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Lesson 15
JoHn 13:1-38

context
John	13	builds	on	chapter	12	as	the	details	of	the	hour	which	Jesus	
announced	(12:23)	now	begin	to	unfold.	The	humble	action	of	Jesus	
provides	a	loving	background	for	His	profound	words	in	the	next	four	
chapters	and	stand	in	vivid	contrast	to	the	treachery	of	Judas.	We	will	divide	
the	story	into	three	parts.	First,	we	look	at	the	story	of	the	foot	washing	
(13:1-17),	then,	the	dialogue	about	betrayal	(13:18-30)	and,	finally,	the	call	
to	discipleship	(13:31-38).

the foot WAshInG – John 13:1-17
According	to	St.	Luke,	at	the	last	supper	Jesus’	disciples	argued	about	who	
was	to	be	the	greatest	in	the	Kingdom	of	God	(Luke	22:24).	John’s	Gospel	
does	not	mention	that	argument	but	perhaps	during	that	debate	Jesus	
washed	the	disciples’	feet.	The	dusty	paths	around	Jerusalem	would	have	
made	the	feet	dirty.	Washing	the	feet	of	a	guest	was	a	task	performed	by	
slaves	in	the	Roman	world,	although	Jews	considered	the	task	so	disgraceful	
that	they	did	not	even	require	slaves	to	do	it.	Wearing	only	the	garments	
under	His	tunic,	Jesus	would	have	looked	like	a	semi-clothed	slave.	Jesus	is	
even	more	humble	than	John	the	Baptist	who	had	declared	himself	unworthy	
to	loosen	Jesus’	sandals	(1:27).

The	humble	action	of	Jesus	stands	in	sharp	contrast	to	the	demonic	act	of	
Judas	(13:2).	Jesus	gives	Himself	while	Judas	will	give	away	Jesus.	Jesus’	
action	in	the	face	of	Judas’	treachery	demonstrates	the	choice	that	we	often	
must	make	as	disciples.	Should	we	follow	the	demonic	urges	to	betray	Jesus	
or	the	call	of	Jesus	to	God-given	life?	With	the	love	of	the	Son	of	God	can	we	
lovingly	serve	even	those	who	hate	Him	or	us?	Jesus	loves	even	one	who	
hates	Him	and	makes	a	last	ditch	effort	to	rescue	him	from	destruction.

Peter	fails	to	understand	the	meaning	of	Jesus’	action.	First,	he	questions	
Jesus	intentions	(13:6),	which	he	then	rejects	(13:8)	and,	finally,	he	wants	
even	more	than	Jesus	offers	(13:9).	There	seem	to	be	two	important	points	
here.	First,	Peter	does	not	want	to	trust	a	humble	Servant	Savior.	Second,	

“Jesus’ great example of humble love calls us away from 
God-denying self-interest into a life of self-giving love.”
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Peter	wants	to	determine	how	Jesus	should	bless	him.	
Both	temptations	plague	us	as	well.	We	want	the	power	of	
God	but	may	consider	Christian	service	undignified.	Or	we	
may	want	to	tell	God	how	and	when	to	bless	us.

Jesus	teaches	Peter	in	a	loving	progressive	manner.	First,	
He	promises	Peter	that	someday	he’ll	fully	understand	
(13:7).	The	irony	here	is	that	if	Peter	finds	foot	washing	
beneath	the	Lord’s	dignity,	he	is	totally	unprepared	to	
accept	the	ignominy	of	the	crucifixion.	The	disgrace	and	
degradation	of	Jesus	has	just	begun!	The	crucifixion	will	
finally	make	Peter	understand	the	totality	of	Christ’s	self-
giving	love.	Second,	Jesus	warns	people	that	rejection	of	
His	humble	service	means	rejection	of	Him	(13:8b).	The	
words	remind	us	that	being	a	disciple	means	trusting	God	
and	accepting	His	goodness.	Jesus	rebukes	all	disciples	
who	would	dictate	terms	for	their	relationship	with	God.	
Finally,	Jesus	tells	Peter	that	it	is	not	the	amount	of	the	
body	washed	that	is	important.	The	act	is	symbolic.	Just	
as	anointing	Jesus’	feet	(12:3)	had	symbolically	prepared	
His	body	for	burial	(12:7),	so	the	washing	of	Peter’s	feet	
symbolized	the	completeness	of	God’s	love.

The	foot	washing	story	concludes	with	Jesus	declaring	that	
He	has	set	an	example	(13:15).	Some	Christians	interpret	
this	to	mean	Jesus	wants	disciples	literally	to	wash	each	
others’	feet.	For	example,	on	Maundy	Thursday,	some	
congregations	have	special	foot	washing	services	and	
there	are	Christian	liturgies	for	such	worship	services.	I	
have	read	that	on	Maundy	Thursday	the	Pope	washes	the	
feet	of	some	beggars	in	Rome.	If	such	services	symbolize	
humble	concern	for	others,	they	may	bless	the	Christian	
faith.	My	own	opinion	is	that	Jesus’	example	holds	broader	
application	than	literal	repetition	of	an	act	of	foot	washing.	
It	is	an	“example”	of	humble	service	that	should	be	
expressed	in	many	different	ways.	It	is	an	“example”	for	
married	people	serving	the	welfare	of	the	other	spouse	in	
a	variety	of	ways	ranging	from	taking	out	the	garbage,	to	
cleaning	bathrooms,	to	balancing	the	checkbook.	Jesus’	
example	may	inspire	more	courteous	driving	on	the	
freeway	or	more	patient	waiting	in	a	grocery	store	line.	I	
think	that	Jesus’	example	is	a	practical	illustration	of	the	
so-called	Golden	Rule,	“Do	unto	others	as	you	would	have	
them	do	unto	you.”	Matthew	7:12.

the BetrAyAL – John 13:18-30
This	is	one	of	the	most	painful	and	poignant	sections	of	
Scripture.	Jesus	identifies	Judas	as	the	disciple	who	will	
betray	Him.	Why	does	Jesus	“bring	out	into	the	open”	
Judas’	plot?	Obviously,	Jesus	does	not	do	this	to	protect	
Himself.	I	think	that	it	is	a	final	attempt	to	break	Judas	away	
from	the	grip	of	Satan.	Jesus	shares	open	love	(13:26)	
while	Judas	eats	with	hidden	treachery.	To	share	food,	
especially	at	the	time	of	Jesus,	was	to	promise	friendship.	
Jesus	is	reaching	out	to	Judas.	Perhaps	Jesus’	action	is	
comparable	to	when	you	hear	that	a	friend	has	gossiped	
about	you.	Because	you	love	your	friend,	you	confront	the	
person	with	your	awareness	of	the	betrayal.	You	hope	that	
the	confrontation	will	create	realization	of	lovelessness	and	
repair	the	friendship.	So,	with	an	expression	of	open	love,	
Jesus	tries	to	make	Judas	realize	his	hidden	evil.

It	is	not	clear	why	Jesus	tells	Judas	(13:27b),	“What	
you	are	about	to	do,	do	quickly.”	Probably	it	is	another	
example	of	willingness	with	which	Jesus	accepts	the	
Father’s	will	(12:27).	Jesus’	words	may	be	comparable	to	
a	medical	doctor’s	decision	to	face	the	evil	of	cancer	with	
immediate	surgery.	Delay	will	only	prolong	the	problem	
and	make	it	worse.	Jesus	stands	ready	and	even	eager	
to	solve	the	dark	problem	of	human	hate.	The	words	
also	demonstrate	the	power	of	Jesus.	He	will	not	be	
overpowered	by	Judas	and	the	forces	coming	to	arrest	
and	condemn	Him.	Rather	Judas	is	overpowered	by	Satan	
(13:27a)	and	serves	in	pathetic	weakness	as	part	of	the	
divine	action	destroying	Satan’s	power.

The	ignorance	of	the	disciples	(13:28-29)	shows	that	they	
respect	Judas	more	than	he	deserves.	They	think	that	he	

The Gospel had clearly expressed 
the danger and tragedy of 

walking in darkness.
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leaves	because	he	was	obeying	a	directive	by	Jesus	for	a	Passover	necessity	
or	to	show	love	in	helping	the	poor.	The	final	words,	“It	was	night,”	not	only	set	
the	time	of	Judas’	departure	but	also	symbolize	his	spiritual	condition.	He	walks	
in	darkness.	Judas	was	no	longer	walking	in	the	light	of	Jesus’	teaching	but	was	
following	Satan	into	darkness.	The	Gospel	had	clearly	expressed	the	danger	and	
tragedy	of	walking	in	darkness.	Remember	Jesus’	words	(8:12),	“I	am	the	light	of	
the	world.	Whoever	hates	his	brother	is	in	the	darkness	and	walks	around	in	the	
darkness.”

the cALL to dIscIpLeshIp – John 13:31-38
The	final	verses	of	chapter	thirteen	teach	the	power	and	problems	of	
discipleship.	The	power	of	discipleship	comes	from	the	glory	of	Jesus	and	
enables	Him	to	command	disciples	to	love	as	He	has	loved	(13:34-35).	The	
glory	of	God	in	the	Son	(13:31-32)	becomes	visible	to	all	people	by	the	love	of	
Jesus’	disciples	(13:35).	Simon	Peter	also	shows	the	problem	of	discipleship	
and	the	need	for	all	of	us	to	grow	in	understanding	and	commitment	to	Jesus’	
call	to	love.	After	Jesus’	lofty	spiritual	teaching	(13:31-35),	Peter	has	a	most	
mundane	question,	“Lord,	where	are	you	going?”	(13:36).	Jesus	speaks	
prophetically	when	He	tells	that	Peter	will	not	follow	now	but	will	follow	later.	
Those	words	had	special	impact	on	the	readers	of	John	who	knew	that,	in	fact,	
Peter	had	given	his	life	as	a	martyr	for	Jesus’	love.	But	at	the	present,	Peter’s	
self-confidence	is	misplaced.	Like	Judas,	he	will	not	faithfully	follow	Jesus.	And	
again,	Jesus	brings	to	light	the	darkness	threatening	His	disciple.

Jesus’	words	to	Peter	summarize	well	the	thrust	of	the	entire	chapter.	Jesus’	
great	example	of	humble	love	calls	us	away	from	God-denying	self-interest	into	
a	life	of	self-giving	love.

The power of discipleship comes from the 
glory of Jesus and enables Him to command 

disciples to love as He has loved.
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personAL AppLIcAtIon – John 14:1-31

Pray that Jesus’ words calm troubled hearts and take away fear.

John	14:1-4
1.	 What	are	Jesus’	three	directives	in	John	14:1?

2.	 List	the	reasons	given	for	following	Jesus’	directives.

John	14:5-14
3.	 When	and	why	has	your	attitude	toward	life	or	your	faith	been	similar	to	the	words	of	Thomas?

4.	 How	does	Jesus	respond	to	Thomas’	confusion	or	doubt?

	 Contrast	Jesus’	response	to	Thomas’	doubt	with	His	response	to	Peter’s	confidence	(John	13:38).

	 What	lesson	do	you	draw	from	the	comparison?

5.	 Has	anything	important	happened	to	you	when	you	have	expressed	confusion	or	doubt?	Have	you	ever	received	clearer	
direction	from	Christ	after	admitting	such	emotions?	If	so,	explain	briefly.

6.	 How	is	Jesus	the	way,	truth	and	life	in	your	life?

7.	 What	questions	do	people	today	ask	that	have	a	searching	intent	similar	to	Philip’s	remark?

8.	 Give	at	least	four	basic	truths	that	Jesus	teaches	in	14:9-14.
	 1

	 2

	 3

	 4
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John	14:15-21
9.	 How	does	a	disciple	of	Jesus	prove	love	for	Him	(14:15,	21a)?	(John	13:12-	and	14:12)

10.	 How	could	life	in	this	world	make	people,	even	Jesus’	disciples,	feel	like	“orphans”?	(14:18a	NIV)?	How	have	you	ever	
felt	like	an	“orphan?”

11.	 Summarize	the	promises	of	Jesus	that	“leave	us	not	as	orphans.”	(14:18-21)

John	14:22-31
12.	 Why	do	you	think	Judas	(not	Judas	Iscariot)	asked	the	question	recorded	in	verse	22?

	 Have	you	ever	asked	a	similar	question?	If	so,	when	and	why?

13.	 How	is	the	doctrine	of	the	Trinity	demonstrated	in	14:23-30?

14.	 What	will	the	Holy	Spirit	do?

15.	 What	does	14:27	mean	to	you?
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