
Four Lessons From Dirty Feet 

 1 

I. A	Lesson	In	Humility	
Before the Passover celebration, Jesus knew that his hour had come to leave this world and return 
to his Father. He had loved his disciples during his ministry on earth, and now he loved them to 
the very end. 2 It was time for supper, and the devil had already prompted Judas, son of Simon 
Iscariot, to betray Jesus. 3 Jesus knew that the Father had given him authority over everything and 
that he had come from God and would return to God. 4 So he got up from the table, took off his 
robe, wrapped a towel around his waist, 5 and poured water into a basin. Then he began to wash 
the disciples’ feet, drying them with the towel he had around him. 
6 When Jesus came to Simon Peter, Peter said to him, “Lord, are you going to wash my feet?” 

7 Jesus replied, “You don’t understand now what I am doing, but someday you will.” 
8 “No,” Peter protested, “you will never ever wash my feet!” 

Jesus replied, “Unless I wash you, you won’t belong to me.” 
9 Simon Peter exclaimed, “Then wash my hands and head as well, Lord, not just my feet!” 

10 Jesus replied, “A person who has bathed all over does not need to wash, except for the feet, to 
be entirely clean. And you disciples are clean, but not all of you.” 11 For Jesus knew who would 
betray him. That is what he meant when he said, “Not all of you are clean.” 
12 After washing their feet, he put on his robe again and sat down and asked, “Do you understand 
what I was doing? 13 You call me ‘Teacher’ and ‘Lord,’ and you are right, because that’s what I 
am. 14 And since I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you ought to wash each 
other’s feet. 15 I have given you an example to follow. Do as I have done to you. 16 I tell you the 
truth, slaves are not greater than their master. Nor is the messenger more important than the one 
who sends the message. 17 Now that you know these things, God will bless you for doing them. 
This simple story is surprisingly packed with drama and matters of great importance. 
Within this short narrative, we see Jesus coming to grips with the reality of the end of His 
short earthly mission.  
We have the revelation of Judas having already yielded to satanic influences and his 
commitment to carry out his betrayal against Jesus.  
We have the unsettling example of humility demonstrated by Jesus and reaction of 
Peter, who seems to typify the reaction of any follower of Christ. We don’t like seeing 
Him in total humility. We prefer seeing Him in majesty and power and grandeur. We just 
would not like to see Jesus scrubbing toilets.  
And, equally unsettling is the fact that Jesus then instructed his disciples to do the same 
thing.  

A. True	Humility	
We already talked about the significance of Mary anointing the feet of Jesus, how 
touching and tending to someone’s feet was considered the work of servants and lowly 
people. We have to keep that cultural perspective in mind as we again return to another 
event involving the feet. This time, it is Jesus who takes the position of humility.  
Jesus got up from the table. We can’t think in 21st century terms. They weren’t seated at 
a table as depicted in Leonardo Da Vinci’s famous painting. Perhaps fancy banquets 



Four Lessons From Dirty Feet 

 2 

such as those thrown by kings would have high tables and chairs like we have. 
Otherwise common people ate at very low tables, leaning on one elbow, feet stretched 
outward behind them. Jesus got up from the table, took off his robe, wrapped a towel 
around his waist and began to attend to the feet of his disciples.  
At this point, it is helpful to go back and pick up this phrase from the first verse. Before 
John mentions the supper, he says this:  
He (Jesus) had loved his disciples during his ministry on earth, and now he loved them to the very 
end.  

He loved them. They weren’t worthy, but He loved them. They weren’t perfect, but He 
loved them. They bickered and doubted and failed, but He loved them.  
What Jesus did was shocking to his disciples. The act of touching someone’s feet, or 
washing someone’s feet was, considered by both Jews and Gentiles to be a very lowly 
thing. Many things Jesus did surprised or shocked his disciples. They were never 
prepared for the things he said or did. They were stunned by the miracles he performed 
and the incredible self-discipline he displayed. They were continuously amazed by his 
grace and wisdom and composure. Nothing rattled Him. Nothing intimidated Him. 
Nothing drove him to despair. He never met a problem he could not solve. If it was a 
hopelessly sick child, he brought healing. If it was the burden of having to feed 
thousands of hungry people in the desert, he managed to feed them. If it was meeting an 
unexpected storm in the middle of the sea, he tamed the storm. Everything he did 
amazed his disciples. They had come to deeply admire their Mentor and believed Him to 
truly be their Messiah. Then suddenly Jesus takes upon himself the position of a lowly 
servant. They were again stunned. Respectable people just didn’t do this. Even though 
the Jews taught humility, they had limitations. A highly respected Jewish teacher who 
possessed all seven virtues of the righteous was known to be so humble he would do 
anything for others except relinquish his position of authority.  

B. “Do	as	I	have	done	to	you.”		
Jesus set the example of humility so we could follow, that we must follow.  
Let’s go back to John the Baptist. He prepared the way for Christ, saying Christ was so 
worthy and so perfect that John considered himself completely unworthy to even untie 
the shoes of Jesus. Back to the issue of the feet again. Not get this! John considers 
himself to be unworthy to even touch the feet of the man who has lowered himself to 
touch the feet of humanity. How far down the social ladder does that put us?  

C. Destined	to	Servitude	
Philippians 2:7 rather, he made himself nothing by taking the very nature of a servant, being 
made in human likeness. 
At least 16 of the major translations of the Bible use the phrase, “emptied himself” where 
King James says, “made himself of no reputation” and NIV says, “made himself nothing”.  
The truth being depicted is that, unlike the Jewish leaders who were humble enough to 
do anything except relinquish their position of authority, Jesus surrendered it all. He 
emptied himself and simultaneously took upon himself the form of a servant. He did that 
with his entire life, but the foot-washing scene depicts this in unmistakable form. We 
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literally see Jesus removing his priestly robe of authority, placing the towel around his 
waist and commencing with the task of washing his disciples’ feet.  The towel was the 
recognized attire of a lowly servant. The mad Roman Emperor Caligula once humiliated 
his senators by forcing them to dress in the servant’s towel and wait on him. Jesus not 
only took upon himself the duties of a servant, but he also dressed the part.  

II. A	Lesson	in	Trust	
In that culture, it would have been typical for the disciples of any teacher to minister to 
the needs of the teacher. Even so, the act of washing their feet was considered so lowly 
that even Jewish slaves were often excused from the duty. Instead, Gentile slaves were 
recruited. In fact there are quotes from Jewish writings that attest to this.  
“All manner of service that a slave must render to his master a student must render to 
his teacher, except that of taking off his shoes”.  
And again, “A Hebrew slave must not wash the feet of his master nor put shoes on him.”  
In essence, Jesus took upon himself the form of not only a servant, but society’s lowest 
servant, a gentile servant.  
Now we are beginning to understand why Peter was so repulsed. Even the disciples 
were not expected to wash the feet of Jesus because of cultural customs. Suddenly, 
Jesus is washing the feet of his disciples. Everything about this act was counter-cultural, 
backward, and seemingly completely out of order. What Jesus did had cut to the quick of 
the cultural sensitivities of Peter and the disciples. He had transgressed across the 
boundaries of societal and cultural norms. Of course, when Jesus did the same thing 
with the Law, the Jewish leaders were equally offended. But now he has found 
something that made his disciples act just like the pious Jewish leaders did when Jesus 
broke the Sabbath. When Peter said, “Lord, are you going to wash my feet?”, he didn’t 
say that in a calm conversational voice. He was shocked and offended like, “What in the 
name of all that is decent and honorable are you doing? Are you really going to wash my 
feet?” Peter was wholly embarrassed for Jesus. His beloved teacher was totally 
humiliating them with his servant’s garb and his repulsive, lowly, menial act.  
And Jesus replied,  
“You don’t understand what I am doing, but someday you will.” 
There are many powerful lessons we learn from this narrative, but this important truth is 
so often lost in the shuffle. God has spoken those same words to millions of others 
throughout the ages, and He has spoken them to you multiple times in your life. Peter 
represents to us those times we find ourselves totally at a loss to understand what God 
is doing. We are confused, humiliated, shocked, agitated, sometimes repulsed and 
offended, and afraid of the dramatic changes that we are forced to go through in re-
evaluating our beliefs and opinions. Our life is being turned upside down and we are 
pleading with God, “What are you doing with me? Why are you forcing me through this? 
This is embarrassing and humiliating! Really, God? REALLY???” 
And God says, “You don’t understand what I am doing, but someday you will.” And here 
is the cold, hard truth of the matter. There are people who are not willing to trust God 
until the answer is revealed. They are already offended by what they have been through 
and they are angry. The poison of bitterness and disappointment has driven them away. 
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They have asked God “Why” a thousand times over and they don’t get any satisfactory 
answers, so now they have just hardened themselves. It is the only way they know to 
deal with their confusion and anger. But one day we will understand. And when we do, 
we will do one of two things. We will either rejoice that we held on through the hard times 
and never gave up even when the enemy tried his best to convince us God didn’t care 
and there was no purpose in the trial we were going through. Or, we will sink in total 
shame and regret that we failed to hold on to His hand and trust His word. It will 
suddenly dawn on us that God didn’t fail. We did. And we have no one to blame but 
ourselves for the bitter life we led simply because we didn’t understand, but refused to 
trust.  

III. A	Lesson	In	Surrender	
A. Never	say	never	

When I lived in Alabama back in the 1980’s, I pastored and worked as a builder. I hired a 
middle aged man and his son to work on my construction crew. I discovered this man 
was a former Church of God minister, but he had dropped out of the ministry. It would be 
a while before I would discover why. Eventually, Troy wanted to build a house and he 
hired me and my crew to build it for him. During that time, I had the opportunity to get to 
know him better. I eventually got to where I was comfortable asking him why he left the 
ministry. His entire demeanor changed. His face hardened, his lips tightened and 
through his clenched jaw, he said, “My daughter married a black man.” I sanitized that. 
Troy did not say, “black man”. He went from friendly, smiling, and congenial to dark and 
angry in a few seconds. He was still bitter and angry that his daughter had violated the 
cultural boundaries of the Southern bigots. He refused to continue in ministry, believing 
his daughter completely humiliated him. My heart sank. This man was in bondage to the 
biases of his cultural upbringing and willing to walk away from the ministry and sever his 
ties with his daughter because of his own bigotry. This is where Peter was, a virtual 
prisoner of his cultural bigotry.  
Even though Jesus reassures Peter everything is going to be all right, and when the 
truth is revealed, Peter will fully understand and fully agree, Peter still can’t break 
through his narrow, bigoted opinions. He can’t shake his cultural biases. He can’t 
overcome his culturally twisted values and he responds to Christ,  
“No! You will never wash my feet!”  

First, never say never, especially not to God. God has a way of changing your mind and 
heart. 
What Jesus said to Peter was so powerful that it completely changed Peter’s attitude in a 
matter of seconds. 
“If you don’t do this, you won’t belong to me.” 
Translation: “If you don’t change your attitude, this will cost you your salvation. Our 
relationship, as we now know it, will be totally and entirely over. If that is the way it is 
going to be, then we are finished; done. You can go. Now. It’s over!” 
And the reality hit Peter so hard, he had his breakthrough.  
“Then Lord, wash my head, my hands, my feet, everything!” 
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I think sometimes people keep pushing because they don’t realize what is really at 
stake. Do you not understand that if you cannot trust God and follow the way He leads, 
your entire relationship with Him is at risk? You are gambling away everything because 
of your limited understanding of what God is doing and your ignorant bitterness? You are 
risking everything so you can nurse your deep wounds! You can’t have God and be 
bitter against him at the same time. He is calling you to trust him until the day you finally 
understand. If you say, “No way, God. No way!” God responds, “Then you cannot belong 
to me. I need people who will trust me.” 
And Peter finally reaches that place everyone needs to reach – that place of surrender. 
“Lord, if you think I need a complete washing, then do it.” Peter’s prideful spirit was 
finally broken. And that is what God is seeking to do in us – to break that prideful spirit 
that keeps us from truly trusting and following Him.  

IV. A	Lesson	in	Ministry	
12 After washing their feet, he put on his robe again and sat down and asked, “Do you understand 
what I was doing? 13 You call me ‘Teacher’ and ‘Lord,’ and you are right, because that’s what I 
am. 14 And since I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you ought to wash each 
other’s feet. 15 I have given you an example to follow. Do as I have done to you. 16 I tell you the 
truth, slaves are not greater than their master. Nor is the messenger more important than the one 
who sends the message. 17 Now that you know these things, God will bless you for doing them. 

This command doesn’t translate directly into our culture. The washing of feet was a lowly 
and despicable act of servitude. Only the lowest were required to do it. And the act of 
washing feet was a logical and necessary part of their culture because of the bare feet, 
open sandals, and dusty roads, then the exposure of the feet at mealtime as they 
reclined at the table with their feet in plain view of everyone. Having clean feet at the 
meal table was as necessary as having clean clothes or a clean face would be at our 
table. But we don’t have a practice of washing our feet before dining or entertaining. We 
have other things in our culture that are better equivalents than trying to actually perform 
foot-washing. How about caring for the home-bound and helping them with their basic 
needs? Cleaning their house, their bathrooms, changing their linens, doing their laundry, 
helping nurse their wounds and bed sores? Emptying and cleaning their portable toilet? 
Helping them with personal grooming and hygiene? There are many modern 
equivalents. When Jesus told his disciples to wash each other’s feet, it was applicable to 
them. But when we apply that to our culture, we have to look for those things that are 
normally rejected by highly cultured and prideful people and be willing to minister to the 
needs of others. That is what it means to apply this lesson to our culture today. It means 
being humble enough to do the work of a mere servant. It means church leaders and 
pastors who are willing to get their hands dirty and put their dignity at risk.  
Slaves are not greater than their masters.  
Now that you know these things, you will be blessed if you do them.  
 
 


