John 13:34,35             (

                      You'll have to come back with me to the night on which our Lord was betrayed. He would die the next morning, but first, in an intimate evening with his friends he wanted to impress on them what was really important, for they were to pass it on to a whole generation and that generation to the next right down to us. He told them that he was the way and that all other ways would have to be left behind. Ask and you will receive, he promised, reminding both them and us that a disciple's life is to be one of prayer. Peace I leave with you, he said, telling them for all time there is possible in him a peace and contentment unavailable anywhere else in the world ‑ one that is not based on how well life goes, but a quiet confidence in the Father no matter how things are.

                     Now, today, we hear the master talking about love. He must have badly wanted to impress on his people, because he mentioned it several times during the course of the evening. A new commandment I give you, that you love one another as I have loved you. By this everybody will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.

If anybody was in a position to speak about love, he was. See him touching the lepers, healing the sick, defending the women and children and calling cheats like Matthew to follow him. Soon he would be crucified, but even there he is love. He would pray forgiveness for those who put him on the cross, to a criminal alongside he would offer words of assurance and for his mother he would make arrangements with John for her future care. It is he who is love who now asks all of his people to follow him as he says a NEW commandment I give you. Love one another as I have loved you.

                  What's new about it? Didn't God command already in the Old Testament that his people should care about each other? Remember all the instructions there about the care of widows, orphans, strangers and guests. But there is a difference. In Leviticus 19 it is said: You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge, but you shall love your neighbour as yourself.  You shall love your neighbour as you love yourself. What Jesus says is new. Love as I have loved you. The standard is ever so much higher now and ever so much more powerful. Even your care for yourself can be next to nothing if you have been crushed by life and have lost all sense of your real worth. If you are close to despair and care little about yourself anymore, you may care very little about anybody else. Now the Lord says " care about other people not as was once asked (as you care about yourself), but as 1 have cared about you." In short, he would say I'm not telling everybody to love like that. I am only telling you who know how I have loved you. I have corrected you. I have put up with you with your petty squabbling and frequent lack of faith. I have chosen you to be my people and put my faith in you. Tomorrow I die for you.

                     We can hear him saying the same to us. Friend, I have never written you off. I have thought about you and I wanted you, before you ever thought of me. I allowed things to happen in your life to get you to come back to me. You have stumbled along and often turned your back on me and my will, but I have put up with you, understood you and tried to rescue you. I have tried to make something of you because I care about you. I died for you and held nothing back. Now here is my will for you who have been so loved: love one another as 1 have loved you.

                   If you are a child who is teased and rejected, bear with those responsible as I have borne with you. If you are in a home filled with accusations, suspicion, lack of trust and argument, forgive one another as I have forgiven you. If you are a member of a congregation and you've been let down, ignored or slighted, then refuse to reject one another as I have refused to reject you. To put it another way, John wrote in one of his little letters the person who abides in Christ ought to walk in the same way as he walked. That's the new standard. It's not for everyone. It's for you who have been on the receiving end of God's love and who know it. To you is the word: love one another as I have loved you. By this everybody will know that you are my disciples. i.e. if

you are a fellowship of people who care by  this standard, people are going to sit up and take notice. What's going on, they will ask? Everybody else holds grudges and rejects me, but these people don't. Why not? They don't because they are disciples of the master. There lies our challenge. Do you see yourself as a follower of the master? Do you see yourself as his pupil or student constantly learning from him? Some years ago there appeared a book entitled in his steps. It was the story of a business man who decided to ask himself when faced with major decisions "What would Jesus do?" He had cottoned on to what it is all about ‑ walking in his steps, imitating him, caring as he cared, judging as he judged and so on. That's what a disciple is ‑ a follower, a student ‑ a pupil recognised by his or her resemblance to the teacher, loving as he loved. It's a hard walk. It's paved with good intentions and much failure. But on the road with us is the teacher, constantly picking us up with his forgiveness and urging us on.

                      Anyway, those who first heard him on that Thursday night went out and repeated what their master had taught. As a result we read in the Book of Acts that others who enlisted were of one heart and soul. Later on, another who enlisted could write to a group of them concerning love of the brethren you have no need to have anybody write to you. You yourselves have been taught by God to love one another, and indeed you do. But we beg you to do so more and more. He could hardly have written anything more complimentary. When the aged John was carried to worship on a stretcher by the young men every Lord's Day, he would keep saying to them little children, love one another. When asked why he kept saying it, he replied because it is the commandment of the Lord and if only this is done, it is enough. It certainly was the Lord's command, and John had been there to hear it. Love one another as I have loved you.

                          His words have warmed us here in this place of worship. But outside is a world that is often not so quiet and peaceful. We'll have to leave and go into a world of tension, gossip, backstabbing, war and hatred. But that's where we have to go. Go there with the teacher with you. Go there with the words of the master ringing in your ears. Love one another, as I have loved you. By this everybody will know who you are. 
