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“Who is the greatest?”  Isn’t that the question we’re all asking at some level?  I grew up hearing about the 
boxer from Louisville—Muhammad Ali—who could “float like a butterfly and sting like a bee.” He was the 
greatest boxer of a previous generation, but I quietly wondered if Mike Tyson could take him.  I grew up 
cheering for Hulk Hogan, whom I watched as he body-slammed Andre the Giant on television.  I was 
completely star-struck by the fact that I was in the same Tiger Cubs troop as Hillbilly Jim’s son.  Unbelievable.  
They were the greatest. 
 
In the last few months, the question about basketball’s greatest has been raised again, first by the tragic death 
of Kobe Bryant in a helicopter crash, and then with the release of ESPN’s “The Last Dance” that chronicled 
Michael Jordan’s unbelievable basketball career and gave a nation of sports-starved fans something to look 
forward to in the middle of a global pandemic.  Jordan is heralded as the G.O.A.T. (i.e., Greatest Of All Time), 
even by Kobe Bryant in an interview he gave before his untimely demise. 
 
Who is the greatest?  It seems like so many are striving for that title, whether in sports, or in music, or in 
books, or in cooking, or in the realm of social media, or… in life.  The quest for who is the greatest has even 
made it into the church.  Who’s the greatest singer, instrumentalist, teacher, preacher?  Who is the greatest in 
the kingdom of God, and how do you determine it?  Number of followers, views, likes, attendees, responses?  
Should we pay more attention to faces that have become more widely recognizable?  Who is the greatest? 
 
As it turns out, that question has been around for quite some time, even in church—even when church was 
just a few people literally following Jesus around during His earthly ministry.  Luke tells us that right after Jesus 
instituted the Lord’s Supper, even as He was still discussing things like Judas’ betrayal and Peter’s denial, a 
disagreement arose among the disciples:  “A dispute also arose among them, as to which of them was to be 
regarded as the greatest” (Luke 22:24).   
 
Can you imagine?  You’re sitting in the most famous room in history (the Upper Room), with the most famous 
person in history (Jesus Christ), during the most famous meal in history (the Last Supper), and instead of being 
engrossed in the immensity of the moment, you’re too busy wondering who is going to be the greatest among 
Jesus’ disciples.   
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To be fair, the disciples were thinking forward to their position in the Messianic Kingdom they hoped Jesus 
was about to inaugurate.  They were thinking about seeing oppressive Rome overthrown as God’s man took 
His rightful place on the throne of Israel and restored the glory of God’s people on the earth.  They were 
wondering about where they would fall in the pecking order.  Jesus told them they had a glorious future 
ahead, but in the meantime, they had to reorient their priorities.  He said, “The kings of the Gentiles exercise 
lordship over them, and those in authority over them are called benefactors.  But not so with you.  Rather, let 
the greatest among you become as the youngest, and the leader as one who serves” (Luke 22:25-26).   
 
“But not so with you.”  Jesus expected them to live differently, but He didn’t just tell them that.  He showed 
them that, in an unforgettable way.  Jesus expects us to live differently, too.  Today, we will see how Jesus 
reorients our attitudes as His followers, that we might emulate Him and thereby be a blessing to the world. 

 
Big Idea – Jesus serves. 

 
 
 
1) Jesus serves when others sit (13:1-5). 
 
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. 2 During supper, when the 
devil had already put it into the heart of Judas Iscariot, Simon's son, to betray him, 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, 4 rose 
from supper. He laid aside his outer garments, and taking a towel, tied it around his waist. 5 Then he poured 
water into a basin and began to wash the disciples' feet and to wipe them with the towel that was wrapped 
around him (John 13:1-5). 
 
This might be one of the most awkward narratives in Scripture, both for us and for those who were in the 
Upper Room that evening.  For us, it’s awkward because of what is taking place: foot washing.  We value well-
maintained feet, particularly in the summer months when flip-flops abound, but we don’t typically make a 
show out of caring for our feet.  For us, foot washing takes place privately in our homes or in the context of 
some sort of salon.  Have you ever been invited to a religious foot washing service?  It’s awkward.  The way 
the Lord blesses the participants is amazing, but for most of us, there’s just something deeply uncomfortable 
about the entire experience.  It’s so unlike anything we normally experience in our culture. 
 
It was also awkward for those who were in the Upper Room, but for an entirely different reason.  Foot 
washing was commonplace in their culture.  They lived in a part of the world that was often very dry and arid; 
they typically walked for transportation; and they typically wore shoes that exposed their feet to the dry, 
dusty terrain.  Foot care was important, so foot washing was a typical part of everyday life.  The task was seen 
as being necessary, but also so lowly that it was reserved for non-Jewish servants or slaves.   
 
Remember what was on the minds of the disciples as they entered the Upper Room that evening.  “Who is the 
greatest?”  As they walked into the room, they had to have seen a basin and towel available for foot washing., 
but they ignored it.  They reclined at the table for the meal, unquestionably noticing the still-dirty condition of 
their own feet.  They might have thought to themselves, “Somebody ought to get up and wash everyone’s 
feet.”  But that is a job reserved for the lowest servant, and when your primary concern is who will be known 
as the greatest—and whether or not that is you—you certainly don’t volunteer to be labeled the lowest.   
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In the middle of this awkward tension, something infinitely more awkward happens.  Jesus rises from the table 
and approaches the basin.  He lays aside His outer garment, wraps a towel around His waist, fills the basin 
with water, and returns with it to His disciples.  They had to wonder what sort of object lesson they might be 
about to receive, when suddenly, Jesus does the unthinkable: He begins washing their feet Himself.   
 
Have you ever had events turn on you in a way you absolutely were not expecting?  The image that comes to 
my mind is the television screen in my dorm room on September 11, 2001.  For the first and only time that 
semester, I had finished Physics lab early and gotten back to my dorm room a little after 9 a.m.  As I flipped 
through the channels, I kept landing on what appeared to be a scene from a movie – one of the towers of the 
World Trade Center had black smoke billowing from it.  But it wasn’t a movie.  News agencies were reporting 
that an airplane had crashed into the tower, and the country was wondering how rescue crews were going to 
reach those trapped above the impact zone.  How were they going to get water up there to extinguish the 
fire?  How could that pilot have been that disoriented to have made such a grave mistake?   
 
Then, in horror, we watched live as another plane approached the other tower… 
 
Our jaws dropped.  We began to scream, “No! No! No!” with increasing volume.  Instantly, we knew this was 
no accident.  We knew that we had just watched our world change on live television in a span of a few 
seconds.  We were shocked. 
 
That’s the sort of stunned reaction the disciples must’ve had in the Upper Room.  Their “somebody ought to, 
but not me” was transformed as somebody did—just not the somebody anyone ever expected.  The 
unequivocal greatest person in the room humbled Himself to do the job of the lowest.  Every single one of the 
disciples was better suited for that role, but Jesus took it.  He served while they sat.  Their world was changed. 
 
In so doing, Jesus was embodying one of the deep truths He had come to teach: the economy of greatness in 
God’s Kingdom is different.  In earthly kingdoms, the greatest are served.  In God’s Kingdom, the greatest 
serve.  Jesus had come that God’s will might be done “on earth as it is in Heaven,” and God’s will was on full 
display in this moment.  Remember what the Apostle Paul wrote to the Philippians: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Jesus was fully confident in His identity.  He was fully confident in His Heavenly Father’s love for Him.  He was 
fully confident in God’s plan for His life.  He was fully confident in His eternal destiny, seated at the right hand 
of the Father.  He did not consider equality with God a thing to be grasped, so while the disciples sat, Jesus 
served.   
 
Questions for Discussion/Reflection 
1) What would you have felt if you had been one of the disciples who experienced this moment? 
 
2) Can you rest in God’s plan for your life, or do you find yourself constantly striving for greatness? 
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“Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, 
did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, by taking the form of a servant, 
being born in the likeness of men.  And being found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming 
obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross. Therefore God has highly exalted him and bestowed 
on him the name that is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven 
and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God 
the Father” (Philippians 2:5-11).   
 



2) Jesus serves when others strive (13:6-10). 
 
6 He came to Simon Peter, who said to him, “Lord, do you wash my feet?” 7 Jesus answered him, “What I am 
doing you do not understand now, but afterward you will understand.” 8 Peter said to him, “You shall never 
wash my feet.” Jesus answered him, “If I do not wash you, you have no share with me.” 9 Simon Peter said to 
him, “Lord, not my feet only but also my hands and my head!” 10 Jesus said to him, “The one who has bathed 
does not need to wash, except for his feet, but is completely clean. And you are clean, but not every one of 
you” (John 13:6-10). 
 
Jesus comes to Peter, the self-appointed spokesman for the group, and Peter objects.  “Lord, what are you 
doing?  You can’t wash my feet!  I won’t allow it!”  It’s never a good idea to tell Jesus “no.”   
 
Think about what’s happening.  Peter had undoubtedly seen the basin and the towel when he entered the 
room, but just like everybody else, he was busy entertaining his own delusions of grandeur over and against 
the other disciples.  Peter had plenty of reason to think he might be the greatest.  He had seen the raising of 
Jairus’ daughter; he had seen the Transfiguration; only a couple of others got to witness those miracles.  He 
was close to Jesus.  Maybe he’d be the one to sit at Jesus’ right hand in glorious reign.  Peter objects.   
 
This wasn’t the first time Peter told Jesus “no.”  In Caesarea Philippi, Jesus had asked His disciples who the 
people of the region said He was.  They replied that some thought He was John the Baptist, or Elijah, or a 
prophet.  Jesus then turned the question to them:  “But who do you say that I am” (Matthew 16:15).  Peter 
spoke up then, too.  He said, “You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God” (Matthew 16:16).  The confession 
was momentous.  Jesus praised Peter, saying that only God could’ve revealed that to him.  Peter’s confession 
would be the rock upon which Jesus would build His church. The gates of Hell won’t prevail against His church! 
 
Then, Jesus began to describe His impending suffering, death, and resurrection.  Peter, chest still swelled with 
the pride, takes Jesus aside and privately rebukes Him for predicting these tragic events.  [Here’s a faith tip:  
Don’t rebuke Jesus.  It won’t end well.]  Jesus replied, “Get behind me, Satan! You are a hindrance to me. For 
you are not setting your mind on the things of God, but on the things of man” (Matthew 16:23).  
 
Peter’s head had to be spinning.  He went from the top of the mountain to the valley, and so quickly.  What a 
nightmare.  Now, in the Upper Room, he’s back in the valley again.  He’s trying to do the right thing.  He’s 
trying to make sure Jesus does what Jesus is supposed to do, and he’s trying to make sure Jesus doesn’t do 
what Jesus shouldn’t do.  But what Jesus does isn’t up to Peter, and it isn’t up to us.  Peter is striving to do the 
right thing; Jesus calls him to rest in Jesus’ cleansing grace.  In short, Jesus is saying, “Let me do what I do.” 
 
Have you ever told Jesus what He needed to do?  Have you ever rebuked Him for not doing what you think He 
should have done?  Have you ever rebuked Him for doing what you think He shouldn’t have done?  How did it 
go for you?  Probably about as well as it went for Peter.  Jesus doesn’t want our directions; He wants our trust. 
 
Pride takes many forms.  We must constantly seek to humble ourselves before our Lord, trusting that He 
knows what He is doing and that He is powerful enough to do it – His way, not ours.  We can rest in Him. 
 
Questions for Reflection/Discussion 
1) How are you striving to be what you think Jesus wants you to be?  What would happen if you rested in His 
transformative grace instead of striving to make yourself and your world what you think He wants?  How 
would your life be different if you trusted Him more? 
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3) Jesus serves when others stray (13:11). 
 
11 For he knew who was to betray him; that was why he said, “Not all of you are clean” (John 13:11). 
 
Sometimes one verse is enough to shift an entire paradigm.  This is one of those verses.  To be clear about 
what’s going on, let’s say out loud what we just learned.  Ready? 
 
Judas is still in the room.  Jesus washed Judas’ feet, too. 
 
Can you imagine?  Judas has already been trying to find a way to sell Jesus out.  Judas has already planned to 
inform the religious leaders—who want to kill Jesus—of Jesus’ whereabouts.  Judas is going to betray Jesus to 
death with a kiss, in just a few minutes!  And Jesus knows every detail of it.  He knows where Judas is about to 
go, what Judas is about to do, and exactly how much pain that will mean for Him, all for thirty pieces of silver.  
What does Jesus do?  He washes Judas’ feet.  He serves the one who is about to betray Him unto death. 
 
Sometimes I feel like I’m making great progress in my faith journey, that I’m growing to become more like 
Jesus and that I have covered a lot of ground in my faith development.  Then I read verses like this, and I 
realize that I still have a long way to go.  I’m not like Jesus yet.   
 
Do you know how I know?  Because I don’t think I could’ve washed Judas’ feet.  I don’t think I could’ve looked 
him in the eye.  All Jesus had done for three years was love Judas.  All Jesus had done for three years was show 
Judas the Kingdom of God, teaching him by word and deed exactly what the world was supposed to look like, 
feel like, and be like in God’s eyes.  Judas still didn’t get it.  Judas was still about gaining wealth in this world 
(see John 12:6).  His treasure was here, so his heart was here.  He couldn’t see Jesus for who He was, and he 
couldn’t fully and finally submit to Jesus’ lordship in his life.  If I had been Jesus, I think I would’ve kicked Judas 
out of the room at the very least.  “You don’t get your feet washed.  Leave.” 
 
But that’s not Jesus.  That’s not how He operates.  He serves even those who stray, and thank God He does.   
 
Jesus’ ministry is filled with Jesus’ kindness to those who weren’t doing the right thing.  He showed the love of 
God to people with the most awful backgrounds.  People in bad relationships.  Serial adulterers.  Thieves.  Tax 
collectors.  Religious leaders who would only approach Him at night.  Drunks.  Revilers.  He never affirmed 
their sin, but He made a way for them to be invited into the Kingdom of God by turning away from their sin to 
trust and follow Him as Lord.  He had done that for Judas, too.   
 
The problem is, not everyone responds favorably to Jesus’ message.  The rich young ruler went away sad (see 
Matthew 19:16-22).  Jews in Nazareth wanted to throw Jesus off of a cliff (see Luke 4:29).  Religious leaders 
tried to stone Jesus to death (see John 8:59).  Judas betrayed Jesus. 
 
What did Jesus do with all of these people?  He loved them.  He offered them the riches of God’s Kingdom, but 
their hearts were hard, and then would not accept His message and enter His rest.  Jesus nevertheless serves, 
even when others stray. 
 
Questions for Reflection/Discussion 
1) How must Judas have felt as Jesus washed his feet, knowing what he was about to do? 
 
2) How has Jesus served you in love even when you had strayed?  How can you extend that grace to others?  
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4) Jesus serves to show us how (13:12-17). 
 
12 When he had washed their feet and put on his outer garments and resumed his place, he said to them, “Do 
you understand what I have done to you? 13 You call me Teacher and Lord, and you are right, for so I am. 14 If I 
then, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another's feet. 15 For I have 
given you an example, that you also should do just as I have done to you. 16 Truly, truly, I say to you, a 
servant is not greater than his master, nor is a messenger greater than the one who sent him. 17 If you know 
these things, blessed are you if you do them (John 13:12-17). 
 
Jesus often taught in parables.  A parable is a story that conveys a truth in narrative form.  It’s an object 
lesson, an illustration, an example.  In this moment, Jesus lived a parable before His disciples.  The lesson?  He 
is our teacher and our master, and He has served us.  We are to go and do likewise. 
 
What does it mean for us to go and do likewise?  Does it mean that we need to be ready at a moment’s notice 
to stoop before someone, remove their shoes, and cleanse their feet?  No.  But it means that we must 
embody Jesus’ posture of humble service to others in such a way that heavenly reality invades our earthly 
moment, and others are blessed.  We aren’t any better than anybody else, and we definitely aren’t better 
than Jesus.  If He can serve, we can serve.  If He has served, then we must serve.  Even if that means stooping 
to the lowest possible position that others might be elevated. 
 
How do we do that?  First, we humble ourselves before God.  We recognize that He is God, and we are not. 
We must serve God, because we can only serve others best when we serve God first.  God opposes the proud, 
but gives grace to the humble (see James 4:6).  God calls us to humble ourselves before Him; He will exalt us in 
His way and in His time (see James 4:10 and 1 Peter 5:6).  Jesus said, “I have come down from heaven, not to 
do my own will but the will of him who sent me” (John 6:38).  That’s humility before God.  We are here for 
God’s agenda, not our own.  Jesus humbled Himself before His Heavenly Father, and we must do likewise.   
 
Second, having humbled ourselves before God, we humble ourselves before others.  This doesn’t mean that 
we subject ourselves to abuse, but following the Bible’s teaching, we “clothe [ourselves] with humility toward 
one another, for ‘God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble’” (1 Peter 5:5).  Like Jesus, we “do 
nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility count others more significant than yourselves” 
(Philippians 2:3).  We must follow the biblical admonition to “let no one seek his own good, but the good of his 
neighbor” (1 Corinthians 10:24).  We don’t wait to be served; we serve out of humble love for God and others. 
 
Our world is full of self-centered people.  You are one of them.  I am, too.  For us to live what has sadly 
become a normal life on earth, we should seek our own good, our own promotion, our own glory.  For us to 
live a Christ-centered life on earth, we must seek the glory of God and the good of others.  We cannot do that 
on our own.  We must trust and follow Jesus, and we must allow the Holy Spirit which indwells us to cultivate 
humility in us and coordinate service through us.  He will, if we’ll submit to Him.   
 
Questions for Reflection/Discussion 
1) Who is near you right now (either in person or virtually)?  What can you do right now to serve that person?  
Would you be willing to stop what you’re doing to serve them right now? 
 
2) How can you embrace and embody Jesus’ example in your life?  Take a moment and think of all the ways 
you can bring glory to God and good to others by humbling yourself to serve. 
 
  

firstbaptistbg.org 

Facebook | Instagram | Twitter: @firstbaptistbg 



Final Thought 
 
Michael Card released a song in 1994 that tells the story of this passage in a beautiful way.  In “The Basin and 
the Towel,” Card calls us to witness Jesus’ parable coming to life before His disciples.  The song goes like this: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Card reminds us that our Christian call is to community, and the impoverished power that sets our souls free is 
to humble ourselves before God and others, and to serve.  Day after day, in any ordinary place, on any 
ordinary day, empowered by the Spirit, we can embody the teaching of our Lord, and we can make the world 
a better place.  Will you do that today? 
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“The Basin and the Towel” 
by Michael Card 

 
In an upstairs room, a parable / Is just about to come alive. 

And while they bicker about who's best / With a painful glance, He'll silently rise. 
Their Savior Servant must show them how  

By the will of the water / And the tenderness of the towel. 
 

And the call is to community / The impoverished power that sets the soul free. 
In humility, to take the vow / That day after day we must take up the basin and the towel. 

 
In any ordinary place / On any ordinary day, 

The parable can live again / When one will kneel and one will yield. 
Our Saviour Servant must show us how 

Through the will of the water / And the tenderness of the towel. 
 

And the space between ourselves sometimes / Is more than the distance between the stars. 
By the fragile bridge of the Servant's bow / We take up the basin and the towel. 

 
And the call is to community / The impoverished power that sets the soul free. 

In humility, to take the vow / That day after day we must take up the basin and the towel. 
 

[You can listen to the song here: https://youtu.be/tIx0pl9hO70] 
 

https://youtu.be/tIx0pl9hO70

