
SESSION 13 – I Have Set You an Example – John 13:1-38 

Jesus washes the disciple’s feet 13:1-20 

Jesus foretells his betrayal   13:21-30 

The new commandment   13:31-35 

Jesus foretells Peter’s denial 13:36-38 

 

“Everybody can be great…Because everybody can serve.  You don’t have to have a college 

degree to serve.  You don’t have to make your subject and verbs agree to serve.  You only need a 

heart full of grace.  A soul generated by love.” The Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. 

 

“The greatest challenge of the day is: how to bring about a revolution of the heart. a revolution 

which has to start with each one of us.  When we begin to take the lowest places, to wash the feet 

of others, to love our brothers (and sisters) with that burning love, that passion which led to the 

cross, then we can truly say, ‘now I (we) have begun’” Dorothy Day 

 

John 13 marks the significant shift in the narrative – Up to this point Jesus hour has been 

anticipated or acknowledged as imminent but here it has arrived and the rest of the Gospel is the 

unfolding of the event of this hour 

 

There is a translation issue at the end 13:1 which in Greek is one long sentence NRSV has to the 

end – the NIV has full extent of his love etc. (Fully or to completion would be a good wooden 

translation) 

 

Not clear whether it is Judas is clear in his own heart to betray or the Devil is clear that Judas 

will betray – Verse 27 seems to support the second understanding here 

 

Either way this whole scene is set against a backdrop of good versus evil 

 

13:3 we are inside of Jesus mind – gives us an interesting juxtaposition of 13:2 being inside the 

mind of Satan 

 

13:4 Greek word “Tithemi” “Removing” is the same verb used by Jesus when he talks about 

laying down his life – John 10:11, 15, 17-18 - 13:37-38 - 15:13 

 

Before celebrating this Passover meal Jesus institutes this new ritual of washing the disciple’s 

feet 

 

Combines being a good host and hospitality all at once 

 

This was a task normally done by household servants or slaves or the guests themselves 

 

Jesus assumes this host and servant role for his disciples – As a side note of Christology 

whenever you ask people who Jesus is or why did he come – this story is usually not the first one 

that people image at least in my experience 

 



Peter as the representative speaker for the whole lot of the disciples will not allow Jesus to wash 

his feet – Peter gets the connotation and the Gospel writer is cluing us in on this (See Mark 8:31-

33 for an example of Peter doing same kind of thing) 

 

13:10 An interpretive issue in this verse is also present.  Many ancient manuscripts lack except 

for the feet – It is thought that this phrase was added by the early scribes in the early church who 

misinterpreted the foot washing in John as symbolic of Christian baptism – Verse 8 argues 

against this interpretation but hey the early folks did and thought what they did and thought ☺ 

 

Problematic because it suggests that the foot washing is an act of penance done for sins after 

baptism – Even though the modern-day translations employ the longer version modern scholars 

are about as close to unanimity as you can get that the shorter version is the one that is authentic 

 

Thus, the foot washing is not about water and bathing but about entering into relationship with 

Jesus through/by receiving his hospitality and by extension all of us  

 

John’s Gospel does not describe a last supper scene per se at least not like the synoptic Gospels 

 

Although the feeding of the 5000 in chapter 6 does have Eucharistic overtones – The emphasis 

here is on foot washing before the meal 

 

It is not really all that clear if this is a Seder meal or Preparation meal – There is reference to 

before the festival of the Passover at the beginning and in verse 28 and 29 where the narrator 

says the disciples did not know why Jesus had said this to Judas - they thought he might sending 

Judas to buy what they needed for the festival – It is generally assumed then that this meal is on 

the day of preparation before the day of Passover 

 

Synoptics institute Eucharist meal… 

 

The symbolism in John is that Jesus is the Passover Lamb 

 

Jesus in John is emphasizing/instituting servanthood – Extraordinary hospitality if you will as 

what it means to be a leader/servant 

 

This story is not known in the Synoptic Gospels it only appears here in John 

 

Paul does not specify the last supper as a Passover meal 1Corinthians 11:23-26 and he does refer 

to Jesus Death as the sacrifice of the Paschal Lamb 1Corinthians 5:7 

 

Also, John’s chronology is plausible because it resolves some of the tension of a trial having 

occurred on a Holy Day as in the Synoptic Gospels 

 

The foot washing scene is connected to the New Commandment – To love one another – We will 

hear this lesson on Maundy (Mandatum) Thursday 

 



Three things that must be present for something to be sacramental in our tradition and I am 

wondering why this isn’t lifted up as sacramental 

 1.  Jesus has commanded us to do it 

 2. Uses earthly element 

 3. Connected to a promise of God 

 

13:19 – ego eimi “I AM” the translations wrongly put in “he” there. It is not in the Greek text 

and is not needed especially with the I AM being a very distinct ID of GOD! 

 

13:33 – The people are called Teknia “little children” An endearing term referring to the 

members of the believing community 

 

Peter’s denial is predicted in all four Gospels by Jesus – the centrality of this to early Christians 

is evidenced by this fact 

 

This scene highlights the Betrayal by Judas and the Denial by Peter yet Jesus washes both of 

their feet – Gets to the point that being unclean “Katharoi” has nothing to do with water and 

bathing but everything to with rejecting relationship with the hospitality of Jesus 

 

Some questions for pondering from this text 

What is the significance of Jesus washing the feet of his disciples as one of his final acts a night 

or two before his death?   Why do you think Jesus instructs his disciples to do the same for one 

another? 

 

Have you ever participated in foot-washing?  If so, what feelings did you experience? 

 

Do you think it would be harder for you to wash the feet of someone else? ... Or to have someone 

else wash your feet?  Why? 

 

A popular Christian song ‘Jesu, ‘Jesu by Tom Colvin includes the following verse: Loving puts 

us on our knees, serving as though we are slaves: this is the way we should love you. Does that 

verse sound true to you?  Why or why not? 

 

What does this verse tell us about Jesus understanding of his role as the Son of God, as well as 

his desire for how we live as his followers? 

 

Have you ever had an experience of serving someone in need, when you felt the roles were 

reversed and you were being served instead? 

 

Are leadership positions in your congregation viewed primarily as an honor and a privilege? … 

Or as an opportunity for service? 

 

How does the leadership in your congregation communicate and model the importance of 

Christian servanthood? Do the majority of the members view servant-hood to people outside of 

the congregation as an expectation of the ministry and mission of this congregation?  Why or 

why not? 


