A Savior Like No Other #7

“An Intimate Dinner Among Friends”

John 13-16; 1 Corinthians 11:23-26
The final week of Jesus’ life on earth is filled with titles: “Palm Sunday,” “Good Friday,” “Holy Saturday,” and, of course, “Easter Sunday.” It was not until a few years ago that I was aware of the name given to the day before Good Friday: that is, “Maundy Thursday.” It was not until a few days ago that I discovered what that name means! 

“Maundy” comes from the Latin translation of John 13:34, in which Jesus says, “A new command (mandatum novum in the Vulgate) I give to you: Love each other.”
 This was the night that Jesus gathered with His disciples in the upper room in what we now call “The Last Supper.” According to an ancient agricultural calendar evidently observed by Jesus, this was the date of Passover. According to the Roman calendar, observed by the Jewish leadership, Passover occurred the following night.

The events of this night are familiar to most. Our problem tends to be that we are too familiar with these happenings, taking them too literally and materially, losing sight of the true intentions of the actions. Taking from the four gospel accounts, let us return to this meaningful evening and consider what took place.

A Principle Exhibited

First there is a principle exhibited. We read in Luke 22:24, “Also a dispute arose among [the disciples] as to which of them was considered to be greatest.” How typical! They were always jockeying for position, weren’t they? James and John even tried to use their mother (who may have been Jesus’ aunt) to get high ranks in Jesus’ kingdom.

Can you imagine how Jesus must have felt? Here He was, knowing what was about to happen in the next twenty-four hours, and here were His closest friends, arguing about who was the greatest among them! You would think that after three years, these twelve would have learned something.

Luke goes on to record Jesus’ response to the twelve:

Jesus said to them, “The kings of the Gentiles lord it over them; and those who exercise authority over them call themselves Benefactors. But you are not to be like that. Instead, the greatest among you should be like the youngest, and the one who rules like the one who serves. For who is greater, the one who is at the table or the one who serves? Is it not the one who is at the table? But I am among you as one who serves [Luke 22:25-27].
As powerful as these words are, John records how Jesus demonstrated this truth by what He did. What follows is an acted parable, like those of the Old Testament prophets, in which our Lord’s past and present ministry are pictured.


We read in John 13:3-5, 

Jesus knew that the Father had put all things under his power, and that he had come from God and was returning to God; so he got up from the meal, took off his outer clothing, and wrapped a towel around his waist. 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. 

This scene might seem strange to us, but it was very familiar—and necessary—in the ancient world. The streets of ancient Judea were dusty, and the people wore open sandals. Their feet would become dusty (or muddy, if it had rained). At the door the guests would remove their sandals and a slave would wash their feet before they entered the house.

But not on this occasion. Jesus had asked for a private room for Him and His disciples, so there were no slaves present. Chuck Swindoll notes,

What is interesting is that none of the disciples had volunteered for that lowly task…so the room was filled with proud hearts and dirty feet. Interestingly, those disciples were willing to fight for a throne, but not a towel. Things haven’t changed a lot since then, by the way.


Jesus takes this opportunity to drive home the lesson He told them. Removing His outer tunic, He wrapped a towel around His waist and began washing the disciples’ feet. This must have shocked them as much as it shocks us. But Jesus was making a point. The disciples were after greatness, and He was about to show it to them. His demonstration of servanthood was a sign of meekness, but “meekness is not weakness: it’s power under control.﻿”
 The man who has power and wields it to make others serve him is not extraordinary. The man who serves because he must is not noteworthy. But the man who has the power to be served and yet serves anyway displays the greatest strength of all.

Jesus was the embodiment of service. He said in Mark 10:42-45 (during another argument about greatness),

You know that those who are regarded as rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high officials exercise authority over them. Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be slave of all. For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.


Notice that Jesus said in verse 15, “I have set an example that you should do as I have done for you.” Some take this to mean foot washing literally, but that is not how we should apply this.
 Washing feet was necessary in the ancient world; there are other forms of humble service today. As one author put it, “We are never more like our Lord Jesus than when we serve God by becoming the willing servants of oth​ers, for Jesus’ sake, with no limits set.”

A Practice Established

Once Jesus had finished washing the disciples’ feet, a practice was established. This has become known as “The Lord’s Supper,” “Communion,” or “The Eucharist.” Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 11:23-26, 

For I received from the Lord what I also passed on to you: The Lord Jesus, on the night he was betrayed, took bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and said, “This is my body, which is for you; do this in remembrance of me.” In the same way, after supper he took the cup, saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood; do this, whenever you drink it, in remembrance of me.” For whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes. 

In this act, Jesus took something very familiar to the disciples—the Passover meal—and gave it a new significance as a meal whose repetition by His followers would enable them to remember Him. Instead of reinterpreting the Passover lamb—we might have thought Jesus would echo the words of John the Baptist, “Behold, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world”—He used the bread and cup as symbols. The bread was to represent His body given in death for the people, and the cup was to represent His blood shed in sacrifice and so establishing a new covenant. Those who partook of the bread and cup thus formed a fellowship through their common participation in the benefits brought about by His sacrificial offering of himself.

Obviously, participation is not optional; on the contrary, it is a command, “Do this…!” We should not look upon the Lord’s Supper simply as an optional part of our worship. We are assigned by God to do it continually. In fact, the command is a present imperative, “Keep on doing this in remembrance of Me.”
 Our church celebrates the Lord’s Supper each week; others commemorate this once a month or every other month. The important thing is that we remember its significance.

I am not suggesting that participating in Communion is necessary for salvation; like water baptism this is an outward, physical expression of an inward, spiritual experience. But in doing so we remember our Lord’s sacrifice, we draw closer to Him and to one another, and we “proclaim the Lord’s death until He comes.”

Joseph Bayly published a collection of poems entitled Psalms of My Life. He wrote one for this particular occasion, called “A Psalm for Maundy Thursday,”

Tonight

Lord Jesus Christ

You sat at supper

with Your friends.

It was a simple meal

that final one

of lamb

unleavened bread

and wine.

Afterward

You went out to die.

How many other meals You shared

beside the lake

fried fish and toasted bread

at Simon’s banquet hall a feast

at Lazarus’ home in Bethany

the meal that Martha cooked

on mountain slope

where You fed hungry crowd

at close of tiring day.

Please sit with us tonight

at our small meal

of soup and rolls and tea.

Then go with us

to feast of bread and wine

that You provide

because afterward

You went out to die.

A Promise Expounded

Returning back to the fourth gospel, Jesus addresses His disciples in what is sometimes called “The Upper Room Discourse.” (John devotes five-and-a-half chapters to the events of this evening!) Here we find a promise expounded.

Obviously we cannot go into detail today through this lengthy passage—it warrants an entire sermon series—but I would like to hit a few high points that seem to be key thoughts on Jesus’ mind in His “farewell address.”

The first is a practical reassurance. John 14 begins, “Do not let your hearts be troubled. Trust in God; trust also in me.” John 16 ends with, “I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world.” From start to finish Jesus says, “Fear not!”

Jesus knew that His impending arrest, conviction, and death would throw His disciples for a loop. They would see His death as a disaster, fearing they would be next. He reassures them that what would appear to be a devastating defeat would actually be a vindicating victory—one they would share with Him if they kept their faith in Him.

The second emphasis in Jesus’ words was a primary responsibility. He said in John 13:34-35, “A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another. By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.” Love is a prominent theme in this teaching. The word love is used only twelve times in John 1-12, but in John 13-21 it is used forty-four times!
 

Jesus says this is “a new commandment,” the only place John records Jesus using this word in the fourth gospel.
 But in what was is the command to love one another new? The word new does not mean “new in time,” because love has been important to God’s people even from Old Testament times. It means “new in experience, fresh.” It is the opposite of “worn out.” Love would take on a new meaning and power because of the death of Christ on the cross. With the coming of the Holy Spirit, love would have a new power in their lives.
 Jesus Himself had set the example in washing their feet. He calls on them now to follow in His steps. He is not asking them to do more than He Himself has done.

This is echoed in John 15:12-15, where Jesus says, “My command is this: Love each other as I have loved you. Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends. You are my friends if you do what I command.” This takes on the weight of a command; loving one another is neither optional nor an emotional feeling. Love is a choice, a commitment, a conscious decision to put another’s needs above one’s own.

Such a high standard is challenging—downright impossible in human strength. That is where the third emphasis comes in: a principal revelation of the upcoming role of the Holy Spirit in their lives. 

Beginning in John 14:16-18, “I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Counselor to be with you forever—the Spirit of truth. The world cannot accept him, because it neither sees him nor knows him. But you know him, for he lives with you and will be in you.” The Holy Spirit is not a new concept—He is referred to in Genesis 1:2—but His activity would be new. Paul Little writes in his book, Know What You Believe,
Glimpses of the person and work of the Holy Spirit in the Old Testament are numerous and clear. However, the Old Testament period could not be called “the age of the Spirit” as our age, since the coming of the Holy Spirit in fullness on the Day of Pentecost, is called. Before Pentecost the Spirit came on particular people for particular tasks. While men could have an intimate relationship with Him, as shown by David’s experience, the fellowship was not as personal or as permanent as is possible since Pentecost. The Spirit came upon individuals temporarily and then, when the occasion for His coming was over, withdrew. Samson’s tragic downfall resulted from the Spirit’s withdrawal. Samson had become so insensitive that he was not even aware that the Spirit had left him. Nor was the experience of the Spirit in that era as widespread or universal as it is now, when He indwells everyone who is in the Church of Jesus Christ by the new birth. It is emphatically true that “if any man have not the Spirit of Christ, he is none of His.”

A few verses later we read in John 14:25-27, “All this I have spoken while still with you. But the Counselor, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you all things and will remind you of everything I have said to you.” Part of the Holy Spirit’s ministry is instructing and reminding us of Jesus’ words when we need it most. 

Jesus goes on in John 16:7-15,

“I tell you the truth: It is for your good that I am going away. Unless I go away, the Counselor will not come to you; but if I go, I will send him to you. When he comes, he will convict the world of guilt in regard to sin and righteousness and judgment: in regard to sin, because men do not believe in me; in regard to righteousness, because I am going to the Father, where you can see me no longer; and in regard to judgment, because the prince of this world now stands condemned. 

“I have much more to say to you, more than you can now bear. But when he, the Spirit of truth, comes, he will guide you into all truth. He will not speak on his own; he will speak only what he hears, and he will tell you what is yet to come. He will bring glory to me by taking from what is mine and making it known to you. All that belongs to the Father is mine. That is why I said the Spirit will take from what is mine and make it known to you.” 

Through the Holy Spirit we have both the presence and the power of God living inside us. This is how Jesus could say that it is good that He was going away. During His life and ministry on earth, His disciples could see, hear, and touch Jesus…but He was still outside them. With the Holy Spirit living inside, they not only knew what they were to do, they had the power to do it!

Certainly the disciples could not comprehend everything that happened that night. This is a lot for us to take in, and we have the benefit of hindsight! What began as an intimate dinner among friends turned into “The Last Supper.” Jesus demonstrated service by washing the disciples’ feet, He depicted sacrifice through a new take on Passover, and He described the work of the Holy Spirit in their lives.

Above all, we need to hear the echo of Jesus’ words: “Do not let your hearts be troubled. Trust in God; trust also in me,” and,  “I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world.” Our world may not appear to be bright, just as the world of the disciples was about to be turned upside down. But, as George Sweeting writes, “If the outlook is dark, try the uplook.”
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