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It was just before the Passover Feast. Jesus knew that the time had come for him to leave this 

world and go to the Father. Having loved his own who were in the world, he now showed them 

the full extent of his love. 2 The evening meal was being served, and the devil had already 

prompted Judas Iscariot, son of Simon, to betray Jesus. 3 Jesus knew that the Father had put all 

things under his power, and that he had come from God and was returning to God; 4 so he got up 

from the meal, took off his outer clothing, and wrapped a towel around his waist. 5 After that, he 

poured water into a basin and began to wash his disciples’ feet, drying them with the towel that 

was wrapped around him. 12 When he had finished washing their feet, he put on his clothes and 

returned to his place. “Do you understand what I have done for you?” he asked them. 13 “You 

call me ‘Teacher’ and ‘Lord,’ and rightly so, for that is what I am. 14 Now that I, your Lord and 

Teacher, have washed your feet, you also should wash one another’s feet. 15 I have set you an 

example that you should do as I have done for you. 16 I tell you the truth, no servant is greater 

than his master, nor is a messenger greater than the one who sent him. 17 Now that you know 

these things, you will be blessed if you do them. 

 

Perhaps you have noticed that in a world dealing with COVID it seems that good 

service has become even harder to find. We may try to be understanding. We realize 

that businesses and restaurants are working with smaller staffs since some people are 

still afraid to go back to work. With the production of many goods still backlogged 

products can be hard to find and keep on store shelves. With so many dealing with 

COVID fatigue after months of isolation and limited human contact it’s no wonder 

people seem even more self-absorbed and indifferent toward others. In the end the 

service we receive suffers because of these things. 

Yet, God created people to depend on each other and their acts of service. Many of 

us have expertise in one field or another, but a time will come when we need someone 

else’s expertise to help get us through life: taxes, health care, home or car repair, etc. The 

world doesn’t work without people serving one another. Serving one another is so 

crucial to our existence, and good service is so rare, that we’re often willing to show 

extra appreciation to those who do their jobs especially well, whether that is with a 

healthy tip or an enthusiastic referral. 

If that’s the case, then when you learn about the kind of service God provides, you 

will certainly want to be ready to refer your friends and relatives to Jesus (and maybe 

your enemies also). In this portion of God’s word we hear of Jesus not only providing 

incomparable service to his disciples, but he does it for free. With no demands of 

payment, without pulling rank, without excuse making, or being condescending or 

patronizing, Jesus serves his disciples with his . . . 
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What makes Christ’s service all the more remarkable is the fact that he had a lot on 

his mind that night. John repeatedly records the interplay between Jesus’ divine and 

human nature, especially how Jesus knew ahead of time what was about to happen. 

“Jesus knew that the hour had come for him to leave this world and go to the Father” 

(v. 1). He knew! He knew ahead of time that within 24 hours he would lay down his life 

for the sins of the world. He knew that Satan had baited Judas to betray him (v. 2). He 

knew the Father had laid all things at his feet (v. 3), and he entered the evening with 

complete power and knowledge. Yet rather than relying on his full authority in some 

dazzling display of power, Jesus exercised complete humility. 

Christ’s mind was filled with anticipation of the pain of sin and suffering of hell. 

While Jesus looked ahead to the cross that he would endure, lovingly conscious of the 

souls he would redeem, his disciples, on the other hand, were engaged in a petty 

argument over which of them was greatest! Can you imagine anyone being more 

oblivious or insensitive to the needs of Jesus? Their argument carried over into the 

upper room where they realized there was no servant on duty to wash their dirty feet 

before the Passover. So, who was going to do it? Which one of the disciples would step 

up and volunteer? Even in the middle of their silly fight, wouldn’t someone do it for 

Jesus? They stood there, glaring at each other with snobbish superiority. Not one man 

even attempted to reach for a bucket of water. 

Jesus once fed 5,000 people, but most of them never truly believed in him. The 

political elite in Jerusalem were busy plotting his death. And now his own disciples 

were arrogantly arguing over who is greatest on the night before his death! Who could 

blame Jesus if his frustration boiled over and he walked away?  “Forget it. These people 

don’t deserve me. I’ve done enough for these people already! Maybe it’s time for me to 

think about myself!” And what may have made the situation even more maddening is 

the fact that Jesus had settled this argument among his disciples once before. When 

James and John sent their mother to ask Jesus for them to sit at his right and left in 

heaven, Jesus taught his disciples how to be great. “Whoever wants to become great 

among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be your slave” 

(Matthew 20:26,27). Obviously that lesson did not stay in the disciples’ heads all too 

long. 

So on this Thursday evening, instead of opting for another lecture Jesus chooses 

instead to model for them what humble service looks like. “So he got up from the meal, 

took off his outer clothing, and wrapped a towel around his waist. After that, he 

poured water into a basin and began to wash his disciples’ feet, drying them with the 

towel that was wrapped around him” (Jn 13:4,5). If Jesus would have chewed these 

men out, we would have understood. But Christ’s love never wavered. Without even a 

hint of frustration or exasperation, Jesus handled their pride with perfect patience. He 
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overcame their arrogance with humble service. The King of creation, the One who has 

all authority in heaven and earth, got down on his knees to serve his disciples with a 

task so menial that even servants often tried to avoid it. Christ came from heaven on a 

mission from his Father to redeem the world, and he wasn’t about to quit now. “Having 

loved his own who were in the world, he loved them to the end” (v. 2). 

Most of our Christian service falls short because we base it on the behavior of our 

neighbor. We shun people who don’t agree with us. Doctors are slow to follow up on 

the patients who are belligerent. Even inside our own families, we tiptoe around the 

hotheads and walk on eggshells around the loudest and most opinionated. Worse yet, 

we sinfully justify our poor Christian service by suggesting that those people had it 

coming because they were being obnoxious. The irony, of course, is that while we 

justify our behavior by blaming our neighbor, we’re the ones who are really being 

obnoxious because we are refusing to do what our Lord has asked of us: To love our 

neighbor as ourselves. 

If Jesus based his service on the disciples’ behavior, no one would have had their 

feet washed. No one would have had their sins forgiven because Jesus would have 

never made it to the cross! Christ’s humility shines brighter and greater than ours 

because it’s not based on human behavior. Jesus’ humility is based on God’s love and 

grace. He serves us because he genuinely loves us. His love is completely 

unconditional. His love is perfect. It was not the disciple’s behavior, but it was God’s 

love moved Jesus to wrap the towel around his waist and wash his disciple’s feet — 

even washing Judas’ feet. 

Jesus didn’t get upset and walk out on his disciples, and he didn’t walk out on you 

either. He came to humbly serve you. Jesus said, “The Son of Man did not come to be 

served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many” (Matthew 20:28). 

Christ’s obedient death served you well; it paid the ransom price for our pride and 

entitled attitude, for our obnoxious arrogance, for our making people feel smaller and 

lesser, and for every other shallow and insensitive excuse we’ve ever offered God for 

our failure to serve. Thank God that “The blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us from all 

sin” (1 John 1:7). 

The disciples had a history of missing the point. After Jesus washed their feet, it 

would be very natural for them to feel ashamed. Their disgraceful bickering and 

pompous attitudes had been laid low by Jesus’ humble hands. But Jesus was doing so 

much more than just trying to shame their pride. Our Lord wanted to rewire their 

attitudes and invite them to use their hands of humility. Jesus said, “Now that I, your 

Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also should wash one another’s feet. I 

have set you an example that you should do as I have done for you” (John 13:14,15). 
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Jesus was their Lord and Teacher, and by virtue of his office he was their superior. 

But he didn’t rub his authority in their faces. He didn’t shove his superiority down their 

throats or use it to avoid humble service to anyone. “Washing one another’s feet” 

means to show Jesus’ love to our “neighbors.” That is a kind of love that forgets to feel 

superior. It’s a love that stoops to the lowest of service and is blind to what it is doing or 

who it is serving. It is a love that serves so freely it pays absolutely no attention to what 

it costs. And it is a love that is so humble it voluntarily serves, regardless of human 

behavior. That kind of love is so pure it does not seek the recognition and approval of 

people, but it seeks only to glorify God. 

Jesus came to serve, and the service he provides is beyond comparison, and it’s free. 

Christ’s humble death purifies us of our poor service, and Jesus’ perfect, humble hands 

satisfy God’s holiness and provide us the motivation to serve our neighbors. Listen to 

Jesus’ instructions and wash each other’s feet. Love and serve your neighbor like Jesus 

did, with humility. Humility: It permeated Jesus’ life and teaching, and it was 

highlighted in his servant attitude. Let Jesus’ humility and servant attitude change your 

attitude, also. Ask “How can I serve?” and “Who I can serve?” And then listen to your 

Lord when he says, “Now that you know these things, you will be blessed if you do 

them” (v. 17). And knowing Jesus’ words will give your faith the strength to gratefully 

and humbly serve. Amen. 


