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Cathedral of St Michael and St George, Grahamstown, South Africa 

Date:  18 April 2019 (Maundy Thursday) 

 Text:   John 13:1-17, 31b-35 

Theme:  A New Commandment 

 

May I speak in the name of God the Father, Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 

Jesus, after spending about three and a half years in active ministry, had about 24 hours left 

before his death. He then gathered his disciples to celebrate his last Passover. Jesus seized the 

opportunity to teach and demonstrate to his disciples some important virtues he wanted them to 

carry on after his death. At the upper room where Jesus was having the Passover meal with his 

disciples, the scripture tells us that Jesus demonstrated two things. First, John, in his gospel, 

said, Jesus got up from the table, 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. John did not record the second event demonstrated 

by Jesus, but other writers of the gospel did. It was recounted that after Jesus washed his 

disciples’ feet, he took his seat at the dining. After he gave thanks, he took the bread prepared 

for the feast, broke it, and gave it to his disciples to eat. He also took the cup filled with wine 

and gave it to all of them to drink from the cup. Jesus told them that the bread and wine were 

symbols of his body and blood, which would be broken and shed for his followers to help them 

remember that through his death, their sins are forgiven. Jesus, thereafter, charged his disciples 

to continually have the communion in his remembrance.  

 

This supper that Jesus Christ ate with his disciples forms the biblical basis for the service of 

Holy Communion or the Eucharist that we celebrate in our churches today. Over time, 

Christians from different church traditions commemorate the feet-washing and the Last 

Supper of Jesus Christ with the apostles on Thursday before Easter, whereby the priest washes 

the feet of some members of the congregation in a service of Eucharist. The Thursday that this is 

done is popularly called the Maundy Thursday. It is also known as the Holy Thursday or Great 

Thursday or Sheer Thursday.  The word “Maundy” comes from the Latin word ‘mandatum’ 

meaning “command.” This word is used to represent the commandment that Jesus gave his 

disciples at his last Passover feast to love one another. The Maundy Thursday initiates the Easter 

Triduum. The Easter Triduum is the final three days of the 40 days of Lent before Easter. This 

period includes Good Friday and Holy Saturday and ends on the evening of Easter. The period 

commemorates the passion, death, and resurrection of Jesus. 
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A pertinent question that we may ask ourselves is, what relevance is the celebration of Maundy 

Thursday to us in our contemporary time? The remainder of my sermon reflects on the question. 

In our Gospel reading, we were told that when Jesus wanted to wash Peter’ feet, Peter refused. 

Jesus told Peter that if Peter would not allow him to wash his feet, then, Peter would have no 

part with Him. Peter then agreed. This response of Jesus to Peter reveals to us that Jesus’ act of 

washing his disciples’ feet, indicates Jesus’s choice to identify with his disciples. By washing 

their feet, Jesus showed that His disciples are united with Him. As we also gather in a day like 

this, we remember and reassure ourselves as followers of Christ that Christ is with us and we 

have part with him.   

 

Jesus went further to tell his disciples the reason he washed their feet. He told them that although he 

is their Master and Lord, He stooped low and humbled himself to wash their feet to exemplify what 

they should be doing amongst themselves. People in Jesus time wore open sandals and the roads were 

dirty, not tarred as we them today. So, washing peoples’ feet were normally done as you entered the 

house by the lowest servants who got the worst jobs. It is this role of the lowliest person that Jesus 

undertook when he washed his disciples’ feet. By performing this lowly foot-washing service, Jesus 

showed the disciples the full extent of his love. It was also an extraordinary display of humility. Jesus 

demonstrated how his apostles are to love one another through sacrificial humble service. Friends, it 

is this act of humility and service that Christ has commanded us to continue to do. In Philippians 2, 

the Bible urges us to covet the nature of Jesus’ humility, who, though he is God, chose the form of 

man and also died as a prisoner on the cross. This scripture teaches us that nothing should be done 

through selfish ambition or arrogance, but in lowliness of mind, we should esteem others better than 

ourselves. So when we gather together in a Maundy Thursday service, we remind ourselves the 

commandment of Jesus to us to live a life of service to humanity imbued with great humility. For the 

scripture says, God resists the proud and give grace to the humble. In verse 17 of our gospel reading, 

Jesus confirmed that if will follow these steps of humility and service to others, we would be blessed.  

 

As I mentioned before, today we commemorate the institution of the Holy Communion in the 

body of Christ. The Holy Communion is an important sacrament in the church because it was 

specifically commanded by Christ. The Holy Communion reminds us of the price that Christ 

paid for us. The sacrifice that he made on our behalf. We remember his suffering, the blood he 

shed. We remember his death, his resurrection and ascension and that he is coming again. When 

we celebrate the Eucharist, we affirm our faith in Christ as our saviour and redeemer who is 

coming to take us to where He is with His father. When Jesus broke the bread and shared the 
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cup, He demonstrated the need for his disciples to allow love and unity to reign supreme 

amongst them. We are also united in Christ’s love as we come to the Communion table. That is 

why when we break the bread at the Eucharist, we say, although we are many, we are one body, 

because we all partake of the one bread. 

 

As I conclude, let me share this experience with us. Sometime ago, I was with some fellow 

Christians, sharing the scriptures together. I asked them this question: what are the things they 

will do if they were told that they have 48 hours left to die. The majority of them agreed they 

will maximise the 48 hours by devoting it to the most important things they cherish and would 

love to be remembered for, that is, what they can describe as their purpose for coming to this 

world. From our Gospel reading, I could picture that Jesus was faced with this type of 

circumstances. John 13:1 says “It was just before the Passover Festival. Jesus knew that the 

hour had come for him to leave this world and go to the Father…” Friends, we must 

understand that humility, service to one another, love and unity that Jesus demonstrated at the 

last supper are not merely to be read, said or preached; they are his commandments. They are 

not optional. They are Jesus’ last wishes made at the point of his death. He said, a new 

commandment I give to you, that you love one another; as I have loved you, that you also love 

one another. Friends, these commandments are not obsolete. They are still relevant to us today. 

Therefore, let us love and service one another in unity and love and with humility as we 

celebrate the season. Amen. 
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