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PEOPLE OF THE BASIN AND TOWEL  
What is the mark of a Christian? A fish on the back of a car? A cross worn around the neck? 
The right theology?  
   
How easy it is to look in the wrong places for the signs of authenticity! Jesus told us plainly 
about the distinguishing mark of a Christian. He raises one quality above all others: “By this 
everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another” (John 13:35). 
 
 THE SECUITY OF A SERVANT 
John 13 introduces a climactic moment captured in John 13-17, known as the upper-room 
discourse. John lets us know that Jesus is fully conscious of the importance of the moment. 
John give us three insights into Jesus’ self-awareness. 
    
  1. Jesus knew that the time had come for him to leave this world and go to the Father. A 
favorite phrase of John’s Gospel is ”his hour had not yet come.” Jesus operated out of the 
awareness of a divine timetable. Jesus was a man born to die. At one point Jesus’ brothers 
wanted him to go to Jerusalem to make a name for himself, but he responded, “My time has 
not fully come” (John7:8), for it was in Jerusalem that his appointment with death awaited him. 
On another occasion the religious leaders wanted to arrest him for what they thought was a 
blasphemous statement, but John writes, “No one laid a hand on him, because his hour had not 
yet come” (John 7:30). But in John 13: “the hour had come.” The hour of Jesus’ death hangs 
over this last meal with his disciples. 
   
  2. Satan makes is move. If this wear a cosmic chess match, Satan is about to declare 
checkmate. He has one final pawn to move into place. “The evening meal was in progress, and 
the devil had already prompted Judas, the son of Simon Iscariot, to betray Jesus” (John 13:2). 
Jesus is aware that in a few hours one of his trusted followers will betray him with a kiss in a 
garden, the sign for bloodthirsty men to arrest him.  
   
 3. In spite of impending death and betrayal, Jesus is fully cognizant of who he is. He is in 
absolute control. Events of history may appear to be out of control. The mounting forces of evil 
are a gathering darkness on the horizon, but Jesus has already declared checkmate. “Jesus 
knew that the Father had put all things under his power, and that he had come from God and 
was returning to God” (John 13:3). Jesus knew where he had come from and where he was 
going.  
 
 THE FOOTWASHING  
With his worth established in his relationship with the Father, Jesus was able to assume a lowly 
role: “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” (John 13:4-5).  
 
 None of the disciples had the humility or the courage to play the role of a household slave. 
Luke’s Gospel tells us that they entered the meal debating among themselves who was the 
greatest. In Jewish culture footwashing was such a menial task that it was listed as a duty that 
a Jewish servant should not perform; footwashing was reserved for Gentile slaves, women and 
children.  
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  When it’s time to have his feet washed, Peter can only sputter and stammer out his objection: 
“Lord, are you going to wash my feet?” (John 13:6). Jesus says something about Peter’s not 
understanding the meaning of what he is doing now, but that he will understand in the future, 
but none of this sinks in. Peter is too caught up in his own revulsion. “No, . . . you shall never 
wash my feet” (John 13:8).  
 
 PETER’S REACTION  
What was going on with Peter? Why the intense resistance?  
 Jesus’ action violated the entire way that Peter had learned to understand value and worth. 
The lesser serves the greater; this is the way it is. Peter has been in a competitive discussion 
with his fellow disciples as to who would receive the position of greatest honor when Jesus sat 
on the throne. Who would get the seat nearest to the center of glory and power? Now the 
greater is acting like the lesser. Peter had no frame of reference to understand this.  
 
 Second, being served by his Lord was a blow to Peter’s pride and self-sufficiency. To be on the 
receiving end is to be put in a vulnerable position. We want to be in control. It is much easier to 
condescendingly give to another in need. We get our strokes from being there for others. We 
love to hear, “I couldn’t have gotten through that illness or grief or loss without you.” We 
become addicted to the need to be needed. But to be on the receiving end of help displays 
weakness that is a blow to our self-control.  
 
 Archbishop William Temple said, “Man’s humility does not begin with the giving of service; it 
begins with the readiness to receive it.” Peter had to learn to receive before he was ready to 
give.  
 
 Perhaps the third reason for Peter’s resistance was that Jesus came down from the pedestal 
and began to meddle in the dirt of real life. We want to keep Jesus polished and on a mantle 
reserved for religious times. We don’t want a Jesus who mucks around in the rough-and-tumble 
of real life.  
 
 George MacLeod put it powerfully: “I am recovering the claim that Jesus was not crucified in a 
Cathedral between two candles, but on a cross between two thieves; on the town garbage heap 
. . . at the kind of place where cynics talk smut, and thieves curse, and soldiers gamble. 
Because that is where He died. And that is what He died about. And that this is where 
churchmen should be.” 
 
 LESSONS OF FOOTWASHING  
Jesus explains the meaning of the footwashing. He points to the deeper meaning of the symbol 
and then the importance of his model of humility. Footwashing foreshadows the cross. Taking 
up this shameful role points to Jesus’ death on the cross. The footwashing foreshadows the 
self-degradation of this hideous means of death. Jesus speaks in a way that gets Peter’s 
attention: “Unless I wash you, you have no part with me” (John 13:8). He is emphatic that he 
must do the washing. Dirty feet are a symbol of the need for the deeper cleansing of the cross. 
The image of baptism merges with the image of the cross. In the waters of baptism our sins are 
washed away, but only because the shed blood of Christ is the way God has provided for the 
cleansing of the guilt of our sin. Peter remains true to his character to the end. In typical 
overreaction Peter displays his lack of understanding in his resistance and in his exuberance. 
Peter says to Jesus, “Then, Lord, . . . not just my feet but my hands and my head as well!” 
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(John 13:9). In response to Peter Jesus essentially says, “Peter, it is not the washing of your 
body that is the issue here. It is the deeper washing of your guilt that I came to deal with. Only 
I can do that.”  
 
 Jesus is the model of servant love. After Jesus had bent down before every disciple, including 
Judas, he resumed his position at the table and took on the role of teacher. He asked the 
disciples a question and then answered it himself: “Do you understand what I have done for 
you? You call me ‘Teacher’ and ‘Lord,’ and rightly so, for that is what I am. 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 13:12-15).  
 
 What does this servant-love look like? Mary Rutan tells of meeting one such servant. Her 
church in Alaska was hosting missionaries who were to live in the homes of the parishioners 
and rotate among the churches. Just before their houseguest was to arrive, the flu arrived first. 
Her whole family was ill. Before they had time to make other housing arrangements, there was 
a knock on the door. Mary’s husband was the only one well enough to stagger to the door. He 
explained the situation and suggested that it would be best for the missionary to stay 
elsewhere. The man’s face became serious with concern, but not for himself. He didn’t just step 
through the door, but he strode in with a firm, “Oh, no! You need me here!” To their 
amazement he put down his luggage, took off his coat, rolled up his sleeves and began to wash 
the dishes. Mary said she had heard many sermons on servanthood but none so eloquent as 
those six words, “Oh, no! You need me here.” His eyes were on the lookout for how he could 
be helpful.  
 
 A servant doesn’t wait to be asked but restlessly looks for unmet needs. A servant focuses far 
more on the needs of others than on his or her own. A story illustrates this: “Two brothers 
shared a field and a mill. Each night they divided evenly the grain they had ground together 
during the day. One brother lived alone; the other had a wife and large family. Now the single 
brother thought to himself, ‘It isn’t really fair that we divide the grain evenly. I have only myself 
to care for, but my brother has children to feed.’ So each night he secretly took some of his 
grain to his brother’s granary to see that he was never without. But the married brother said to 
himself one day, ‘It really isn’t fair that we divide the grain evenly, because I have children to 
provide for me in my old age, but my brother has no one. What will he do when he is old?’ So 
every night he secretly took some of his grain to his brother’s granary. As a result, both of them 
always found their supply of grain mysteriously replenished each morning.”  
 
 This story illustrates the brothers’ willingness to see the other’s need, and also that mutual 
servanthood leads to having our own needs met. I have observed, especially in marriage, how 
destructive it is to dwell on one’s own needs. How easy it is to get into the self-pitying mindset 
that says, “My needs are not being met. I am putting out more in this relationship than she is.” 
Such thinking is a dead-end street, because we often distort the truth and make ourselves look 
more heroic than we actually are.  
 
 Service requires self-sacrifice. Servanthood is death to self. Being a servant is contrary to our 
nature, requiring personal crucifixion. Being a servant is the opposite of being full of self. The 
disciples did not have the servanthood mindset because they were so busy looking out for 
themselves. They were too busy jockeying for their position in the kingdom. In our society the 
highest value is looking and feeling good. In Robert Bellah’s study of character recorded in 
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Habits of the Heart, he says we are allergic to words like sacrifice and self-denial. “Since the 
only measure of good is what is good for the self, something that is really a burden to the self 
cannot be a part of love.” He concludes, “It was hard for people to find a way to say why 
genuine attachment to others might require the risk of hurt, loss, or sacrifice.”   
 
 In a biblical sense, anything worthy of the name of servanthood will require some sacrifice on 
the part of the server. It means doing the thankless job: cleaning up after an event, spending 
the night at a family shelter, having the comfortable routines of life interrupted for needs that 
don’t fit into the preplanned schedule, making lifestyle changes to release more resources for 
others and fewer for self, not needing to receive attention for good deeds. In other words, 
servants are not self-absorbed but others-absorbed.  
 
 So with the backdrop of the footwashing, Jesus makes the most important point in his speech: 
“A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one 
another” (John 13:34). And then he says this startling thing, “By this everyone will know that 
you are my disciples, if you love one another” (v. 35). It is as if Jesus turns away from the 
disciples to an imaginary audience made up of the unbelieving world. Jesus is saying to the not-
yet followers of Christ, “I give you the right to judge whether these are disciples of mine based 
on the observable love you see among them.” If the unbelieving world says to us, “Why should 
I believe in your God based on the way I see you treating each other?” we must realize that 
Jesus has given that right to the world. German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche challenged the 
church by saying, “If you want me to believe in your redeemer, you have to look a little more 
redeemed.” 
 
 
READING STUDY GUIDE 
 
1. Why does John reveal what Jesus “knew” as backdrop for washing the disciples feet? 
 
2. If you were in a position to have Jesus wash your feet, what do you think your reaction 

would be? 
 
3. How does the foot washing foreshadow the cross? 
 
4. Servant love implies three things. Explain each. 

a. restless eyes 
 

b. focus on the need of other, above self  
c. self-sacrifice 

 
 
5. Where do you need grace to grow in servant love? 
 
6. What questions do you have about this reading? 
 
7. Does the reading convict, challenge or comfort you? Why? 


