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Imagine… 
 Imagine with me, for a moment, that you’re taking a tour of Microsoft’s main headquarters in Redmond, 

West Virginia. [pic] You’ve been all around the gorgeous campus, seen all sorts of marvellous technological 

wonders.  Then, near the end of your tour, you stop for some refreshments in the lobby.  As you’re standing 

there, you notice that there’s a sign in front of one of the washrooms saying, “Temporarily out of service.”  As 

you happen to glance over at the sign, you see slender man wearing coveralls come out of the washroom carrying 

a plunger and a mop.  He puts the tools away and strips off his rubber gloves.  He looks strikingly familiar. [pic] 

In fact, you realize as he’s taking off his coveralls, that it’s Bill Gates himself!  Beneath his coveralls he is 

wearing suit pants and a dress shirt.  He takes a suit jacket off the cart of cleaning supplies, puts it on and waves. 

 He comes over and introduces himself, shaking your hand.  He apologizes, “I’m sorry for the washroom 

being out of order, but there was a clogged toilet that needed fixing and, while I was in there, I decided to give the 

whole thing a thorough cleaning.  I know, in particular, the cleaning staff hate having to fish stuff out of the 

urinals, so I did it for them.  I hope it wasn’t an inconvenience.” 

You shake your head, “No,” barely able to speak. 

“Well, I hope you enjoy the rest of your tour.  I’ve got a meeting to get to,” and he walks off. 

You look at your tour guide quizzically.  He tells you, “Oh, that’s Mr. Gates.  Every few weeks he does 

something like that, fixing a toilet, changing a light bulb, or something else.  He says it keeps him humble.  He 

also says that if he, the boss, does things like fix toilets and change light bulbs, then the rest of us will fix whatever 

problems we see around here too.” 

“How long has he been doing that sort of thing?” you ask. 

“Oh, since the beginning.  He got away from it for a while, but after Windows Vista was released, he 

started up again. Something about nobody being willing to fix anything anymore.” 

Can you imagine a multi-billionaire fixing a clogged toilet himself?  Can you imagine him fixing one in a 

public washroom in one of his own buildings?  What kind of message would that send to the rest of the 

organization? 

What It Says… 
That is exactly what Jesus did for his disciples in John 13 when he washed his disciples’ feet.  In Jesus’ 

day, foot washing was the grossest, lowliest job in the entire household.  Only the lowest slave in the 

household was required to wash people’s feet when they arrived at the door.  It was a disgusting job!   

Today, we mostly wear closed toed shoes.  Even if we wear sandals, our roads and sidewalks are paved.  

So our feet don’t get “that” dirty when we walk from place to place.  In the ancient world, however, especially in 

Judea, they wore sandals. The weather was often hot and the roads were unpaved and dusty. This meant that a lot 

of dust could get caked onto a person’s feet.  [pic] 

In addition, today our main mode of transportation is the automobile.  We are beginning to understand the 

environmental impact of cars these days and taking steps to address it.  In the ancient world, the main mode of 

transportation for people was walking, but if you had to transport goods or supplies, the vehicles used were animal 

drawn carts.  Maybe a donkey, or a pair of oxen would pull a cart with whatever was being transported.  If you 

think about it for a moment, all those animal drawn wagons had their own environmental impact on the roads….  

That impact would then get run over, walked on and otherwise ground into the dirt of the road.  By the time a 

mere pedestrian had walked from one place to another, it’s pretty much guaranteed it wasn’t just dust that caked 

their feet! 

So you get the idea that washing people’s feet was a dirty, messy, smelly, lowly job.  And just before our 

text today, Jesus stripped off his outer robe, put a towel around his waist, and washed each of the disciples’ feet.  

Imagine their surprise! Imagine their horror as he came to each of them in turn.  Imagine their embarrassment.  
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Imagine Judas, knowing in his heart that he was going to betray Jesus. Imagine Jesus, knowing Judas was going to 

betray him and washing his feet anyway! 

Text… 

Let’s read our text together now, taken from just after Jesus finishes washing their feet.  Read with me 

John 13:12-17. 

As I mentioned, in the first 12 verses of this chapter, Jesus washed the disciples’ feet.  When he came to 

Peter, Peter objected!  He said that there was no way Jesus was going to wash his feet, the subtext being that it 

was too lowly a job for such a great leader as Jesus.  But Jesus said to Peter that if he didn’t wash his feet, Peter 

would have no part in Jesus.  Peter then swings the pendulum the other way and says, “Wash all of me!” But that 

was not necessary.  Jesus says that a person who has bathed need only have their feet washed. 

Our first verse contains Jesus’ question, “Do you understand what I’ve done for you?”  This is a loaded 

question. Usually the disciples don’t have the foggiest about what Jesus has just said or done.  Throughout the 

Gospels, Jesus is constantly having to explain himself to his disciples and they frequently don’t get it.  So Jesus 

goes on to explain why he just did what he did. 

He begins by saying that the disciples call him Teacher, or “Rabbi” and “Lord,” or “Master.”  Both of 

these terms are correct, Jesus says.  They are his students, so it is right to call him Teacher.  He is also their boss, 

their leader, the man in charge.  Lord is a general term of respect for an authority figure.  It’s not clear that the 

term has taken on the overtones of Godhood yet for the disciples or not.  Regardless of the theology of the word, 

the term is an important one.  Notice that washing the disciples’ feet in no way lowered Jesus’ status even if it 

did embarrass the disciples. [FF Bruce, John, p. 284] 

But now that Jesus, their Teacher and Lord, has washed their feet, they should also wash one another’s 

feet.  Jesus says he has set them an example.  This is a much stronger word than just an example, though.  It is a 

pattern for living.  Jesus has set them a pattern for living.  Today, we might call that a paradigm, a way of 

looking at life, a lens through which to view the world. 

 So what’s happening here is more than a lesson on cleanliness or personal hygiene.  Jesus isn’t concerned 

that they wash each other’s feet for the sake of being clean.  It’s not like he’s telling them to make sure they all 

brush their teeth at night.  What Jesus is saying is that he has set them a radical pattern for living consisting of 

serving one another without hesitation and without limits.    

 He goes on to say that no servant is greater than his master nor a messenger greater than the one who is 

sending the message.  Therefore, they are not greater than Jesus and should not consider any act of service 

“beneath them.” 

 It’s interesting to note that Jesus uses this saying in a number of contexts. (Matt 10:24; Luke 6:40) He 

repeatedly reminds them that a student is not above his teacher or a slave above his master. In the one context, 

Jesus is speaking about expecting persecution and opposition as he, Jesus, has faced.  In the other place he is 

talking about hypocrisy in the Pharisees and being careful of being judgemental themselves.  So when he uses the 

image this final time, I’m sure they were paying attention!  And the context here is that of serving one another. 

 Jesus closes the lesson by promising them, “Now that you know these things, you will be blessed if you do 

them.” Two things deserve mention here. First is that it is not just enough to know the truth; one must actually 

do it!  We spoke a few months ago about the difference between belief and faith.  Belief has the connotation that 

you know what is true and right, that you hold right beliefs. Faith, however, involves personal commitment.  We 

used the illustration of getting on a plane. You can believe the plane will safely get to its destination, that the laws 

of powered flight are properly understood, etc.  But it takes faith, a personal commitment, to actually get on the 

plane yourself.  Here we see that same principle at work. It’s enough to know that we should serve one another 

and to make this our attitude for living, but we actually have to do it for it to be effective. 

 Jesus talks about this when he tells the parable of the wise man who builds his house on the rock, versus 

the foolish man who builds on the sand.  He begins by saying, “Everyone who hears these words of mine and 

puts them into practice is like a wise man who builds his house upon the rock…” (Matthew 7:24) “It is not enough 

to hear, understand and approve what is right; one must do it.” [Bruce, p. 286]  

 Second, Jesus says you will be “blessed” if you do them.  A long time ago we did a series on happiness.  

In that series, we talked about the idea that happiness is not pleasure in the moment, but the quality or 
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characteristic that comes with living life well.  We explored the idea in Scripture that happiness, living well, is 

the idea behind the word “blessed.”  To be happy, in Biblical terms, is to be blessed. But blessedness, or 

happiness, comes from being on good terms with God.  So happiness comes from being in a right relationship 

with God. 

 Here we see Jesus saying that if we live life with this radical attitude of serving others, we will be blessed.  

To translate that into modern terms, living a life of service to one another leads to a right relationship with God 

which leads to true happiness. 

What It Means… 
 That is what the text says, but does it mean?  What is the lesson to be found here?  What does all this 

mean? 

 The disciples knew that Jesus was establishing a kingdom.  Jesus frequently proclaimed, “The Kingdom 

of God is at hand.”  The word “kingdom,” however, sparked in their minds ideas of power and dominion.  But 

what the disciples needed to understand is that the rules in God’s kingdom are very different than the rules in any 

earthly kingdom.   

In earthly kingdoms, being at the top means that everybody serves you.  Being at the top means being 

pampered, catered to and taken care of.  Power and authority bring comfort and ease.  During the Middle Ages, 

the King of England, for example, had a host of servant to attend to his every need. From caring for his dogs and 

horses, to dressing him and preparing his food, the king even had a “groom of the stool” who looked after the 

king’s **ehem** most personal needs in the privy chamber.  

 Radically opposed to this understanding of power, authority and leadership, Jesus sets a very different 

standard for his followers.  “He shows them that, in this kingdom, the means of mounting higher is to descend, 

and the way to the first place is to put oneself without hesitation in the last.” [Frederick Dale Bruner, John, p. 772]  

Instead of seeking our own gain, our own privilege, our own ease and comfort, we are to seek the well-being of 

others. In particular, we are to carry the attitude of serving others whenever, wherever and however we are 

needed.  There is no task too low for a Christian.  

 Jesus is teaching his disciples to both accept and offer this kind of service to one another, and by 

extension, to all fellow believers.  This is the practical outworking of what Jesus is about to do for them on the 

cross.  In Mark 10:35-45, we read of the time that James and John came to Jesus asking to have positions of 

authority in his kingdom, literally asking to sit at his left and right hand.  Jesus challenges them that they don’t 

really know what they’re asking and that those positions are already spoken for.  He goes on to say, in verse 45, 

“For the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve and to give his life as a ransom for many.” 

 Jesus’ goal and point of view throughout his ministry was that he was going to serve us by dying for us. He 

didn’t come to establish himself as a great earthly king at all. Instead, his Lordship manifested in serving others by 

offering his life as a ransom for many. 

 Similarly, in our text today, there is a subtle theological theme in Jesus’ comments to Peter.  There is a 

theological interpretation of Jesus’ foot washing- that of his cleansing us of our sin. [Bruner, p. 773; Bruce, p. 

283]  When he tells Peter that if he will not allow Jesus to wash his feet he has no part in Jesus, that is a reference 

to Jesus cleansing Peter of his sin! 

 Jesus’ servanthood and his paying for our sins are closely linked.  Jesus didn’t die for righteous 

people. He died for sinners.  He washed the crud off the disciples’ feet as an object lesson for washing the crud 

off all our souls.   Foot washing “rests upon and interprets the death of the Lord.” [Bruner, p. 775]  It is not just 

about how we treat one another. It isn’t just a nice thing to do for one another. Its meaning is based on the death of 

Jesus for our sins. 

 And, just like his dying for our sins, his serving of the disciples is motivated out of agape love.  Back in 

verse 1 that is how John opens this whole section, “… Jesus now showed them the full extent of his love.”  Jesus’ 

motivation for the cross and his motivation for washing feet were the same: agape love.  It was out of 

divine, self-giving love primarily concerned with the well-being of others, in particular their spiritual well-being, 

that Jesus came to die for our sins. It was out of the same love that he washed his disciples’ feet. It was this radical 

love that Jesus was trying to instil in his disciples for one another by calling them to do the same for one another. 

Why It Matters… 
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 So what does it matter?  How does this apply to us today? If we want to be followers of Jesus, does that 

mean we have to scrub between each other’s toes?  No! Not at all. 

 What this means is that we, like Jesus, must have a servant’s heart.  Remember, though, that “heart” 

doesn’t just mean our feelings.  To have a servant’s heart means to have the mind of a servant, the will of a 

servant, the attitude and imagination of a servant.  To be one of Jesus’ followers, our whole way of looking at life 

has to be radically different than normal.  Our attitude should not be to get ahead. It should be to serve 

others.  And it shouldn’t be to serve others so we get “Brownie points.”  It should be motivated by a genuine 

sense of wanting to meet the needs of other people, to be genuinely concerned with their well-being. 

 But what about foot washing? There are some Christian traditions that make a big deal out of the actual 

process of washing one another’s feet.  That’s ok, I guess.  I think it is significant when the Pope washes some 

common people’s feet.  I don’t want to dismiss that out of hand. But I do think it is to miss the whole point if you 

wind up turning foot washing into a religious ceremony! [Bruce, p. 284] 

 Jesus didn’t choose foot washing because it is, in itself, significant. He chose foot washing because it was 

the lowliest job around at the time.  The example Jesus was setting was not that of specifically washing one 

another’s feet, but of an attitude of generosity and service.  If Jesus was willing to do the tough dirty jobs, 

then all Christians should be willing to do the tough, dirty jobs. If Jesus wasn’t above the worst tasks, and a 

student is not better than his teacher, than no Christian is above the worst tasks. 

 But we mustn’t miss the core of the issue. Doing dirty jobs is not what it’s about.  It’s about any task 

being motivated by Christian love.  Jesus says that even offering another Christian a cup of cold water in his 

name will not go unnoticed or be forgotten. (Mark 9:41; Matt 10:42) It’s about being motivated by agape love. It’s 

about being motivated by the value you see in others. It’s about saying, “I’m doing this because Jesus did even 

more for me. I matter to Jesus. You matter to Jesus. So you matter to me.”   

 Here at Priory we want to be a community in which to belong and grow, but also a community in which to 

serve.  Our motivation for wanting to be a community in which to serve is not just about the need to get things 

done around here. It goes deeper than the sociological effect of creating “buy in” or “ownership” when you serve 

somewhere, although that is important.  Our motivation for wanting to be a place to serve is here in Scripture. It 

is seen here in Jesus’ commands to serve one another. We want to be a place to serve because it allows us to 

serve Jesus by serving one another.  Serving is how we put agape love into practice. We can believe agape love 

is important, we can want to have agape love for one another, but the way it becomes real is by serving one 

another! 

 If we are motivated by agape love, we will never say, “I’m too good to do that thing for that person.” It 

means we will never say, “That task is beneath me.”  

 But what does serving look like?  Does it mean we all have to take turns washing the floors at the church? 

Or going to one another’s houses to wash the bathrooms for each other? No.  Having a servant’s heart, having 

a serving attitude can take many forms.  For instance, serving means good listening to others.  We serve one 

another when we listen carefully to one another and put the effort in to not only hear a person’s words, but to hear 

the heart behind those words, and to let the other person know we’ve heard them. 

 Serving means giving good attention to customers or clients at work, to students we teach, to coworkers 

and family members.  Serving means being “present” with our kids and spouses, not just physically present, but 

emotionally and spiritually present too.  It means “at your service” becomes a way of life for us. [Bruner, p. 773] 

 I mentioned before that Jesus said even something as simple as offering a fellow believer a cup of cold 

water in Jesus’ name is worthy of reward in Heaven.  That should really bring it home for us.  Jesus doesn’t 

require that we do great things for him. All he asks is that even the small things we do be for him.  Every day each 

one of us does things for other people. Can you keep doing those things, but change your attitude about doing it? 

Can you change your motivation for doing it?  When you go to work, instead of thinking you’re “working for the 

man,” can you change how you think to, “I’m working for the Son of Man!”  When you do work for a client, or 

an assignment for a teacher, can you think, “I’m serving Jesus by serving this client,” or “I’m going to do this 

assignment as if I was turning it in to Jesus.”  Same activity, different motives, different meaning! 

 When you make dinner for your roommate or your family, make it thinking, “I’m offering a cup of cold 

water in Jesus’ name.” That doesn’t mean serve them cold water for dinner, by the way! It means serving them 
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whatever it is you’re making in the character of Jesus, with the attitude that Jesus would have. 

 In the early church, they were known for how they served one another out of love.  That was one of the 

main reasons why the church grew the way it did. It was one of the primary reasons that the church got noticed. 

“Late in the fourth century, an opponent of the faith, Emperor Julian the Apostate, chastised pagan priests for not 

keeping up: ‘I think that when the poor happened to be neglected and overlooked by the priests, the impious 

Galileans [ie. Christians] observed this and devoted themselves to benevolence…. The impious Galileans support 

not only their own poor, but ours as well, everyone can see that our people lack aid from us!’” [John Ortberg, Who 

Is This Man?, p. 39]  

 Basically, the pagan emperor was amazed at how Christians served one another, and even served those 

who were not Christians!  The emperor is shaming the pagan priests for not doing a better job looking out for the 

poor because, as a result, the Christians are looking after them and they poor are becoming Christians themselves! 

 Here at Priory, we want to gain a reputation for being a community in which people serve one another and 

serve those outside the church as well. We want to develop an attitude of service to others.   

At the beginning, I used the example of Bill Gates, the founder of Microsoft, cleaning the toilets in their 

head office. That story was one I made up. I’ve never heard of Bill Gates doing anything like that. However, over 

20 years ago, I read a book that described just such a radical attitude towards service in a hotel.  Now this 

example is taken from a hotel, but I think most churches could learn from their example.  Stephen Covey writes 

in The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People: 

At another time, I was scheduled to train 175 shopping center managers at a particular hotel. I was 

amazed at the level of service there. It wasn't a cosmetic thing. It was evident at all levels, 

spontaneously, without supervision.  

I arrived quite late, checked in, and asked if room service were available. The man at the desk said, 

"No, Mr. Covey, but if you're interested, I could go back and get a sandwich or a salad or whatever 

you'd like that we have in the kitchen." His attitude was one of total concern about my comfort 

and welfare. "Would you like to see your convention room?" he continued. "Do you have everything 

you need? What can I do for you? I'm here to serve you."  

There was no supervisor there checking up. This man was sincere.  

The next day I was in the middle of a presentation when I discovered that I didn't have all the colored 

markers I needed. So I went out into the hall during the brief break and found a bellboy running to 

another convention. "I've got a problem," I said. "I'm here training a group of managers and I only 

have a short break. I need some more colored pens.  

He whipped around and almost came to attention. He glanced at my name tag and said, "Mr. Covey, 

I will solve your problem."  

He didn't say, "I don't know where to go" or "well, go and check the front desk." He just took care of 

it. And he made me feel like it was his privilege to do so.  

Later, I was in the side lobby, looking at some of the art objects. Someone from the hotel came up to 

me and said, "Mr. Covey, would you like to see a book that describes the art objects in this hotel?" 

How anticipatory! How service-oriented!  

I next observed one of the employees high up on a ladder cleaning windows in the lobby. From his 

vantage point he saw a woman having a little difficulty in the garden with a walker. She hadn't really 

fallen, and she was with other people. But he climbed down that ladder, went outside, helped the 

woman into the lobby and saw that she was properly taken care of. Then he went back and finished 

cleaning the windows. [Stephen R. Covey, The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, p. 140] 

 Isn’t that a striking description of an atmosphere of service?  Don’t you get the idea that each of 

those employees at the hotel was genuinely concerned with the well-being of the people in the hotel?  

Could you imagine going to a church where people were that attuned to meeting other people’s needs?  

Can you imagine being part of a church where people had that kind of attitude towards serving God by 

serving one another in such a way?  Wouldn’t it be great to be a church that was that motivated not only to 

meet people’s physical needs, but their spiritual needs too? 

 When we talk about wanting to be a place to serve, this is what we we’re getting at. Our motivation 
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for being a community in which to serve is both practical and theological.  Yes, we need many people 

to serve here at church for things to work.  We need all the parts of the Body of Christ to participate if we 

are going to make a meaningful impact in our community. That is practical. But it’s also theological.  We 

want to be motivated by agape love. We want to be motivated by our love of Jesus to love everyone we 

meet, whether in this building or wherever we go.  We want to be a community that serves in the way that 

Jesus served by washing his disciples’ feet.  We want to do it out of love and in response to the fact that 

Jesus served us by dying for our sins. 

 As we serve one another in our families and in our church family, that will send a ripple effect out into our 

community.  As we learn to serve our community, that will send a ripple effect through our city.  As we learn to 

serve beyond our city, in our world, that will have an impact globally.  We value service in our church, our 

neighbourhood and our world.  Amen. 


