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We are now at the halfway point of our series on “Vital Signs.” This is a time in which we 
look at the things that make for a vital congregation. The first thing that we looked at was 
the notion that discipleship is a lifelong process. It doesn’t stop when we are confirmed. 
The signs of a healthy disciple are his or her devotion to scripture and the apostles’ 

teaching, to fellowship, sharing a meal, and to prayer. The next sign of a vital disciple is an authentic 
person who intentionally shares their faith. Last week, we saw that a sign of discipleship is someone who 
is outward focused—a person who looks for ways to help others. We come now to the fourth vital sign 
taken from Jesus’ washing of his disciples’ feet. The idea of servanthood and what that means to us. 

Foot-washing was a standard custom. We first read of foot-washing in I Sam. 25. David has sent his 
servants to bring Abigail to him to become his wife. She responds to this honor by saying that she 
will go with them and also wash the feet of David’s servants. Another reference is in I Timothy. Paul is 
giving Timothy instructions on placing widows on the list to receive aid, and he says that one of the 
requirements is that she be someone who washes the feet of the people of God. It was a sign of humility 
and subservience from one person to another.

In the 1st century, the act of washing someone’s feet was relegated to the lowest of the servants in a 
household. If it was a poor family, it was the duty of one of the women of the house. Either way, it was 
not a job for someone of high rank, and it was an act of hospitality shown to all guests. When we think 
of foot-washing typically, we think of it as merely washing or rinsing the dust off of another person’s 
foot. The dirt that was washed off was mostly dust but remember that the roads were also used for 
commerce, so animals traversed the thoroughfares too. When a person washed another’s feet, it could 
be unpleasant. Then too, just the natural odor that can emanate from a foot after a long day. Do you get 
the picture? This was a very unpleasant task to perform.

We now have all of his disciples gathered together to celebrate the Passover with a meal. In a Jewish 
home, the custom was to wash your hands and face before the meal. Because this was one of the 
high holidays, a ritual mikvah, or bath, would also have been done by everyone. For supper, the typical 
fashion of the day was to recline on a couch or perhaps cushions so that you were propped up on 
your left side and your right hand was free to take the food off of the table, and your feet were facing 
away from the table. In this manner, each one would “lean against the other.” This is why it is stated that 
a disciple was “leaning on Jesus’ breast.” In the midst of all of this, Jesus gets up, takes off his outer 
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cloak, wraps a towel around his waist, and begins to wash the feet of the twelve. I can only imagine 
the surprise and perhaps embarrassment, each of them felt. We have some clue to that in the words 
of Peter, the only one to speak up. At first, Peter protests and says Jesus will never wash his feet. After 
Jesus gives him a mild rebuke, Peter submits and says to wash all of me. Jesus reminds him that he has 
already had a bath, so it’s only his feet that need to be cleansed.

This passage marks the beginning of Jesus’ passion. We usually think of the word “passion” as 
associated with his death on the cross, but we have a clue to this in the first verse, “…having loved his 
own he loved them to the end.” Jesus’ passion or love began to be fully revealed here. With this simple 
act, Jesus points to his death on the cross. Here is the Messiah taking on the role of a despised servant.

Here is the lesson for us. We are told in the scriptures to not think of ourselves more highly than we 
ought to do. I think of the status we give to people in the church. At the very top, we think of someone 
like the pope, or in orthodox circles, the metropolitan. Then we have bishops and priests, and in 
protestant churches, pastors. We create a hierarchy that Jesus never intended. We also allow the 
influence of society into the church and create a caste system, and again look at one another in terms of 
status.

I saw this exampled in the grocery store in which I used to work. In a meeting, the CEO pointed out that 
the typical model for a business was a pyramid. At the top was the CEO, and then everything worked 
downward so that at the very bottom were the frontline employees, and finally the customers. He said 
that’s not how we do it here, and then he inverted the pyramid. He went on to explain that at the very 
bottom is himself. As CEO, it is his job to make sure that everyone has the right equipment to do their 
job. This works up to the stores, with the store managers and department managers making sure that 
each employee has the tools they need, and finally, the people at the very top of the inverted pyramid 
are the customers. He said our job is to make sure that they have what they need. He was a man who 
truly lived this principle, and yes, he was also a man of faith.

This is what Jesus is telling us with this action. Don’t think of ourselves more highly than we ought. 
Consider others better than ourselves. To be great in the Kingdom of God, learn to be the servant of all. 
This involves humility. To be humble is to have a right view of one’s self. It means knowing your gifts and 
being willing to use them, not for our glory, not to make ourselves look good but to lift someone else 
and to help that person see their worth in Christ. When we look upon one another in our congregation, 
are we able to see the full dignity and worth of each one, or do we let petty differences explode into 
divisions? Do we look on some as “less than” and show preference to someone we deem more worthy? 
Are we willing to wash the feet of one another?

When we see the homeless on the streets, they usually do not look very clean. We can see that they are 
a bit unkempt. What do we see when we look upon them? Do we see them merely as “down and out” or 
do we see them through the eyes of Jesus and recognize God’s children? Do we see them as beloved 
of God? Do we recognize the “God-spark” within them? Are these people that you would want to have 
as your friends? Would you wash their feet? Would I? I think of a video clip of a homeless man. He was 
being interviewed and asked how he had gotten to this place. He told of how he had once owned a 
home, had a family, etc. Through a series of tragedies, he lost everything. His parting words were, “I am 
not a bum. I’m a man.” Do we see others as men and women, or only as “down and outers?”
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Jesus said to his disciples that if you have had a bath, then you are clean and only need to have your 
feet washed. This was usually the dirtiest part of a person. I see this in light of the cross. Through his 
death and resurrection, Jesus “washed” us. We are bathed in that sacrifice and are now clean, but like 
the traveler, we touch the “road.” We are in contact with the world, and sometimes we become soiled by 
it. We see this in the form of addictions, or personality disorders, mental illness. We see it when murders 
and shootings take place. It shows up in forms of anger and abuse or acts of inhumanity towards others. 
The list goes on, but sometimes, we need to have our feet washed. We need someone who will stand 
alongside us, not to judge or condemn, but someone who will “wash our feet,” someone who will help us 
to see that we are not beyond hope. We need a person who will help us out of the swamp in which we 
find ourselves.

Another thing that I see in this story is the idea of self-preservation. Beginning with this action and 
culminating on the cross, Jesus showed us the depths of what it is to serve others truly. One of the 
main functions of the human body is to protect or preserve itself. If we get a cut or an infection, the first 
thing that our bodies do is to react in such a way to defend itself. It will send out antibodies to fight the 
disease. It will send platelets to stop the flow of blood in the wound. In an extreme situation, the body 
will automatically begin to shut down the extremities to preserve the heart and mind. This is why every 
time that a child says they’re going to hold their breath until they get their way, most parents say, “Ok.” 
They know that should the child succeed in holding their breath too long, the body will cause them to 
pass out and begin breathing once again. We all want to hang on. It’s a natural reaction.

Jesus shows us a different way. He said that anyone who wants to keep their life must lose it. This is 
the ultimate act, to give up everything, and it starts to be exampled to us here. Jesus knew who he 
was and gave of himself. At this moment, he could have preserved his position, but instead, he gave 
up all of that to serve his disciples and to give them an example to follow. Jesus said, “I have given 
you an example that you should do as I have done.” Finally, he allowed himself to be crucified. As Paul 
states, “he became obedient unto death, even death on a cross.” He clearly stated that to Pilate. Pilate 
reminded Jesus that he had the power of life and death over him, to which Jesus replied, you would 
have no ability if it were not given to you.” Jesus gave up all notions of self-preservation, and this was 
the moment when He was glorified. His glorification did not wait until he ascended into Heaven. Jesus’ 
glorification happened right here on earth when he gave up every notion of maintaining his position and 
his life.

This is the example that is being given to the disciples as he washes their feet. He is showing them 
that any status people put upon us is worth nothing compared to the riches God has for us as we give 
up ourselves and all that we have. This is the highest witness of our trust in God when we can lose our 
sense of self-preservation and allow ourselves to be abused and dehumanized so that another person 
might have it all. 

This is the 4th vital sign of a disciple and a congregation. Let’s check our pulse and blood pressure and 
oxygen. Are we a servant people? Are we willing to forgo any status or rank so that the gospel of Jesus 
is proclaimed authentically and intentionally? Are we willing to stand with another person to help them 
see that they are redeemed in Christ, and wash off that one blot that is so dirty? Are we willing to trust 
God to the ultimate sacrifice, and allow Him to honor us in His way? Are we willing to let his Spirit lead 
us even when we don’t see the end from the beginning? Let us follow Jesus’ example and become 
servants of everyone, washing the feet of one another, and letting our notions of self-preservation fall by 
the wayside. Let us be God’s servants. Amen


