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INTRODUCTION 

You may have grown up, like I did, singing in Sunday school the popular children’s song, “Jesus 
Loves Me.”  The first line you all know: “Jesus loves me, this I know; for the Bible tells me so.”  
That’s a truth we know well.  But perhaps because we know it so well—that Jesus loves us—we 
know it, but don’t always feel it. 

I recall preaching one Sunday at a Chinese-American church in Arcadia, California and, after the 
service, a teenage girl came up to me nearly in tears. She said she knew that Jesus loved her, but 
she didn’t feel loved by him.  I don’t recall what I said. But I’ve often reflected on that 
conversation and why she knew of Jesus’ love for her, yet she didn’t feel loved by him. 

There are probably a multitude of reasons why our heads and our hearts aren’t connected at 
times.  The reasons are all the more profound and serious when the matter concerns spiritual 
truth, especially one like Christ’s love for us.  One of the reasons we might not feel loved by 
Jesus is that we don’t know what love is.  We may have a sentimental view of love. We may 
think of love in terms of Valentine’s Day cards, dinners out, physical expressions, and feelings of 
bliss.  Our view of love may be all roses, but no blood.  What you think love is will impact 
whether you feel loved.  If God loves you in a way that you don’t value, you won’t feel loved. 

Another reason we might not feel loved by Jesus is that we have not freshly contemplated his 
love.  Today’s emotions are not best fueled by yesterday’s contemplations.  A fire goes out 
without more kindling. The garden dries up unless watered.  So it is with the tender doctrine of 
Jesus’ love for us. Unless we attend to it, we will not likely be able to say with Paul, “Christ’s 
love compels us.”  So it is important for us to both define love biblically and to be regularly 
reminded of how Jesus loves us. 

The verse that opens John 13 gives us a fresh opportunity to meditate on the love of Jesus. 

Text 

John 13:1: “Now before the Feast of the Passover, when Jesus knew that his hour had come to 
depart out of this world to the Father, having loved his own who were in the world, he loved them 
to the end.” 

The Preface to Book Two 

This verse stands at the head of a new section in John’s gospel.  In the first 12 chapters, John has 
written a condensed story of Jesus’ three years of ministry in Israel, focused on the signs Jesus 
performed as he revealed himself to be the Son of God.  Jesus’ ministry was public. Accordingly, 
John wrote very little about what Jesus said to his disciples in private. 
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But with the Jews’ continued rejection of Jesus and the close of chapter 12, we come to the 
second and final portion of John’s gospel, which is focused on Jesus’ private ministry to his 
disciples. 

His death was now imminent.  In fact, chapters 13–17 take place on Thursday night of the week 
Jesus died (which we call Passion week).  Jesus died on Friday. So these next five chapters 
occurred on the night before Jesus’ death. 

He was alone with his twelve disciples in an upper room of a dwelling somewhere in Jerusalem.  
Like hundreds of thousands of others Jews, Jesus and the Twelve were commemorating that 
night the Passover Feast with the Passover meal.  They did this just as God commanded in the 
Old Testament. 

The disciples weren’t yet aware that Jesus would be arrested within hours and that by morning he 
would be crucified.  But Jesus knew. He knew all that would happen.  So, just as there was 
traditionally a teaching given during the Passover meal, Jesus gave a teaching.  But this would 
also be his final teaching to his disciples.  It was a farewell address. It would be the greatest 
Passover teaching ever given and one the disciples would never forget.  These five chapters 
(chapters 13–17) are the last instructions of our Lord to his disciples—what some have called his 
last will and testament. 

His teaching in these chapters is familiar to many of you.  In them, Jesus issues his new 
commandment to love another as he has loved us; he proclaims that he is the Way, the Truth, and 
the Life, he promises to send the Holy Spirit, he announces that he is the True Vine and we are 
his branches, he warns us of persecution from the world, he encourages us that he has overcome 
the world, and he prays to the Father for his disciples and for us. 

These are weighty topics that Jesus addresses in the final hours with his disciples, who he’s 
traveled with for the better part of three years.  John surveyed three years of Jesus’ life in the first 
12 chapters, but when he came to this night in the story, he lingered and recorded five chapters 
worth of Jesus’ teaching and prayer.  The other three gospels tell us about the meal, but only 
John records these teachings.  If we didn’t have John’s gospel, we wouldn’t know what Jesus 
said to his disciples in his farewell speech. 

Here, Jesus prepares his disciples for his death and for how to live in an unbelieving world.  This 
is love. And that’s exactly what John wants you to understand in verse 1.  Verse 1 stands as the 
preface to the rest of the book. 

His teaching and prayer in chapters 13–17 are for love. 

His arrest, trial, and death in chapters 18–19 are for love. 

His resurrection in chapters 20–21 is for love. 

What love is this?  What does John want us to know about Jesus’ love for us? What can we learn 
about Jesus’ love from this verse?  In this first verse that begins chapter 13, we learn of the 
character of Christ’s love. 
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I. HIS LOVE IS A SACRIFICAL LOVE 

Jesus came to die in Jerusalem during the Passover Feast, according to verse 1.  Is that 
significant? Yes, it is.  To understand why, you need to remember what the Passover Feast 
celebrated.  Centuries before, God rescued his people, Israel, out of the hands of the Egyptians in 
a miraculous way.  While they were in captivity, God commanded each household in Israel to 
slaughter a lamb without blemish and take some of the blood of the lamb and wipe it around the 
doorway of their home.  They, then, ate the lamb’s meat.  That night, the Lord moved throughout 
Egypt and wherever he saw the lamb’s blood on the door posts, he passed over that house.  But 
the houses that did not have the blood of the lamb, he struck down their firstborn.  So the 
firstborn of the Egyptians were killed in one night and Israel was spared. After this, the 
Egyptians begged the Israelites to leave and so God delivered his people. 

So that future generations would remember what God did for Israel, he commanded them to 
commemorate the Passover with a meal each year when they came to the promised land.  This 
continued to Jesus’ day.  He traveled to Jerusalem to celebrate the Passover Feast along with 
hundreds of thousands of other Jews.  But Jesus also came to Jerusalem for a more important 
reason.  He came to die. 

That was no historical accident. It was God’s designed plan that Jesus’ death would take place on 
Passover.  As the lambs were slaughtered for the festival, Jesus, too, as the Lamb of God, would 
be killed on the cross as the sacrifice for our sins.  His ministry had been building toward this. 

At the beginning of Jesus’ ministry, John the Baptist saw Jesus and cried out, “Behold, the Lamb 
of God, who takes away the sin of the world!” (1:29).  Jesus would die on our behalf as our 
sacrifice to pay the penalty for our sin. Whoever is covered by the blood of the Lamb of God, 
God will pass over.  As the wrath of God moves in judgment, those covered by the blood of the 
Lamb of God will be passed over and delivered from judgment.  All of heaven rejoices with this 
truth.  

One day, people from every nation will gather with the angels in heaven and cry out, according 
to Revelation 7:10, “Salvation belongs to our God who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb!”  In 
that same vision given to John in Revelation, he also saw believers in heaven arrayed in white 
robes—symbolizing that they have been purified and made holy—and he wrote, “They have 
washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.”  Paradoxically, his blood 
makes us clean. 

So Jesus came to Jerusalem to die at the appointed time to be the fulfillment of the Passover and, 
by his sacrifice of love, take away the wrath of God from all who believe in him. 

II. HIS LOVE IS A SOVEREIGN LOVE 

Again, verse 1 says that “Jesus knew that his hour had come to depart out of this world to the 
Father. . .”  We saw similar language in 12:23, where Jesus said, “The hour has come for the Son 
of Man to be glorified.”  The time had come for his arrest, trial, and crucifixion, followed by his 
resurrection and ascension to the Father.  The mission he came to earth to do was nearly 
complete. The aim of his incarnation had reached it consummation.  
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Now he would fulfill the ultimate purpose of his coming. Having come from the Father, he 
would return to the Father—but in between he would accomplish what no man or angel could 
fathom—he, as the God-man, would die. 

J. I. Packer, in his classic book, Knowing God, notes that it isn’t difficult to believe in a God who 
rises from the dead.  The problem lies in believing in a God who would die.  Yet that’s what 
Jesus did.  No wonder it was so hard for the disciples to make sense of Jesus’ predictions that he 
would die and to accept his death once he was crucified.  From their perspective, as the events of 
Passion week wore on, it appeared that darkness had overcome the light, that evil had won. 

Satan incited one of the Twelve to betray Jesus.  Jesus was captured in the dead of night in secret 
and away from the crowds who hailed him as their king.  Jesus’ trial was a miscarriage of 
justice—unfair in its procedures, illegal in its sentencing, shameful in the false witnesses who 
were against him.  His followers abandoned him and even disclaimed knowing him.  He was 
mistreated and abused on his death march to the cross.  He died a gruesome death, slayed in a 
barbaric way not fit even for animals.  And then all went quiet as his body was put to rest in the 
grave and the tomb sealed. 

Yet at no point did Satan ever have the upper hand.  “The light shines in the darkness,” John 
wrote in 1:5, “and the darkness has not overcome it.”  Not ever. When the story was at its 
bleakest and blackest, not even then had darkness gained victory.  Why not? Because at every 
point along the way into the valley of the shadow of death, Jesus was in complete control.  The 
hour of this trial had come.  But this was the hour Jesus had been working toward.  Every step of 
Jesus’ life was a step toward the cross.  Every action, every conversation, every movement—all 
proceeded according to the invisible hand of the Father’s will. 

Only when you understand that Jesus was sovereign over all that happened to him can you feel 
the safety of what verse 1 says, “Jesus knew that his hour had come. . .”  At every critical 
juncture, John insists that Jesus knew what was happening and was to happen. 

He writes in verse 3: “Jesus, knowing that the Father had given all things into his hands, and that 
he had come from God and was going back to God, rose from supper” and washed the disciples 
feet as an example to them of humble service. 

He knew that he would be betrayed and who his betrayer was. All the way back in 6:64, John 
foreshadowed the trouble that Judas would cause: “Jesus knew from the beginning who those 
were who did not believe, and who it was who would betray him.”  And in 13:11, Jesus “knew 
who was to betray him; that was why he said, “Not all of you are clean.”“  And again in verse 18, 
Jesus said, “I am not speaking of all of you; I know whom I have chosen. But the Scripture will 
be fulfilled, ‘He who ate my bread has lifted his heel against me.’” 

In the garden, as soldiers came to arrest him, John writes in 18:4: “Jesus, knowing all that would 
happen to him, came forward and said to them, “Whom do you seek?”“ 

And even as Jesus hung on the cross, John writes in 19:28: “Jesus, knowing that all was now 
finished, said (to fulfill the Scripture), “I thirst.”“  With every step, Jesus walked in the full 
knowledge of what was to come in his life. 



www.tccathens.com 

5 

 

The reason he had perfect knowledge of the events to come is that he was in complete control of 
the events to come.  It’s not simply that he had all the information about the future, but that he 
was executing the sovereign plan he and the Father had arranged. 

So Jesus loved his disciples with a sovereign love.  By contrast, we love without sovereign love.  
When our loved ones are afflicted with life-threatening illnesses, we feel our helplessness. Our 
love can’t take away their sickness, no matter how intense our love.  But Jesus loves with the 
power to bring about the goals of his love.  His love is not impotent. His love is powerful to 
achieve his glory and our good.  The evidence for that is the cross.  What looked like history’s 
greatest defeat was actually history’s greatest victory as his love overcame all darkness and evil 
and gained for us what we could not achieve for ourselves but so desperately needed—peace 
with God through the forgiveness of our sins. 

III. HIS LOVE IS A PARTICULAR LOVE 

Verse 1 continues, “having loved his own who were in the world.”  We focus here on the last 
part of that phrase: “his own who were in the world.”  At the beginning of the book, John wrote 
that Jesus “came to his own” but they did not receive him (1:11).  There in chapter 1, he meant 
that Jesus came to his people, Israel, and Israel rejected him. 

But here in chapter 13, where Jesus’ focus of ministry has narrowed to his believing disciples, 
the meaning of “his own” shifts and refers only to those who truly believe in him. 

It’s still true that Jesus loves the world.  We can’t bend the grammar of John 3:16 to deny that he 
does. He loves sinners with compassion and common grace.  But there is a special love—a 
particular love—he has for his own.   

In Romans 5:8, Paul writes, “God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ 
died for us."  Who are the “us” in Romans 5? Those who believe in Christ. 

Similarly, in 1 Thessalonians 5:10, we read that Jesus "died for us so that whether we are awake 
or asleep we might live with him."  Who are the “us”? Only those who live in him because they 
are united with him. 

In John 10:11, Jesus said, "I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the 
sheep” and then he says, in verse 15, “I lay down my life for the sheep."  Who does he lay down 
his life for? The sheep. Who are the sheep? Those the Father draws to him. 

In John 11:51-52, we read Caiaphas “prophesied that Jesus would die for the nation, and not for 
the nation only, but also to gather into one the children of God who are scattered abroad."  Who 
did Christ die for? The children of God scattered abroad. 

In Ephesians 5:25, Paul compares the love husbands must have for their wives with the love 
Christ has for the church: "Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave 
himself up for her.”  Who did Christ give himself up for? Her. The church. 

In Acts 20:28, Paul instructs the elders of Ephesus, "Pay careful attention to yourselves and to all 
the flock, in which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to care for the church of God, which  
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he obtained with his own blood."  Who did Jesus obtain with his own blood? The church of God. 

So Jesus loves the world, but he loves his own—those who will trust in him—with a particular 
love, a special love reserved for them alone.  His death was effective to bring about the salvation 
of those who God had chosen. It was these whom Christ loved with a reserved love. 

A Christian husband is called to love all women because of the second greatest commandment. 
But a Christian husband is called to love his wife with a special love, a particular love, a love 
reserved for her alone.  That is good. That is right. That doesn’t diminish his love for others. But 
it magnifies the love he has for his own wife.  So it is with Christ’s love for those who God has 
chosen.  Christ’s love is a particular love for his people. 

This is the love that Paul savored when he said in Galatians 2:20: “The life I now live in the flesh 
I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.”  The love Christ has 
for the redeemed is uncommon and not the same as his love for all the world. 

IV. HIS LOVE IS AN ABOUNDING LOVE 
The verse ends in a way that sums up the whole character of Christ’s love.  “Having loved his 
own who were in the world, he loved them to the end.”  So much said in an economy of words!   

We can expand on that phrase “to the end,” but we cannot explain it better.  Love is what stands 
out to John when he contemplates Jesus’ way to the cross.  If it was nothing else, what Jesus did 
was an act of love.  We’re meant to understand “to the end” in two ways.  It speaks of both the 
duration of his love and the intensity.  Jesus loved them “to the end”—all the way to his death.  
And Jesus loved them “to the end”—to perfection, fully, completely, to the uttermost. 

As Jesus made his way to the cross, his love for his own wasn’t so fragile or fickle as to be cut 
off in order to preserve his own life.  His love for them wasn’t selfish at all. Rather, his love 
would endure, unbroken by the terrible circumstances.  His love for his disciples also wasn’t so 
weak that it would fade.  No, his love for his own is boundless.  This is the way Jesus loves.  
Never half-hearted. Never momentary. Never temperamental. Never faint. Never soft. Never 
insecure. Never diluted. Never inadequate. 

Love was all his disciples needed. It is all we need.  Jesus’ love is always “to the end.”  And the 
proof of that is the cross.  John writes in 1 John 3:16: “By this we know love, that he laid down 
his life for us.”  This is only a paraphrase of what Jesus himself told the disciples on that 
Thursday night in the upper room: “Greater love has no one than this, that someone lay down his 
life for his friends” (15:13). 

CONCLUSION 
That is exactly what Jesus did. He laid down his life in love in order to love us to the end.  The 
character of Christ’s love is that his love is sacrificial, sovereign, particular, and abounding.  
There is no greater, no higher love than this.  And for this reason, we worship our Lord and 
Savior, Jesus Christ. 
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