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From John 13 (Foot Washing as a Sacrament) 

In the Apology of the Augsburg Confession, we define the sacraments as rites, which have the 

command of God and to which the promise of grace has been added.  A sacrament unites a 

command of Christ to an earthly element that carries a divine promise of grace.  Foot washing 

meets two of these criteria but it lacks the transmission of grace.  At the time of Christ foot 

washing was a sign of hospitality.  We focus on foot washing as an example of how we should 

humble ourselves and be willing to serve our neighbors.   

 

So not every act by Christ has been designated as a sacrament.  He did many things to make a 

point but none of them were classified as sacraments by Luther but two – Baptism and the Lord’s  

Supper.  These two rituals are instituted by Christ himself and serve as abiding practices in the 

church in order to signify his death, to serve as a sign of initiation into the visible faith 

community (baptism), and to serve as a sign and seal of the nourishment we receive when in 

community (Lord’s Supper). 

 

John 13:31-38 (The Last Discourse) (Introduction) 

Scholars consider 13:31-38 to be the introduction to the first division of the Last Discourse.  We 

will see a shift in focus between this text and the beginning of John 14 with a change of 

audience.  In Chapter 13:38 Jesus is talking to Peter while in Chapter 14:1 he is speaking to all 

the disciples.  Never again in the Discourse (despite the interruptions in Chapter 14 by Thomas, 

Philip, and Judas) does Jesus center on the fate of one disciple as he does with Peter in 13:31-38.  

After he answers the questions of individuals he turns quickly to speak to all the disciples.   

 

The glorification of Jesus is an appropriate opening theme for the great Discourse because it 

explains the hour.  This glorification involves his return to the Father and his departure from his 

disciples.  The command to love is Jesus’ way of ensuring the continuance of his spirit among 

his disciples.  As we noted last week, Peter failed to understand the nature of his departure and 

wished to follow Jesus.   

 

John 14:1-14 (The Last Discourse)  

Jesus is the way to the Father for those who believe in him. 

Jesus opens the chapter by acknowledging that his departure will trouble the hearts of the 

disciples.  Jesus’ death will be the final act of hostility that he will have to face.  Because of his 

death there will remain hostility between the world (John designates the world as sin) and the 

disciples who follow Christ.  So the troubling of the hearts of the disciples is more than a 

sentiment of loss.  They will also struggle once they are on their own and facing those who will 

want to kill them.  Based on all that is now taking place this command from Jesus that they have 

faith in him is more than a request for a vote of confidence.   

 



In order to reassure his disciples about his departure, Jesus tells his disciples that there are many 

dwelling places in his Father’s house and that he is going ahead of them to prepare them a place.  

He assures them that he will return to unite with them again.   

 

Scholars believe Jesus is using some of these terms from the tradition of the time.  In light of 

Jewish background the words my Father’s house was understood to be heaven.  As for the many 

dwelling places it implied that there was room for all.  For the Jewish community at the time it 

would bring to mind the Israelites going into the Promised Land.   

 

 
 

 

In vs. 6-11 we have the words that Jesus used to explain how he was the path to the Father.  He is 

the way because he is the truth or revelation of the Father.  When people come to know him then 

they also come to know the Father.  When people see him then they also see the Father.  He is 

the channel though which the Father comes to the people.  In Old Testament passages (like 

Psalm 96:30) the way of truth meant to be in conformity with the Law.  For John truth leads to 

an action and is also understood as believing and knowing.   

 

It is widely accepted that there are parallels between the Johannine literature of the New 

Testament (the Gospel of John and the Epistles of John) and the texts from Qumran.  In the 

Qumran community they designated themselves as the Way.  For Qumran the Way consisted in 

the strict observance of the Mosaic Law as it was interpreted by the great Teacher of the 

community.   

 

The Christian community (which also resembled the Qumran community in some basic practices 

and organization) seems also to have viewed itself as the Way in order to prepare for the ultimate 

coming of Christ.  It was a way of life that they saw being commanded by Jesus and motivated 

by the Spirit.  Scholars then suggest that we take all these views of the way (originating in the 

Old Testament and modified by Jewish thought and illustrated at Qumran) and see how the 

Christian community adopted it as a self-designation.  It is not unusual for the Jesus in John to 

take terminology once applied to Israel and to apply it to himself.   

 

Here are some examples:  

If the Christian community is the temple than for John Jesus is the temple.  The I am . . . sayings 

in John takes the place of the kingdom of God is like . . . statements in the Synoptic gospels.  The 

imagery of the sheepfold and vineyard (applied in the Old Testament to Israel and in the other 

gospels to the kingdom of God) are applied in John to Jesus (the shepherd and the vine).  If John 



the Baptist came to make straight the way of the Lord then his mission (according to John) was 

to reveal Jesus to Israel for Jesus was how people had access to the Father.   

 

     I am the Way 

     In this passage Jesus is not presenting him- 

     self as a moral guide or as a leader for his  

     disciples to follow.  The emphasis here is also  

     different from that of 14:13 where the  

     Paraclete (Spirit) is said to guide the disciples  

     along the way of all truth.  Rather Jesus is  

     presenting himself as the only avenue of 

     salvation (in the same manner as in 10:9 when  

     he said – I am the gate.  Whoever enters  

     through me will be saved).   

 

Jesus could proclaim this because he is the truth (the only revelation of the Father).  In calling 

himself the truth Jesus is describing himself in terms of his mission to all people.  Jesus then is 

the way in the sense that he is the truth and enables people to see what he has revealed.  He is 

also the way in the sense that he is the life.  Once more this word is used to describe Jesus in 

terms of his mission.  The final destination is life with the Father and the Son alone can give it to 

those who believe in him.  Life comes through the truth.  When a person comes to Jesus for the 

truth, it is not simply a matter of learning and then walking away.  One must belong to the truth.   

 

Different viewpoints on non-Christian religions: 

• John 14:6 is often quoted by conservative Protestants as proof that a person can only attain 

heaven after death if they believe in Jesus Christ while on earth.  This is referred to as 

exclusivity or particularism. 

• There is a movement among many fundamentalist and other evangelical Christians to accept 

the inclusive view.  This viewpoint was also adopted by the Roman Catholic Church during 

the 1960s.  They believe that the only fully true religion is their own particular branch of 

Christianity.   

• Finally there is the position found frequently among Christian liberals and progressives that 

states all faiths are true and valid when interpreted within their own culture. 

 

Vs. 12-14 serves as a transition from the theme of belief to the theme of receiving help from 

God.  The idea that the disciples will be given the power to perform marvelous works is found in 

many New Testament writings.  The firm assurance that the one who has faith will perform 

greater works than those done by Jesus is somewhat similar to Matthew 21:21.  There is a long 

list of miracles that believers will be able to do in the name of Jesus at the end of Mark (16:17-

18).  The Acts of the Apostles shows us the disciples working great miracles in his name.   

 

John stresses the act of asking in the name of Jesus for what we want.  In Johannine theology 

there is an emphasis that goes beyond the literal sense.  We pray in the name of Jesus to be in 

union with him.  So when we ask in his name for what we want – we do so in union with Jesus 

who is in union with the Father.   



For John this suggests that our requests will go beyond the things of this world but will become 

requests of such a nature that when granted the Father will be glorified in the Son.  They would 

be requests relevant to the Christian life and the continuity of the work that we also do in the 

name of Jesus Christ.  

 

John 14:15-24 (Last Discourse) 

The Paraclete, Jesus, and the Father will come to those who love Jesus.  

Vs. 15 begins with a demand to love Jesus.  If we think about it the theme of our love for Jesus is 

not that common in the gospels – belief in Jesus is a more frequent motif.  Love for Jesus is more 

common in our epistles.  The understanding that we must love Jesus (even as he loves the Father) 

seems to be a gradual theological development in the realization of who Jesus is.  The demand to 

be loved is consistent with the covenant language of the Last Discourse and the events 

surrounding the Last Supper.  There is a parallelism between the demand of the God of Sinai to 

be loved exclusively by the Israelites and the demand for exclusive love on the part of Jesus who 

is God’s visible presence among the people, establishing a new covenant with them.   

 

The gift of the Paraclete is also associated with the theme of having one’s prayers answered.  The 

Spirit of Truth is a Paraclete because it carries on the earthly work of Jesus.  The Old Testament 

theme of God with us is now to be realized in the Paraclete / Spirit who remains with the 

disciples forever.   

 

In vs. 18-22 Jesus’ return was seen in Johannine circles as his abiding presence after the 

resurrection but not in bodily form.  John goes out of his way to insist on the external character 

of the appearances and the bodily reality of the risen Jesus.  John uses the appearances of Christ 

to initiate and point to a deeper type of presence.  In vs. 20 John moves ahead to the idea that 

once Christians have received life from Jesus they will be able to recognize that it is a life 

mutually shared by the Father and the Son.   

 

In vs. 22 the problem that bothers Judas is like the problem posed before in 7:2 when the 

brothers of Jesus suggested that he should display his miracles to the world.  We might expect 

that by this time Judas would have had more faith in Jesus than the disbelieving brothers, but the 

nature of the messianic expectations of the disciples did not seem to change greatly.  It would 

seem that Judas (not unlike Philip) was looking for another theophany that would startle the 

world.   

 

As has happened before Jesus did not answer directly the question posed by Judas.  He takes the 

opportunity once more to explain what it really means to see him and why the world cannot see 

him.  The world could not see Jesus because it refused to hear the words of Jesus and they did 

not love Jesus.  He promised that the words he spoke would condemn the disbeliever on the Last 

Day.  It means that they would be cut off from the source of life that the true disciple of Jesus 

enjoyed.  

 

 

 

 

 



     John 14:25-31 (Last Discourse) 

     Jesus’ final thoughts before departure 

      Here we have another reference to the Paraclete. 

     Here it functions as a teacher.  In vs. 16 the  

     passage stated that the Father would give the  

     Paraclete at Jesus’ request whereas in this  

     passage it states that the Father will send the  

     Paraclete in the name of Jesus.  The two phrases  

     are related but we need to remember that in my 

     name carried with it an implication of union with  

     Jesus.   

 

Here the words – in my name – also tells us that the mission of the Paraclete is the completion of 

Jesus’ mission.  Jesus bore the name of God and the Spirit is sent in the name of Jesus because 

he further unfolds the meaning of Jesus.   

 

From here Jesus makes a majestic promise with the gift of peace.  In John the words – peace, 

truth, light, life, and joy – are all terms reflecting different facets of the great gift that Jesus 

brought from the Father to the people.  Peace in this sense is another way of saying that Jesus 

gives them eternal life.  The peace that Jesus offers is the same as their joy.     

 

The use of the word (peace) is particularly appropriate since this is part of his farewell discourse.  

In the Old Testament we remember the prophets stated that the messianic king sent by God 

would be a prince of peace who would command peace to all the nations.  The bringer of good 

tidings of great joy was to be one who announces peace and salvation.  The theme of peace also 

belonged to the covenant language when the Lord spoke to Ezekiel – I will make a covenant of 

peace with them.  According to wisdom literature peace is one of the blessings of the soul of the 

just who are in the hand of God.  In John such peace can be enjoyed by believers in this life. 

 

In 27-29 Jesus assures his disciples that they are not to be fearful or troubled at Jesus’ departure.  

In this section faith and love are closely associated.  Jesus is preparing this disciples for his 

death, resurrection, ascension, and the giving of the Spirit.  When it does happen, the disciples 

will be able to recognize it as the fulfillment of what Jesus said.  They will understand because 

they will have the Paraclete who will remind them of all that Jesus had told them.  Until they 

have the enlightenment of the Paraclete, they would not understand the death of Jesus nor would 

they be quick to believe in his resurrection.  

 

Vs. 31 is the only instance in the New Testament that states that Jesus loves the Father.  What 

that love consists of comes in the next verse.  It is based on the doing what the Father has 

commanded, just as our love for Jesus consists in doing what Jesus has commanded.   

 

 

 

 

 



While John does not describe the agony in Gethsemane, elements parallel to that scene are 

scattered through John.  Some of these are found in vs. 30-31.  The mention of the coming of the 

Prince of the world resembles Luke 22:53 where Jesus acknowledges that the moment of his 

arrest is the hour of the power of darkness.  The directive in vs. 31 to get up and leave is the 

same directive given by Jesus in Mark 14:42 as Judas approaches the garden.  John is more 

interested in the approach of Satan who is the real force acting in Judas.   

 

The last line of vs. 31 was the ending of the original Last Discourse.  It has been suggested that 

the final editor did not want to mess with this ending and so (despite the fact that he was making 

an awkward sequence) added additional forms to the Last Discourse after this verse.   
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