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Remembering

Text:  John 13:3–5

In Milan, Italy, there is a convent called Santa Maria delle Grazie.  On the wall of the 
dining hall is a mural that is 15 feet high and 29 feet long.  The mural is known in Italian 
as “Il Cenacolo.”  The English translation of Il Cenacolo is “The Last Supper,” completed 
in 1498 by Leonardo da Vinci after 3 years’ work.  Reproductions of this painting have 
circulated all over the world; and when most people picture the Last Supper, this 
painting is what they picture. Da Vinci’s masterpiece is an act of remembrance.  He has 
helped generations of people remember that unique night when Jesus shared a meal 
with His disciples for the last time, and prepared them for all that lay ahead.

The message I bring tonight is about remembering the great things God has done.  And 
it is about commemorating God’s great works, , so that future generations will remember 
them as well.

Remembrance is something God often tells His people to do.  We see it in the Old 
Testament in the words of Moses, David, Nehemiah and the Psalms.  And we see it in 
the Gospels, where Jesus tells His disciples to do things that will help them remember 
what He has taught them, what He has commanded them, and what He has promised 
them.

Lent is about remembering.  Holy Week is about remembering.  And on this “Maundy 
Thursday,” we commemorate the Last Supper.  As we do, we perform two rites that 
Jesus commanded that night.  One is the Holy Eucharist, in which He took the bread 
and said, “Take and, eat; this is my body.” (Matthew 26:26)  Then He took the cup of 
wine, and said, “Drink from it, all of you.  This is my blood of the covenant, which is 
poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.” (Matthew 26:27-28)  His command 
was, “Do this in remembrance of me.” (Luke 22:19)

  
The other ceremony Jesus performed that night was the washing of the disciples’ feet.  
And again, His command was, “I have set you an example that you should do as I have 
done for you.” (John 13:15)  He has given us two rites to commemorate the grace and 
goodness of our Lord in a way He has shown us.  I emphasize the commands, because 
that is where the name of this day, this Thursday of Holy Week, comes from.  It comes 
from the Latin word, mandatum, which means “commandment.”  In old English, the 
word commandment was spelled commaundment.  So we have “Maundy Thursday,” the 
day we remember the Last Supper.

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+13%3A3-5


The Last Supper was itself a commemoration, commanded by God.  It was a Passover 
meal.  The Passover was the ancient celebration of the night God set the Hebrew 
people free from their enslavement under Pharaoh.  The fact that the Last Supper fell 
on this night was no coincidence.  With God, there are no coincidences.  There are, 
instead, convergences, when things come together for us to see and understand that 
He has a plan, and that His plan has been in place and has been unfolding since time 
immemorial.

In our reading from Exodus Chapter 12 we read that on the 14th night of the month of 
Nissan, God brought down the final plague against the Egyptians to defeat the stubborn 
opposition of Pharaoh.  God told them He would come to take the lives of all the first 
born in the land.  And to protect the first born of God’s people, the Hebrews, God 
ordered them to kill a lamb without spot or blemish, and to paint its blood over the 
doorposts of their homes.  The blood of the lamb would tell God to pass over that house  
and spare their first-born. Then they were to roast that lamb and eat it with unleavened 
bread and bitter herbs.  And in Exodus 12:14, God commands the Hebrew people to 
commemorate this day for all future generations as a festival to the Lord.

 

Mark’s Gospel refers to the Passover lamb in his account of the Last Supper:
On the first day of the feast of unleavened bread, when it was customary to 
sacrifice the Passover lamb, Jesus’ disciples asked him, “Where do you want us 
to go and make preparations for you to eat the Passover?” [Mark 14:12]

When you hear talk of a lamb in the Bible, listen up.  There are several  references to 
God’s saving work through lambs.  In Genesis, Abraham obediently trudges up the 
mountain with his son, Isaac.  Isaac is his only son, whom God gave him and Sarah in 
accordance with His promise.  Now, atop that mountain, Abraham is poised to kill this 
son, because this is what he has understood God to demand of him.  But an angel stays 
his hand, and God provides a ram, caught in a thicket.  And because of God’s provision, 
that ram becomes the sacrifice.  In that ancient time, almost 2,000 years before Jesus, 
Abraham was moved to name that place “The Lord will Provide.”  And the scripture 
says, in Genesis 22:14, “And to this day it is said, ‘On the mountain of the Lord it will be 
provided.’”  And just so, on Mount Zion, on a hill called Calvary, the Lord gave His only 
Son to die upon a cross for the sins of the world.  John the Baptist knew it the minute he 
saw Jesus coming toward him in the Jordan wilderness. “Behold the Lamb of God,” he 
said.  “Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world….” (John 1:29)

   
The spotless sacrificial lamb of the Passover :: and the Lamb of God, the Son of God 
without spot or blemish, who was slain to set the captives free.  And around this great 
convergence, we see God commanding His people, the Jews and the Christians alike, 
to commemorate these events for future generations, so that they may know and 
remember that God is the great provider, the rescuer, the all-powerful one, the one for 
whom there are no coincidences. 



 
The lamb is the meekest of all animals.  It does not seek to protect itself.  Before its 
shearers, it stands mute.  Before the wolves and predators, it wears no armor.  And so, 
Jesus, the Lamb of God, would go and stand meekly before His accusers, and willingly 
take His place on the cross to die in our place, that we might not perish but have eternal 
life—released forever from the bondage to sin—set free to be pure and holy in the 
Kingdom of Heaven.

When Jesus said, “This is my body, this is my blood,” He was pointing ahead to the 
cross.  And He was assuring that the disciples would understand—and that they would 
remember—and that future generations would understand and remember.  We human 
beings struggle to grasp all that God has done for us.  And once we get it, we struggle 
to remember.  Especially when things are going well for us, we forget that God has done 
great things for us.  The Bible tells the people of God over and over to “remember.”  
“Remember.”

• Remember how God brought you up out of Egypt.

• Remember how God led you through the Red Sea on dry land.

• Remember how God closed the waters over the soldiers of Pharaoh.

• Remember the water from the rock in the dry desert.

• Remember the manna and the quail that God miraculously gave you to eat.

• Remember how your clothes never wore out.
• Remember how God stayed with you and led you, a pillar of cloud by day and a 

pillar of fire by night.

• Remember how God gave you the Law.

• Remember how God gave you a land that He had promised to your ancestors.

But they forgot.  They made a golden calf and worshipped it, breaking the first 
commandment of God’s law.  They were stiff-necked and disobedient.  They killed the 
prophets.  They worshipped the false gods of other nations.  They became corrupt and 
unjust and wicked.  And when God punished them and gave them into the hands of their 
enemies, they cried out to Him.  And He heard their cry and restored the fortunes of 
Zion.  But still they did not remember.  Over and over they broke the heart of God.  And 
over and over, we forget, and we break the heart of God.  That is why Jesus has 
commanded us to commemorate.



The second rite of commemoration that Jesus prescribed at the Last Supper is the 
washing of the feet.  We read about this in John Chapter 13 tonight.  Listen again to the 
words of verses 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 was a prophetic gesture.  The disciples would have known exactly what Jesus had 
done for them.  In their day, people wore sandals.  They would walk in the dusty streets 
and roads, and their feet would get dirty.  When guests would come to a host’s home, it 
was a courtesy—and a matter of hygiene—to wash their tired and dirty feet.  Most 
households had servants in those days.  And one of the servants would be assigned to 
wash the guests’ feet as they arrived for a social occasion.  It was, as you can imagine, 
the most menial of tasks.  Only the servant would be told to do it.  The host would never 
take on so humble a role.

What we see, then, is Jesus getting up from His seat, filling a basin with water and 
washing the disciples’ feet, and drying them with a towel tied round His waist.  We can 
tell from Peter’s reaction that this gesture shocked them.  After all,
 

• Jesus was the host.  They were His guests.  

• He was the master and they were His disciples.  

• He was the teacher and they were His students.  

• He was Lord, and they were, if anything, His servants.  
And yet, He washed their feet.  “Now that I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your 
feet, you also should wash one another’s feet.”  He was saying something He wanted all 
of us, His disciples, to remember well.

• He wants us to anticipate each other’s needs.

• He wants us to take the time to minister to those needs.

• He wants us to care enough about each other that we do not think for a minute 
that we are better than another disciple.  As Jesus said earlier, 



… whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, and 
whoever wants to be first must be your slave—just as the Son of Man did not 
come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many. 
[Matthew 20:26-28]

He drove this point home that night at the Last Supper by His vivid demonstration, and 
then telling the disciples to commemorate this event by washing one another’s feet. 
And since that night, Christians have washed one another’s feet—sometimes on 
Maundy Thursday, sometimes at other special occasions.

With this demonstration, Jesus was building to a climax.  Just a few verses later, we 
hear Him say this:

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. [John 13:34-35]

What was new about this command, you ask?  How is it different from the second great 
commandment, in which Jesus said to love our neighbor as ourselves?  Well, two things 
were new about it that night:

• First, this time, Jesus was talking to the inner circle of His disciples alone.  He is 
now talking of the next level of love—the love He expects His committed 
disciples to have for one another.

• Second, note the way He told them to love one another: “As I have loved you, so 
you must love one another.”  And how did Jesus love them?  How does He love 

you and me, His disciples in the 21st Century?  He spelled that out just a little 
later that night.  In John 15:12 and 13, Jesus said,
 
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.

Jesus loved us enough to lay down His life for us.  He died so that all who believe in 
Him may not perish but have eternal life.

And what did He mean when He said, you are my friends if you do what I command?  
Or as He also said that night, “Anyone who loves me will obey my teaching.” (John 
14:23) He is saying to those who would be His disciples:



• If you love me, you will want to do the things I have taught you.

• If you love me, you will want to be like me.

• And if you do, people will notice, and they will know that you are my 
disciple.

• But in order to do the things I have taught you, you will have to remember 
them.

• And you will have to remember the great deeds of God and how He has 
blessed you, His people.

• So I have given you some things to do which will help you remember.

He has given us those things for our benefit.  They aren’t just rituals.  We have finite 
minds with limited imagination.  These ceremonies are a way that God enables us to 
transcend the finite nature of our minds and reach into God’s eternal truth. Jesus is 
empowering us to overcome the corrosive human tendency to forget what God has 
done for us.  When we forget the great works of God, we become disconnected from 
Him.  We lose our sense of His love.  He seems far away, or irrelevant, or even non-
existent.  And we lose the glory that God has in store for those who love Him.

Obeying God’s commands always leads to blessing.  When we drink the wine and eat 
the bread in remembrance of Him, we not only  remember.  We also experience His 
power and the renewal of His promises:

• “I am the bread of life.  He who comes to me will never be hungry, and he who 
believes in me will never be thirsty.” (John 6:35)

• “I am the living bread which came down from heaven.  If anyone eats of this 
bread, he will live forever.  This bread is my flesh, which I will give for the life of 
the world.” (John 6:51)

• “Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood remains in me and I in him.” (John 
6:56)

That is why the Eucharist is not just a Maundy Thursday ritual, but has become the 
central element of our weekly worship.

And when we wash one another’s feet, we not only remember that Jesus came not to 
be served but to serve.  We not only remember His humility.  But we also find that this 
intimate gesture strengthens our bond with our brothers and sisters in the Body of 



Christ.  And that gives us joy and hope.

God has made many extravagant promises to us.  All of them have precedents in the 
way He has blessed His people through His provision, His mercy, His forgiveness, His 
love, His guidance.  To remember these things is to know that God is true to His 
promises.  To trust in His promises is—

• to rise above the mundane

• to rise above the things we fear

• to rise above the hurtful things of life

• to rise above our sin

• and our short-sightedness

• and our finite imaginations.
And from that vantage point of God’s truth and His promises,
 

• we can see the goodness of our Creator.

• We can see God’s steadfast love for His chosen people.

• We can see the Lamb of God hanging on the cross.

• And we can see Him bursting forth triumphantly from the tomb.

• We can see Him ascending into heaven.

• We can see Him on the throne of grace.

• We can see the heavenly host worshiping and praising Him day and night.

• And we can see the King of kings and Lord of lords coming in glory to judge the 
world.

• We can see Him gather to Himself those whose names are written in the Book.

• We can see the final death throes of sin, as Satan sinks beneath the sulfurous 
fumes of the Lake of Fire.



• And we can see the New Jerusalem coming down from heaven, prepared as a 
bride beautifully dressed for her husband.  

Jesus bids us remember and believe.  May we never forget.  May we praise Him 
forever.  
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