
ECF 5th January 2020 Serve in Love and Humility John 13:1-17 
What would you do if this was your last night on earth?  What would your priorities be?  Who would you spend time with?  
Would you try to speak to lots of people, or would you focus on just a few people?  What would you talk about?  Would you 
chat about the weather, soccer or politics or would you concentrate on more meaningful subjects? 
 
If we knew our time was so short and precious, then probably the things we did, the people we’d want around us, the things 
we’d talk about would indicate what was really important to us.  They’d show what we really valued, what our priorities 
were. 
 
I think this is true of Jesus.  Last year we started our journey through John’s gospel.  We saw the miraculous signs, listened 
to his amazing teaching and learned from the convinced witnesses which all pointed to the true identity of Jesus.  As John 
said, “These are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have 
life in his name.” John 20:31 
 
But now we’ve reached John 13 and Jesus knew that this was his last night on earth.  Tomorrow he would go to the cross.  
And so in the next few chapters, as Jesus spent his last night with his disciples, talking together over a meal, we can see 
what Jesus really values, what his priorities are.  
 
And I hope as we study these chapters, it will help us to ensure that our value system and our priorities are aligned with his 
for this year ahead.   
 
So let’s read John 13:1-6:  “It was just before the Passover Feast. Jesus knew that the time had come for him to leave this 
world and go to the Father. Having loved his own who were in the world, he now showed them the full extent of his love. 
2 The evening meal was being served, and the devil had already prompted Judas Iscariot, son of Simon, to betray Jesus. 
3 Jesus knew that the Father had put all things under his power, and that he had come from God and was returning to God; 
4 so he got up from the meal, took off his outer clothing, and wrapped a towel round his waist. 5 After that, he poured water 
into a basin and began to wash his disciples’ feet, drying them with the towel that was wrapped round him. 
6 He came to Simon Peter, who said to him, “Lord, are you going to wash my feet?” 
 
1. A Domestic Chore 
A few years ago the Spanish inventor, Pep Torres, designed what he called the “Your Turn” washing machine.  It was a 
washing machine with fingerprint recognition technology that would not allow the same person to use it twice in a row.  It 
required a different operator to place their finger on it each time.  That way, it would force this household chore to be 
shared equally between the people in the house.   
 
It is an impractical idea, but it does address a real problem.  Many of us, if we could get away with it, would leave the 
household chores to someone else.  We’re tempted to leave the dishes piling up, the bins needing emptied, the iron basket 
overflowing, in the hope that someone else in the house would do it for us.   
 
a) That everyone needed 
This is what happened at this Passover meal that Jesus was having with his disciples.  They all needed to wash their feet, 
having walked that day from Bethany into the city of Jerusalem in sandals on the dusty roads.  That’s why foot-washing was 
a normal thing to do before dinner.   
 
Usually water would be provided for people to wash their own feet.  But a servant would do this for important guests, and 
wives would wash their husbands’ feet, children their parents’. 
 
b) But nobody wanted to do 
But that night everybody was trying to ignore the water, basin and towel sitting to one side.  Everybody knew that their feet 
needed washed.  But nobody wanted to do it.  To do that domestic chore would be a declaration that they were the least, 
the lowest in importance.  And none of the disciples wanted to do that.   
 
In fact the disciples often “argued about who was the greatest.” Mark 9:34  They were trying to establish a hierarchy, a 
pecking order in their group.  And Christians still fall into that temptation today - sometimes overtly with titles and 
positions, but more often subtly with ideas of self-importance and superiority.   
 
But to their shock, Jesus was the one who got up.  Humbly he took off his outer robe.  He dressed himself like a servant.  
And he began to wash the disciples’ feet.   
 



In stunned silence these men were served by the one who John says, “knew that the Father had put all things under his 
power, and that he had come from God and was returning to God.” John13:3  Here was the Sovereign ruler of the universe 
taking the role of a servant and washing his disciples’ feet! 
 
So no wonder Peter reacted so strongly.  “Lord, are you going to wash my feet?” John 13:6.  Peter’s shock was not that he 
was getting his feet washed.  That was a normal thing to happen.  His struggle was about who was going to do it.  “Lord, are 
YOU going to wash my feet?  Lord, let someone else do it.  Anyone but YOU Lord.”   
 
2. A Demonstration of Real Love  
But Jesus did this because he loved his disciples.  Look at John 13:1: “Having loved his own who were in the world, he now 
showed them the full extent of his love.”  Jesus’ life was one of love, and this was a practical and powerful expression of 
what real love does.   
 
a) Serves those in need  
It was love that motivated Jesus to come to earth.  It was love that motivated him to heal the sick, raise the dead, feed the 
hungry, teach the truth.  
 
That is what real love does.  It is not primarily seen in a warm fuzzy feeling for someone.  It is seen in loving service for that 
person.  John wrote: “Let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and in truth.”  1 John 3:18.  Real love leads us to 
act for the benefit of others.   
 
b) Puts Others First  
And in doing this, it puts the needs of others first.  Jesus said, “Even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to 
serve…” Mark 10:45  He did not come for his own benefit, but to seek the good of others, even at great personal cost. 
 
c) Values the Unworthy  
And this love reaches out to those who least deserve it.  Jesus’ act of service would be shocking enough if these disciples 
were amazing men of commitment, faithfulness and sacrifice.  But the feet that Jesus washed belonged to men who were 
going to fail him. 
 
In a few hours, most of them would abandon Jesus.  When Jesus was arrested in Gethsemane, “Everyone deserted him and 
fled.” Mark 14:50 
 
We’ll see in a few weeks, that at this dinner table, Peter claimed , “I will lay down my life for you.”  John 13:37.  But later on 
that evening, he would three times deny him. 
 
And most amazingly of all, “the devil had already prompted Judas Iscariot, son of Simon, to betray Jesus.” John 13:2. But 
still, in love and humility, Jesus washed Judas’ feet and gently dried them with his towel.   
 
Real love keeps on reaching out to those who will abandon us, who will deny us, even to those who have already decided to 
betray us.  Jesus’ love truly is unconditional, it is not dependent on our goodness or effort.  As Paul wrote in Romans 5:8: 
“God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” 
 
3. A Picture of Our Salvation 
And it is this ultimate act of service, of putting others first, of valuing the unworthy that Jesus points to in washing his 
disciples’ feet.  Jesus made this clear by how he responded to Peter’s objection.    
 
Let’s read on: John 13:7-8: “Jesus replied, “You do not realise now what I am doing, but later you will understand.”  
8 “No,” said Peter, “you shall never wash my feet.” 
 Jesus answered, “Unless I wash you, you have no part with me.” 
 
a) One Way In 
Jesus was doing more than just washing away dirt from their feet.  He was providing a picture of his washing away sin from 
their hearts.  And so if Peter wanted to be connected to Jesus, he had to humbly allow Jesus not only to wash his feet, but 
more importantly to purify him from sin.  
 
This is what Jesus was going to accomplish through his sacrificial death on the cross the very next day as “The blood of 
Jesus, his Son, purifies us from all sin.” 1 John 1:7   
 



This is the only way to salvation, the only way to come into relationship with Christ.  If we want to be connected to Jesus, be 
part of his kingdom, then we need to humble ourselves and accept his payment for our sins and put our faith in him as our 
Saviour.   
 
b) Once And For All  
Peter wouldn’t understand this until later.  However, when he heard there was a deeper significance to the washing of his 
feet, he wanted to go all in and have a bath.  John 13:9-10a: “Then, Lord,” Simon Peter replied, “not just my feet but my 
hands and my head as well!”  
Jesus answered, “A person who has had a bath needs only to wash his feet; his whole body is clean.”  
 
There is some debate about this verse.  Either it means that Jesus was emphasising that Peter did not need anything more.  
The cleansing work of Jesus was enough for Peter to be fully clean. 
 
Or it is possible that Jesus was teaching that because Peter had already experience a once-for-all cleansing of his sin, he had 
no need for a full bath again.  His relationship with Christ was established and would never change.  His salvation did not 
need to be repeated.  All he needed was to deal with the sin that gets in the way of our fellowship with God.   
 
We deal with that, not through being saved all over again – but through the cleaning of confession of sin to God and 
accepting his forgiveness.  As John wrote: “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify 
us from all unrighteousness.” 1 John 1:9 
 
c) Only through Faith  
But in all of this, the emphasis is not on the physical water washing.  It was only a physical and outward symbol of a spiritual 
and internal reality.   
 
This is clear, because went on to say: “‘And you are clean, though not every one of you.’  For he knew who was going to 
betray him, and that was why he said not every one was clean." John 13:10-11   
 
Judas had allowed Jesus to wash his feet with water, but he never allowed Jesus to cleanse his heart!  He looked the part.  
He shared in the experienced of the disciples.  But he didn’t share in their faith.  And as Paul wrote: “This righteousness 
from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe.” Romans 3:22 
 
It’s a serious warning to us this morning.  It is possible for us to go through any of the outwards signs of our faith – baptism, 
communion, prayer and ministry, and yet still not belong to Jesus.  There is only one way to God, and that is through 
humble dependence on the death of Christ for our salvation and our cleansing from our sin. 
 
So are we clean this morning?  Have we put our faith in Jesus and his sacrificial death for us?  
 
4. An Example to Follow   
So Jesus washed the disciples’ feet: 

• Because they needed to be washed, 

• Because it was an expression of his love for them 

• And because it pictured their salvation.   
 
But finally, he also did it as an example to follow.  John 13:12-17:  “When he had finished washing their feet, he put on his 
clothes and returned to his place. “Do you understand what I have done for you?” he asked them. 13 “You call me ‘Teacher’ 
and ‘Lord’, and rightly so, for that is what I am. 14 Now that I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also should 
wash one another’s feet. 15 I have set you an example that you should do as I have done for you. 16 I tell you the truth, no 
servant is greater than his master, nor is a messenger greater than the one who sent him. 17 Now that you know these 
things, you will be blessed if you do them.” 
 
a) A Call to Humility 
This was a call to humility.  Jesus wanted to turn their value system upside down.  He wanted them to reject the way of this 
world with titles, privilege and superiority.  And instead he wanted them to humble themselves and serve each other.  To 
see that their highest calling is to be a servant.  “Whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, and 
whoever wants to be first must be your slave.” Matthew 20:26–27  
 
If our Lord and master came to serve, then we should be willing to serve others in the same way.   
 



This could mean we will literally wash the feet of others.  I read about a Church in Atlanta in the US does this every Monday 
afternoon to the homeless men and women of their neighbourhood.  They wash their feet, buff them with a pumice stone, 
trim their nails and give out clean socks.  This not only blesses them, but also helps them stave off foot infections and other 
medical complications that they often experience.   
 
But many people around us don’t need their feet washed.  So I don’t think we should turn Jesus’ words into a ceremony 
where our clean feet are washed by each other.  That would lose the impact of what Jesus was doing. 
 
b) A Command to Love 
Instead we need to see this as a command to practically and sacrificially serve one another in love.  This is what Jesus said 
just a little later: “A new command I give you: Love one another.” John 13:34   
 
i) Our Brothers and Sisters in Christ 
It is similar to the old command of “Love your neighbour as yourself.” Leviticus 19:18.  Love has always been at the heart of 
God’s commands.   
 
But this is a new command – because it is specifically for a new covenant community.  One not defined by natural 
connections of family, race or nationality but by our unity in Christ.  We should not restrict this love, but we should 
especially express it to our brothers and sisters in Christ.  
 
ii) As We’ve Been Loved 
And it is a new command because of the depth to which we are called to love.  “As I have loved you, so you must love one 
another.”  John13:34.  Our love for each other should flow from our experience of Christ’s love in our lives, and should be 
characterised by Jesus’ love for us.   
 
If Jesus loved us so much that he gave his life for us on the cross, then we too are called to love each other with that same 
level of commitment and passion.   
 
John wrote: “This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us. And we ought to lay down our lives for 
our brothers.” 1 John 3:16  This is not about an occasional symbolic ceremony.  This is not about a once a year generous gift.  
This is about a daily, willing, practical, faithful, unconditional and sacrificial love for our Christian family.  
 
It is about caring for others enough to meet their real needs.  It could mean providing  

• Practical help like a meal, help around the house, babysitting, a lift in the car.   

• Emotional help like an encouraging text, a phone call, a visit, a listening ear.   

• Spiritual help like prayer, forgiveness, support in temptation.  
 
It can be costly - in terms of resources, effort, pride, but probably most of all in terms of our time.  But this is what Jesus 
calls us to.  To love others as we’ve been loved.  
 
This is what our Helping Hands ministry has been trying to do in our church – expressing the love of Jesus through practical 
help and caring visits.  If you’re interested in getting involved, you could speak to Mags about this.   
 
But we don’t need to be part of a ministry to do this.  We just need open eyes to see the needs of others, a heart impacted 
by Jesus’ love, the humility to lay aside our pride, and the faith to believe that God can work through us, whoever we are.  
 
Conclusion 
This is one of Jesus’ priorities for us this year.  So today, let us commit ourselves to take up the role of a servant – and let us 
serve one another in love and humility just as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us.  
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