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Introduction 
 We just saw a clip from the TV show “Dirty Jobs” in which the host, Mike, travels around and spends a 

day on different jobs, each of which is incredibly dirty or gross.  This clip was at a laundry facility that cleaned 

cloth diapers!  Yuck!  That is a dirty job!  I suspect that the people who work that job regularly get paid very 

well. 

 In the ancient world, the people who did dirty jobs weren’t paid well.  Instead, the people who did dirty 

jobs were slaves, and the lowest ranked slaves did the dirtiest jobs.  One of the dirtiest jobs in ancient Israel 

was washing people’s feet when they entered a home.  As you probably know, that region is very dry and the 

roads were mostly dirt roads. [pic] So you can imagine how dusty people’s feet got as they walked around.  Add 

to the dust the sweat that comes with the heat, and you have a dirty, messy job. 

 But, something we usually don’t think about is that people didn’t have cars or trucks back then. [pic] 

Which meant that most vehicle traffic was horse powered, donkey powered or oxen powered.  Today, we have to 

worry about the environmental impact of cars and trucks spewing out carbon dioxide.  In Jesus’ day, they had to 

worry about the environmental impact of animals spewing out slightly different, wetter, heavier, smellier things 

that wind up laying in the road, getting mushed into the road and spreading out across the road and more animals, 

wagons and people walk and drive over them.  In cities, too, remember, there was no indoor plumbing.  This 

means that in many places people would pour out what was done in the house onto the streets and into the gutters, 

further adding to the goo on your shoe! [Frederick Dale Bruner, John, p. 762] 

 So, if you have a long way to walk, by the time you get to your destination there was likely more than just 

dust on your feet!  That made washing visitors’ feet an even nastier, dirtier job than we first thought! This is why 

it was customary to wash people’s feet when they arrived at your door. You don’t want them tracking all that stuff 

into your house! It is also why it was left to the lowliest servant or slave in the house to take on that role.  Usually 

that meant it was the job of a woman servant or slave. 

Context 
 With that historical context in mind, let me give some context for our scripture passage.  Jesus and his 

disciples are in Jerusalem during the week leading up to Passover.  This is just after the raising of Lazarus from 

the dead and the triumphal entry on Palm Sunday.  This was Jesus’ last few days on earth before his crucifixion, 

but the disciples didn’t know that was what was coming yet.  John 13 describes a mean Jesus had with his 

disciples, which was likely the same meal that we call “the last supper” in the other Gospels.  It was likely this 

meal during which Jesus instituted the Lord’s Supper or Communion, although John doesn’t describe that part of 

the evening. 

Text 
*** read John 13:1-5, 12-17 

Observations 
 Let’s make some observations from our text.  Recall what we said at the beginning about the lowly nature 

of the job of washing feet!  It was the job for the person on the very bottom rung of the social ladder in the 

household and usually a woman.  Here is Jesus, the great Teacher, the Messiah, their Lord, lowering himself to 

the position of the lowest slave.  There are a couple examples in ancient secular literature of people washing 

another person’s feet as a sign of love and respect. In one case, a great philosopher’s mother wanted to wash his 

feet but he objected, saying it was too low a job for her.  But in all of ancient literature, there are no examples of 

a superior washing the feet of a subordinate!  Yet this is exactly what Jesus did.   

 Imagine the shock on the faces of the disciples.  Imagine the scandal of their master trying to wash their 

feet! In the verses we skipped over, Peter voices such shock. He says Jesus will never wash his feet. Jesus says 

that unless he washes Peter, Peter will have no part in him, so Peter swings to the other extreme and says, “Wash 
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all of me!”  But Peter’s initial objection is completely understandable and likely voices what all the other 

disciples were thinking. 

 Jesus, who wrapped the heavens in clouds, wrapped a towel around his waist.  He who fills the rivers and 

pools with water, filled a basin.  He to whom every knee bows in heaven, on earth and under the earth, bent his 

knee to wash his disciples’ feet! [Severian of Gabala quoted in Bruner, p. 748]  Why was that? What prompted 

him to do this? 

 Take a look at the first few verses of our passage.  It was almost the hour of Jesus’ arrest and execution.  

John tells us three times in this passage that “Jesus knew.”  The first time is in verse 1. Jesus knew that the time 

had come for him to leave this world and go to the Father in Heaven.  In verse 3 we are told Jesus knew that the 

Father had put all things under Jesus’ power, that he had come from God and was returning to God.  Later, in 

verse 11 we are told that Jesus even knew who it was that was about to betray him. 

 So we see that Jesus knew what was about to happen. He knew he was going to die. He knew he had 

all power.  He knew exactly how things were going to play out.  This means that his actions in the following few 

chapters were deliberate. This means his action of washing his disciples’ feet was deliberate and intentional. 

 Furthermore, it was the time of the Passover, the most important Jewish holiday of the year.  Remember, 

Passover was first started when the Israelites were slaves in Egypt. On the night God freed them from slavery, 

they were to sacrifice a lamb and use the blood to mark the doorways of their houses. The angel of the Lord then 

swept over Egypt, taking the life of the firstborn son in every household, except he “passed over” the houses 

marked by the blood of a lamb.  So when Passover began, it involved the death of firstborn sons for the sins of 

others.  It also involved people being saved by the sacrifice of a lamb. Eventually, for Jews, Passover came to 

represent liberation from bondage. [Bruner, p. 754]  So all of these ideas and images were in the minds of Jesus 

and his disciples on this night.  

 Now look at the second half of verse 1. “Having loved his own who were in the world, he now showed 

them the full extent of his love.” So we see that what Jesus did here was a demonstration of his love for his 

disciples.  Of course, this word for love is our favourite word here at Priory, agape love.  What is agape love?  

In Greek there are 4 different words that all get translated into love in English.  There is friendship love, there is 

affection, there is romantic or sexual love, and there is agape love.  Agape love is a divine, self-giving love 

primarily concerned with the well-being of others, in particular their spiritual well-being. 
 Jesus loved his disciples in this way. He was primarily concerned with their well-being, in particular their 

spiritual well-being.  So he set out to demonstrate the depth of his love for them by washing their feet.  

Remember, Jesus knew what was about to happen. This means he knew that in a matter of hours these same 

disciples were going to use their feet to run away and abandon him!  He knew Judas, whose feet he also washed, 

was going to use those feet to guide soldier to the Garden of Gethsemane to arrest Jesus.  Jesus knew, even as he 

washed Peter’s feet and Peter asked him to “wash all of him,” that Peter was going to deny him 3 times. 

 It would be tragic if Jesus washed his disciples’ feet out of love, and then, surprisingly, they did all these 

things to him: betrayed him, abandoned him and denied him in the hour of his greatest need.  Had Jesus not 

known this was going to happen, it would be fill us with pity that after showing them such love, they did this.  But 

Jesus wasn’t surprised.  He knew fully that this was what was going to happen.  Jesus knew his disciples were 

about to fail him and he washed their feet anyway!  That should fill us with sorrow that his disciples failed him 

so dramatically, but it should also fill us with awe at the love Jesus held for these men, that in spite of their 

imminent failure, Jesus still loved them and demonstrated such love for them in washing their feet. 

 I’m sure in the coming hours, as things unfolded, the disciples forgot about Jesus washing their feet.   I 

doubt they were thinking of it when they ran from the Garden.  I doubt they were thinking about it as they 

watched him hang on the cross from a distance.  Events happened too fast.  But think, today, about how we 

value people’s final words.  The last things that people say and do before they die are held as being particularly 

important.  Here we see some of Jesus’ last words and actions.  I’m sure that later on, after the resurrection, the 

disciples looked back on this day and pondered its significance.  I’m sure they remembered with profound awe 

that some of Jesus’ last actions on earth were to wash their feet.  I’m sure they held close to their hearts his words 

about no servant being above his master or messenger being above the one who sent him.  I’m sure it was 

humbling for them to think about the fact that their master, the one who sent them, humbled himself to wash their 
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feet. 

Interpretation 
 So what does this mean?  What are we to make of this passage? What are we to make of Jesus’ words and 

actions?  Jesus is giving an enacted lesson. He acts out his lesson, then gives an explanation afterwards.  There 

are two dimensions to his lesson, one of which we glossed over.  When he is speaking with Peter, in the verses we 

skipped, Jesus is speaking of salvation. The first lesson to learn from Jesus’ foot washing is the lesson of 

salvation. Unless Jesus washes us of sin, we have nothing to do with him. This is a vital lesson for us to learn. 

Under ordinary circumstances, if we were looking at this passage it would be the focus of the sermon. However, 

today we are talking about serving and the importance of service for Christians.  So we are just mentioning this 

aspect of Jesus’ foot washing. 

 The second lesson is the attitude of humility and service Jesus’ followers are to adopt.  Jesus lives out 

the humility he expects from his followers.  This is not just an object lesson.  This is not a demonstration.  

Jesus says that no servant is above his master.  If Jesus is our master, then we are not above even the lowliest, 

most menial task.  A Christian can never say, “That job is beneath me.” 

 But not only does Jesus demonstrate the humility he expects from his followers, he also demonstrates the 

motivation for such humility and service.  Remember, John tells us from the beginning that Jesus set out to 

demonstrate the fullness of his love for the disciples.  Jesus’ motive was to demonstrate his love. He didn’t do 

this to earn favour with God.  He didn’t do this to make up for things he had done wrong (there were no things 

he’d done wrong).  He didn’t do it to curry favour with the disciples or to impress them, or to ingratiate himself to 

them. He certainly didn’t do it to put them in his debt.  Jesus set the standard for service- that it be motivated out 

of love.  Christ-like service is motivated by Christ-like (agape) love. 

 Let’s ponder, for a moment, the extent of the love Jesus has for his disciples.  Remember, Jesus even 

washed Judas’ feet!  He knew Judas was going to betray him, but he loved him anyway, and out of that love, 

washed his feet.  As he washed each of the other disciples’ feet, he knew where these feet were going to carry that 

disciple when he ran away and abandoned Jesus.  As he washed Peter’s feet, he knew that those feet were going 

to creep through the high priest’s courtyard and were going to be warmed by a fire next to which Peter would deny 

Jesus three times.  Yet Jesus loved each of these men and out of that love for them, he washed their feet.  This 

was not just a teacher performing a shameful act for his students, but “a divine figure with sovereignty over the 

cosmos who has taken on the role of a slave.” [Bruner, p. 762]  It brings to mind Paul’s description in Philippians 

2 of Jesus not considering equality with God as something to be clutched, but lowered himself to the status of a 

slave. 

 Remember, Jesus knew he was God.  He knew that he had come from God and was returning to God 

when he did this.  He says to the disciples that they are right to call him Teacher and Lord.  He knew that God 

had put all things under his authority. Yet, in spite of being God in human flesh, he chose to lower himself, to 

stoop so low as to wash his disciples’ feet.  In so doing, Jesus turned our understanding of God on its head!  

“Jesus took the concept of God, which from time immemorial had included the ideas of omnipotence and 

domination, and completely recast it…. John realized that Jesus had brought into the world a radically new 

understanding of God and humanity.” [Joseph Blank in Bruner, p. 749] 

 To be godly means to serve others.  To be Christ-like means to be humble and loving and willing to serve 

in the most demeaning ways out of that love.  To be “god-like” is not to be powerful, masterful and dominant, but 

to clothe the power and status you have in humility, to have an attitude of service and to be filled with a divine, 

self-giving love so that your whole orientation of life is not to promote your own well-being but to seek the 

well-being of others, including using your power and status to promote that well-being. 

 This, Jesus says, is the truth.  Our culture says the truth is to promote oneself.  Our culture says the truth 

is “he who dies with the most toys wins.” Our culture says that as long as you don’t cause anybody physical harm, 

you can do what you want, including bending the truth, embezzling funds and lining your own pocket.  But Jesus 

says the truth is that no servant is greater than his master and our master is willing to take on the role of the 

lowliest slave in order to promote the spiritual, physical, emotional or social well-being of others. 

Now Apply It 
 So how do we apply this?  Certainly, Jesus’ lesson is a dramatically counter-cultural one.  We can apply 
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that aspect of the text immediately.  We are not to live as our culture tells us these days. Instead, we are to be 

other-promoting, not self-promoting. 

 But how can we apply this personally? How can we apply this as a church?  

 Let me ask you a few questions.  Do you serve at church?  If not, why not?  Are you too busy doing 

other things?  Are those things for the well-being of others?  I realize that if you have young kids at home, you 

will need to use a lot of your time raising them. That is working for the well-being of others! Raising your family 

is a good thing to do. Do you do it out of affection for your children or do you do it out of divine, self-giving love 

that flows from Christ?  Do you serve your children for Jesus?  I can assure you that serving your children for 

Jesus will radically change the attitude in which you serve them. It will change how you feel about it. It will 

change how you approach it.  Jesus said even a cup of cold water given in his name, in his character, will not be 

forgotten. So you can certainly change diapers, do laundry, prepare meals and pick up after your children in Jesus’ 

name and it is an act of worship to God. 

 But what if you don’t have such obligations at home?  Do you serve at church? If not, why not?  If you 

do serve, what is your motivation for serving?  Truly, we usually do things out of a variety of motives, and 

often a mixture of motives.  Do you serve out of a sense of obligation?  Do you serve out of a sense of earning 

God’s favour?  Do you serve grudgingly, feeling trapped by your commitment that you don’t know how to get 

out of?  Do you serve in order to look good in the eyes of others?  None of these are good reasons to serve!  

None of these are Christ-like reasons to serve.  None of these transform your service into acts of worship. 

 Instead, our service should be motivated by love.  Ideally, it should be motivated out of love for God 

and love for our brothers and sisters in Christ.  But sometimes it’s hard to love our fellow church-goers.  When 

that happens, our service should still be motivated for our love of God.  Because you love Jesus, you teach 

Sunday School, or collect the offering, or play music, or vacuum the carpets or wash dishes.  Because of the love 

Jesus has shown you, you serve others. 

 Do you find serving hard?  Do you find it a drag to serve at church?  Then I beg you to check your 

motives for serving.  Ask Jesus to shine a light on your will so show you why you are serving and why it is so 

hard.  Then ask him to help you serve out of love.  Maybe at first it won’t be out of love for the rest of us. Maybe 

at first it will be out of love for God and what Jesus has done for you. But keep praying that your motives will 

grow to include love for your brothers and sisters here at Priory. 

 Do you feel that serving at church is too small a stage for one of your gifts and experience?  Do you find 

that the only areas in which you have opportunities to serve are beneath one of your skill?  Then definitely check 

your heart against Jesus’ words and actions in our passage today!  No task is too low for a Christian if they are 

doing it out of love for God and for one another.  Jesus washed his disciples’ feet.  That’s like being the 

person who wipes out the urinal in the men’s room.  If Jesus, your Lord and Saviour, is willing to wipe out the 

urinal in the men’s room, who are you to say that anything else at church is beneath you?!? 

 In the first verses of our text, we are told that Jesus knew he was going to the Father.  We need to know 

certain things too if we are to serve in a Christ-like manner.  First, we need to know Jesus.  That is part of the 

lesson of this sermon. We need to get to know Jesus and this passage reveals a lot about it.  So know Jesus well. 

 Second, we need to know that we are going to Jesus and the Father, just as Jesus knew he was about to 

return to the Father.  We need to know that all power has been given to Jesus and he is our master.  It is out 

of this knowledge, that we are going to Jesus one day and that he is the highest authority, and that he humbled 

himself for us that we can humble ourselves to serve others gladly regardless of the task or what the task indicates 

about our rank or prestige. 

 If you’re tired of serving, if you’re too busy to serve, if you find you serve grudgingly, then pray to be 

filled with agape love.  Pray for love out of which to serve.  Pray for a new sense of the love God has for you so 

that you will be inspired to serve out of that love. Pray for a love for others so that you can serve them in love. 

 Jesus is gone now. He has returned to the Father.  One day he will come back, but we don’t know when.  

So one question Christians struggle with is “How do we connect with an invisible Lord?”  This is the answer!  

We connect with an invisible Lord by connecting with one another.  We are the body of Christ on earth.  It 

is up to us to serve as Jesus served. It is up to use to love as Jesus loved and to act out that love in tangible ways, 

including service. 
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 Here at Priory, our goal is to see people transformed by the power of Christ, and for that to in turn 

transform households, neighbourhoods and our city.  Our means for accomplishing that goal is to be a 

community in which people belong, grow and serve.  We want to be a place where people can serve one another 

out of love for one another, or at least out of love for God.  We want people to be serving well, not just with skill, 

but with the right attitude and motivation.  We want to encourage people to get involved and to learn how to 

serve in different areas. But if we really want to see growth, that service needs to be out of the right motives. We 

don’t want to burn people out. We don’t want people to serve because it brings them prestige. We want people to 

serve in humility, driven by the love they have for God. That is how we grow. That is how we develop a deeper 

sense of belonging. That is how we participate in Spirit-lead transformation.  We connect with an invisible Lord 

by connecting with one another. We serve an invisible Lord by serving one another.  We love an invisible Lord 

by loving one another, by making our primary motivation in all of life to be the well-being of others, in particular 

their spiritual well-being. 

 If you’re not serving, come serve out of love! If you’re tired of serving, check your motives for serving 

and come serve out of love. If you’re serving out of obligation or grudgingly, check your motives and come serve 

out of love.  If you’re serving out of love, more power to you! You will truly be blessed.  Amen. 


