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Text: John 13:31-35 
 

The Impossible Commandment 
 

A new commandment I give you: love one another.  As I have loved you, so you 
must love one another.  By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if 
you love on another.  [John 13:34-35] 
 

 As I pondered this scripture earlier this week, I sat down and brainstormed a list 
of all the things I could think of that Jesus taught about love.  I listed all the ways He 
loved.  I found 18 qualities, from compassion, to forgiveness, to self-sacrifice, to fidelity, 
to interceding, to restoration and reconciliation, and on and on.  I decided I would not 
give an 18-point sermon today.  But I do want to reflect with you on Jesus’ reasons for 
laying down this “new commandment” as He called it.  And out of that, I will focus on 
three qualities of the love He called us to have for one another: 
   

• forgiving one another,  

• helping one another grow and 

• praying for one another. 

 “As I have loved you, so you must love one another.” Jesus said this to the 
disciples at the last Supper.  Judas had just gone out the door to betray Him.  Things 
were leading quickly to the cross.  And Jesus said, “Love one another.”  This is different 
from the second Great Commandment Jesus had taught them: to love our neighbor as 
ourselves.”  Here Jesus was talking to the disciples, and He was talking about the future 
community of disciples.  He only placed one parameter on that love, but it was a huge 
one.  He told us our love should be like His love.  I say that is huge, because it is 
coming from the Son of God, whose very essence is love.  It comes from the one who 
sacrificed His own life on the hard wood of the cross for those He loves.  And, as He 
himself said, “There is no greater love than this, that you lay down your life for a friend.”  
(John 15:13)   
 
 Why did Jesus command us to love each other as He loves us?  Well, He gives 
us one of the reasons right there where He imposes this commandment.  He says, “By 
this everyone will know that you are my disciples.” (John 13:35)  As He would later say, 
“You shall be my witnesses....” (Acts 1:8)  It is His plan that we tell the world about Him.  
And it is His plan that we show Him to the world.  And what better way is there to do that 
than through the way we love one another?  He wants us to be a community of people 
who live together in a different way than all the other institutions in the world.  When our 
fellowship of shared belief is steeped in love for one another, the world cannot fail to 
take notice. 
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 The second reason He commands this of us is that it makes us more like Him.  
And that is important to Jesus, because He is grooming the Church so that on the final 
day, we will be His beautiful bride.  (Revelation 19:7, 21:2) 
 
 And the third reason Jesus commands us to love one another is so we can stay 
in business.  Try to imagine a congregation of Christians in which the people don’t love 
each other.  How could they do the mission of the Church?  How long could they stay 
together?  It is love that has made the Church outlive all secular human institutions.  
  

• Self-interest can’t hold a group of people together in common cause very long. 

• Greed is not the glue that makes institutions survive the ravages of time. 

• Hatred can unite people for a time against a common enemy, but sooner or later, 
their culture of hate destroys them. 
 

 But love never fails. (I Corinthians 13:8)  Peter said, “Love covers a multitude of 
sins.” (I Peter 4:8)  Paul said, “Love always protects, always trusts, always hopes, 
always perseveres.” (I Corinthians 13:7) 
 
 There is one other thing.  Jesus said, “As you did it for one of the least of these, 
my brothers, you did it for me.” (Matthew 25:40)  In Jesus’ eyes, the trust and devotion 
that each believer has for Him makes him or her worthy of our love. 
   
 At the same time, we must recognize something else about each other:  we are 
all sinners.  Try as we might, our sinful nature still gets in our way.  We, and everyone 
with whom we worship and congregate and work in mission and evangelism are all 
sinners.  Jesus knew that.  Out of His twelve disciples, we know some of the sinful faults 
of several of them. 
 

• James and John were nicknamed the “sons of thunder” because of their temper, 
which apparently went off regularly.  They were also prideful, and wanted the 
seats of honor in Jesus’ kingdom. 
 

• Thomas was a skeptic, whose doubt estranged him from his brothers. 
 

• Judas betrayed Jesus for 30 pieces of silver. 
 

• Even Peter, whom Jesus put at the head of the Church, lost his nerve and denied 
Jesus three times. 

 
 And yet, Jesus loved them.  And He commands us to love one another, even 
with all our foibles, warts and shortcomings.  Love isn’t something we do only when it 
feels good.  Love is something we decide to do.  Don’t look now, but there are people 
here who press your buttons, or frustrate you, or make you want to run for cover.  What 
are you supposed to do?  These people are the targets of your love. 
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 I want to look in at three particular aspects of Jesus’ love which bless and sustain 
the body of sinful believers:  He forgave them.  He helped them grow.  And He prayed 
for them. 
 
 Jesus accepts us as we are.  He doesn’t require that we earn His love.  The Bible 
says that such is His love for us that, while we were yet sinners, He died for us. 
(Romans 5:8)  But because of our sin, 
  

• We will behave badly sometimes.   

• We will be in conflict.   

• We will make mistakes.  

• We will hurt each other.   

 That is why Jesus pressed so much on forgiveness.  When an incident comes 
along that disrupts the harmony of a group of people—any group of people— it is there 
until it is forgiven.  If it is left unforgiven, then the incident never heals.  And then will 
come the next one, and the next, and they will pile on each other like so many dumpster 
loads.  And eventually, there will be nothing left but the garbage. But once a hurt or a 
wrong is forgiven, it is over.  Its influence is gone.  The body can move on. 
 
 Look at the Church’s 2,000 years.  There have been plenty of mistakes, wrongs, 
offenses and hurts.  But we serve a Lord whose mission was the forgiveness of our 
sins.  And we serve a Lord who told us to forgive one another, seventy times seven 
times if necessary. (Matthew 18:22) 
   
 I have seen forgiveness do its powerful work here in this congregation in the 17 
years I have been here.  I have been part of some reconciliation.  On several occasions, 
I have called two people into my office and talked and prayed them through their 
conflicts to a place of forgiveness and restoration.  Several times, I was one of the 
parties in conflict.  Resolving these conflicts requires that both parties have a big heart:  
the one who offers forgiveness, and also the one who would be forgiven.  Something in 
us wants to say, “I have done nothing wrong.  I have nothing to be forgiven for.”  But 
humility takes us to a place where we can say, “I am sorry I hurt you, and thank you for 
forgiving me.” It is a testimony to God’s power to overcome evil when Christians who 
have been at odds can forgive and be reconciled.  That is what happens when we love 
one another as Jesus loved us. That is how we still have the Body of Christ today. And 
that is how it is going to endure.  For Jesus promised that the gates of hell will never 
prevail against His Church. (Matthew 16:18) 
 
 A second aspect of Jesus’ love is that He helps His disciples grow.  He 
accepts us as we are, but He won’t let us stay there.  All living things have to grow, or 
they die.  In our faith, growth is essential.  Jesus knew that the faith He bequeathed to 
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us is very simple, but also very deep.  You can experience that faith on a shallow level, 
or on a deep level.  And the deeper you go, 
 

• The better you know Jesus. 

• The better you understand what life is all about:  why God created the world and 
put you in it, and why it doesn’t always work the way you think it should. 
 

• The deeper you go, the more perspective you have on what is important and 
what is not. 
 

• The more you trust in God’s provision. 

• The more you become productive for the Kingdom of God. 

• The more you are willing to risk in serving the God you love. 
 

• the more like Him you become.  That is the high calling the Bible places up on 
us:   to become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ.” 
(Ephesians 4:15) 

 
 God didn’t call us to Himself just to bless the things we are already doing in life.  
He called us to Himself so that the new life He gives us may be beautiful, meaningful 
and productive.  He has a purpose for us, and it is a glorious one.  He has great plans 
for the redemption of His whole creation, and you and I are instrumental in His plan.  So 
He expects us to grow.  And if we love one another, we will help each other to grow in 
our faith, and our knowledge and love of Jesus. 
 

• We do it by helping each other learn and understand the Word of God. 
 

• We help each other find our gifts for ministry, and guide each other into serving 
Jesus.    
   

• And we help each other by speaking the truth in love. (Ephesians 4:15) If you 
think forgiveness is hard, it is even harder in our cultural climate to say to 
someone you love, “What you are doing is a barrier between you and God.”  Our 
culture tells us that love means not telling someone something he or she doesn’t 
want to hear.  We have to do that sometimes with people we love.  But, before 
you do, be careful to put your own house in order.  Jesus warned us against 
picking at the speck in a brother or sister’s eye and not getting the plank out of 
our own eye. (Luke 6:41-42) 
 

• We also help each other grow by encouraging one another.   
 
 These times we are living in are hard; Christians grow weary.  There was a time 
most of us in this room can remember when all you had to do was to do Church the best 
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you knew how, and your church would grow.  People were out looking for a good church 
to belong to.  But we live in a different world today.  People aren’t looking for a good 
church.  They’re not interested in the Gospel.  We have to go out and find them, get to 
know them, find out what makes them tick, and attract them into a saving faith in Jesus 
Christ.  And the battles in politics and the courts and the media are exhausting, 
especially the battles over moral issues that used to be uncontested.  It used to be that 
we could relax, and our faith could be ancillary to our daily life.  Now, if you are going to 
believe all the things we hold true in our faith, Christianity has to become our life.  That 
is a good thing.  That is what Jesus wants.  But it is demanding and tiring.  We need 
each other more than we ever had, to encourage us and hold us up and spur us on to 
perseverance and action. 

    
 Jesus told us that He has come that we may have life and have it to the fullest.  
(John 10:10)  In order for that to happen, we have to grow in our life in Him.  Loving one 
another will move us to help each other grow. 
 
 Finally, when Jesus tells us to love one another as He has loved us, He is telling 
us to hold one another up in prayer.  Jesus prayed for us.  In John Chapter 17, we 
see Jesus, on this same night, the night of the Last Supper, praying for His disciples.  
He prayed in particular for three things (John 17:20-26): 
 

• That we may be unified—just as He and the Father are one. 

• That we may be with Jesus, so that we can see His glory. 

• That the Father’s love for Jesus may be in us. 

 These are the hopes our loving shepherd has for the flock He loves.  These are 
things we should continually ask God for.  We pray for each other’s healing.  We pray 
for each other’s success in our ministries.  We pray for wisdom in the decisions we 
make.  And on top of that, we should be asking God to: 
 

• Make us one. 

• See Jesus’ glory 

• and love one another as He loves us. 

 We talk about the importance of prayer often.  Prayer is an important part of our 
worship.  We have a prayer chain and an intercessory prayer group.  We have prayer 
ministers after the service.  We have a prayer room at the Thrift Shop.  We pray to open 
and close all our meetings.  And all of this is because we love God and we love one 
another.  
  
 I mentioned at the beginning that the one huge parameter Jesus placed on the 
love He commands of us is that we love as He loves us.  This is not just huge.  It is 
impossible. In our own strength, we can’t love with divine love.  So why would Jesus 
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command us to do something that is impossible?   He gave us impossible tasks to do, 
because He wants us to call upon Him to empower us.  That’s what He wants.  He loves 
us, and He wants us to lean on Him and to be in touch with Him.  Constantly.  Earnestly.  
Hopefully.  Thankfully. 
 
 There is much more to say about loving one another as Jesus loves us.  I’m 
going to have to stop here, having only scratched the surface.  Suffice it to say that 
Jesus accepts us as we are, but He won’t let us stay there. So He forgave us.  He 
helped us grow.  And He prayed for us.  That is what He wants us to do for each other. 
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