually,” on FaceBook.  But it’s not the 
same.  It’s never the same again. 

- The hardest goodbye I ever had was in the year 2000 when my Dad 
died.  Every one of us faces this at some point in our lives—saying a 
last goodbye to someone we love deeply.  It is the hardest thing ever.  
At that point, there’s not much to do except say except “I love you,” 
and then to linger in their presence for a while, just enjoying the fact 
that they are there.  Because soon they won’t be. 
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I think all of us have experienced some of these goodbyes in our lifetime.  

And if we haven’t yet, we will someday. 

But the fact remains, we don’t say goodbye very well. 

Because saying goodbye is hard. 

So it is with Jesus and the disciples. 

On this night, the disciples and Jesus gathered for a last meal.   

They had enjoyed other meals during their time together.  They had gotten to 

know each other very well—intimately, as best friends do. 

But this night was different.   

For “Jesus knew that his hour had come to depart from this world and go to 

the Father” (John 13:1). 

Jesus was saying goodbye to his friends. 

And as the story tells us, there wasn’t much to say that night.   

It’s true, Jesus had some things to tell his disciples after dinner about what 

was going on—three chapters worth, according to John. 

But during the meal, there wasn’t much to say. 

There was something to do, though: 

“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.” 

As with other goodbyes, there is a mixture of emotions, confusion, 

misunderstanding. 

- Some of the disciples did not understand where Jesus was going or 
why they could not follow him. 

- Others were in denial; they didn’t want to accept that their Lord, their 
Master, their friend, was leaving. 

- Simon Peter went back and forth:  “You will never wash my 
feet…Lord,” to “not my feet only but also my hands and my head!” 
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And so Jesus washed the feet of his disciples in a sign of humility, a sign of 

servitude. 

Because this night, the Master becomes the servant of all.   

This single action spoke far more than any table talk could.  That’s because: 

- This humble act of submission provided a model for the disciples 
about how to serve others. 

- It demonstrates the way God’s glory is revealed—through a life 
poured out in service to others. 

- This is the way of God—the way of Love. 
- It was the heart of the last commandment Jesus gave his followers this 

night: “that you love one another.” 
We’ve heard something like this commandment before—in Matthew, Mark 

and Luke—where Jesus tells his followers to love God and love their 

neighbors as themselves.  Jesus calls these two the greatest commandments. 

And now there is a third: love one another, as I have loved you. 

- Love is the key to understanding this night. 
- Love is the heart of the Gospel message. 
- “Love is from God; and everyone who loves is born of God, and 

knows God” (1 John 4:7). 
 
On this night, when hear this story, we hear Jesus saying goodbye to his 

disciples.  He had only been with them a short time—three years in ministry 

together.  They had learned much, and yet they had so much more to learn. 

But don’t for a moment think of this last commandment as the dying wish of 

a condemned man, something we follow out of respect for the deceased. 

Rather, think of this as a living command for Jesus’ followers. 

That’s because Jesus knows that by loving each other, we live into the 

Kingdom of God. 
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By loving each other, completely, humbly, we will have abundant life, the 

life God wishes each of us to enjoy. 

- A life of love. 
- A life of service. 
- A life  lived in God through Jesus Christ. 

Tonight, Jesus calls us to lay aside our human pride;  

to take up our towels, whatever that may look like for you and for me; 

and to love each other. 

For “by this everyone will know that you are my disciples…” 

Amen. 

 


