
Seeing, Serving...Loving 

Passage 

Jesus knew that he had come from God and would go back to God.  He also knew that the Father 

had given him complete power.  So during the meal Jesus got up, removed his outer garment, and 

wrapped a towel around his waist.  He put some water into a large bowl.  Then he began washing 

his disciples' feet and drying them with the towel he was wearing. 

John 13:3-5 Contemporary English Version 

Jesus: the least or the most qualified to serve? 

Every now and then you come across a book, or a person, or some piece of information that 

coincides or relates perfectly to what's been in your mind or on your heart. Today that happened 

to me through a book titled The Choice:  Living Your Passion Inside Out, written by Frank A. 

Thomas. As I randomly flipped open the book, I came across one of his sermons that I thought 

shed some additional light on our calling as Christians to serve. 

 

In the book, there is a sermon called "A Basin, a Water Pitcher, and a Towel". In this sermon Dr. 

Thomas recounts the events taking place in our passage at the top.  The setting is at an unidentified 

home, and presumably, Jesus and his disciples have just entered the home from traveling on the 

road.  Historical background on customs of the day lets us know that when a person enters a home 

after being on the road, it was customary to have their feet washed -- but not just by anybody.  It 

was not expected that the guests wash their own feet nor that the homeowners do it for them. 

Rather, according to Dr. Thomas, 

Washing feet was what servants did; only servants used the basin, the water pitcher, and a towel 

as they washed and dried dirty feet.  Washing feet was reserved for those of the lowest status and 

position in the culture; it was reserved for those who had no claim to dignity, worth, value, or 

honor that anybody was bound to respect." (page 64) 

So what happens in the above passage?  Wherever the servant might have been at the time Jesus 

and his disciples cross the threshold we don't know.  But what transpires is that Jesus proceeds to 

take the servant's place, and it is through Jesus' actions that we witness what loving service looks 

lie. 

 

Out of all the people who could have washed feet with the basin, the water pitcher, and the towel, 

Jesus is the one who steps forward.  Not his disciples.  Not the homeowner. Not anyone 

else.  Jesus.  The one who had all power from God the Father.  The one who, as we saw last week 

in the Philippians passage, was God himself. The one from heaven. The one who created the world. 

Jesus.  Jesus humbled himself out of his deep love for his disciples and served them. 

Did the Disciples Even See the Opportunity to Serve? 

https://thejohnyouthministry.blogspot.com/2014/11/seeing-servingloving.html


Dr. Thomas helpfully points out one plausible reason why it was Jesus, and not the disciples, who 

served.  And I think he has a very insightful suggestion. This is how he constructs what the 

disciples' logic might have been in regards to washing each others' feet: 

 

In some ways, it was beneath them.  They were not servants.  They were more interested in being 

served, and so as they entered the home, the basin, the water pitcher and the towel sat there. 

If this was true, it is easy to draw parallels to our situations today.  Sometimes we don't serve 

because we have grown accustomed to letting others do the dirty jobs of service.  We don't serve 

because we want to maintain our position and status.  We cannot be known for associating with 

"those people."  We cannot be known for helping "those people."  Might this offer us wisdom in 

relation to those caring for persons afflicted with Ebola and other diseases?  While many take 

precautions and try to distance themselves from situations that may carry contagion, volunteers 

are sacrificing their time, energy, and resources to go serve those suffering; they chose to 

empathize and serve, even though many of them know they will suffer social stigma and alienation 

from society.  But loving others through caring for them is more important.  This is what Jesus 

shows us here when he serves his disciples. 

 

Dr. Thomas has another piercing observation about how we might have experienced the situation: 

 "Do you know that most folks if they had what Jesus had [all power from God] and knew what 

Jesus knew [everything] would not even notice the basin, the water pitcher, and the towel?  In 

some respects in this world, the more you have the less you see....The more you have the less you 

see. 

How does our position, power, wealth, or status blind us from seeing others in need and ways we 

can serve them?  Are we too prideful or arrogant to even look outside of ourselves [or our phones 

or tablets] to notice a hurting world, neighborhood, community, or home that's in need of love 

from a servant-leader? Or are we assuming that service is the job of somebody else? 

 

Do we see the Opportunity to Serve? 

Jesus, the most powerful person in the world, steps down and offers himself as a servant.  Out of 

the love he had for his disciples, he crossed a boundary his disciples took offense to.  Jesus was 

not expected to stoop down to wash feet, but his sincere and deep love compelled such action. 

 

But Jesus did not stop with expressing his love to his disciples, Dr. Thomas concludes.  He noticed 

that each of us needed to be cleaned.  Each of us needed to experience love that would make us 

alive again to God and holistically alive in the world.  So Jesus went to Calvary.  Rejecting all 

barriers, Jesus comes down, touches us and encounters all the sin and evil of the world.  

 

I wonder how we would serve if we intentionally recalled Jesus' love and service toward us.  Out 

of our love for God, and out of our thankfulness for his love, how can we love others the way God 

asks of us and, in fact, the way God has loved us? 



 And if your Lord and teacher has washed your feet, you should do the same for each other.  I have 

set the example, and you should do for each other exactly what I have done for you....But I am 

giving you a new command.  You must love each other, just as I have loved you.  If you love each 

other, everyone will know that you are my disciples. (John 10:14-15; 34-35) 

Excerpts from A Review of THE CHOICE by THE WELL 


