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INTRODUCTION 

Some moments change your life and you never forget the details.  For the Apostle John, the final 
hours John spent with Jesus before he was crucified was such a moment.  In John 13, the 
disciples were gathered with Jesus in the upper room on Thursday night before Passover.  What 
the disciples didn’t realize is that Jesus would be arrested later that night and crucified by 
morning.  Yet in these final hours with his disciples, Jesus showed no signs of anxiety, no fear of 
the future, but only peace and a determination to make the most of the time by teaching them 
critical lessons they had to learn in order to carry the gospel of Jesus around the world after 
Jesus’ ascension. 

The disciples weren’t ready to do that.  One of the reasons they weren’t yet ready to serve in 
Jesus’ name once he returned to his Father was that they were all proud.  They had an ongoing 
dispute among themselves.  They debated a topic that they seemed to continually bring up: Who 
was the greatest among them? Who was number one? Who was the best? Who had first rank? 
When Jesus came into his kingdom, who would Jesus select as his first and second lieutenants?  
The rivalry among the disciples began in the early days of following Jesus.  The other three 
gospels all record that “an argument arose among them as to which of them was the greatest” 
(Luke 9:46) and they asked Jesus, “Who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven?” (Matt. 18:1).  
But Jesus told them, “Whoever humbles himself like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of 
heaven” (Matt. 18:4) and “He who is least among you all is the one who is greatest” (9:48). 

Later, on their final journey to Jerusalem before Passion week, the disciples again bickered with 
one another.  This time in response to the mother of James and John asking Jesus to put them in 
place of privilege in his kingdom (Matt. 20:21).  When the others heard about it, they were 
indignant at James and John, probably in part because the two brothers put their mother up to it 
(20:24).  But Jesus said, “Whoever would be great among you must be your servant, and 
whoever would be first among you must be your slave, even as the Son of Man came not to be 
served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many” (Matt. 20:26-28).  Shamefully, 
even that Thursday night in the upper room, they returned to their arrogant quarrel.  Luke records 
that during supper, “A dispute also arose among them, as to which of them was to be regarded as 
the greatest” (Lk. 22:24). 

This jealousy among the disciples could not go on.  The church Christ was founding couldn’t 
stand if his apostles were concerned about rank and status.  How could the gospel be spread with 
pure intentions if the disciples were consumed with who was the best?  If that was their focus, 
they’d only care how many followers they had, how big their ministry was, how spectacular their 
healings, how far their ministry reached.  But pride doesn’t lead to great ministry.  The desire for 
preeminence is incompatible with genuine ministry. 

The fuel for ministry is love: love for God and love for people.  And only true humility can 
generate true love.  Jesus had taught them of the necessity of humility again and again.  He said, 
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“Everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted.” 
(Luke 14:11).  And, “Let the greatest among you become as the youngest, and the leader as one 
who serves” (Luke 22:26).  And, “If anyone would be first, he must be last of all and servant of 
all” (Mk. 9:35). 

They needed to learn this lesson for good.  So on the night before his death, after the disciples 
had again argued who was the greatest, Jesus taught them again the necessity of humble service.  
This time, he shocked them all.  

Text 

John 13:1–17: “Now before the Feast of the Passover, when Jesus knew that his hour had come 
to depart out of this world to the Father, having loved his own who were in the world, he loved 
them to the end. During supper, when the devil had already put it into the heart of Judas Iscariot, 
Simon’s son, to betray him, Jesus, knowing that the Father had given all things into his hands, 
and that he had come from God and was going back to God, rose from supper. He laid aside his 
outer garments, and taking a towel, tied it around his waist. Then he poured water into a basin and 
began to wash the disciples’ feet and to wipe them with the towel that was wrapped around him. 
He came to Simon Peter, who said to him, “Lord, do you wash my feet?” Jesus answered him, 
“What I am doing you do not understand now, but afterward you will understand.” Peter said to 
him, “You shall never wash my feet.” Jesus answered him, “If I do not wash you, you have no 
share with me.” Simon Peter said to him, “Lord, not my feet only but also my hands and my 
head!” Jesus said to him, “The one who has bathed does not need to wash, except for his feet, but 
is completely clean. And you are clean, but not every one of you.” For he knew who was to 
betray him; that was why he said, “Not all of you are clean.” When he had washed their feet and 
put on his outer garments and resumed his place, he said to them, “Do you understand what I 
have done to you? You call me Teacher and Lord, and you are right, for so I am. If I then, your 
Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet. For I have 
given you an example, that you also should do just as I have done to you. Truly, truly, I say to 
you, a servant is not greater than his master, nor is a messenger greater than the one who sent 
him. If you know these things, blessed are you if you do them.” 

Jesus Washes The Feet of the Disciples 
In this passage, Jesus teaches the disciples three requirements to be great in the kingdom of God.  
If they wanted to be great in the sight of God, three traits were necessary.  Jesus taught these 
requirements for greatness in God’s kingdom by washing his disciples’ feet.  It was sort of a 
living parable that he enacted before them.  He created an object lesson in order to teach these 
three requirements. 

Verse 2 says that he did this during supper: 

“During supper, when the devil had already put it into the heart of Judas Iscariot, Simon’s son, to 
betray him, Jesus, knowing that the Father had given all things into his hands, and that he had 
come from God and was going back to God, rose from supper.” 

So the disciples were all enjoying the rich symbolism of the Passover meal—all of them, that is, 
except for one.  Judas Iscariot’s heart was not with Jesus.  Although John doesn’t record it, the 
other gospels tell us that Judas had already gone to the Jewish authorities and conspired with 
them to betray Jesus into their hands.   
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John tells us the story behind the story.  The devil had put it into his heart to betray Jesus.  The 
verb “put” could be translated “moved or thrust.”  It usually means to move something physical.  
But here, Satan moved or thrusted the idea in Judas’ heart.  It’s not that Judas was somehow a 
victim of Satan’s schemes. Not at all.  Rather, Satan found a willing co-conspirator.  Judas is 
never portrayed as a victim or an unwilling accomplice in the evil scheme to betray Jesus.  
Though the devil incited Judas, he didn’t betray Jesus unwillingly. He was determined to hand 
Jesus over to the authorities.  It’s what he wanted to do. He desired to betray Jesus, perhaps even 
feeling that Jesus deserved it. 

The mention of the devil, here, is notable because, unlike the other gospels, John’s gospel tells 
no stories of Jesus casting out demons.  Only two other times does John use the word “devil” at 
all in this book.  Once, in John 8:44 where Jesus called the Jews, who called him demon-
possessed, children of the devil.  And also all the way back in chapter 6:70 Jesus called Judas “a 
devil.” 

Those who conspired against Jesus were all influenced by Satan and voluntary accessories to the 
devil’s schemes.  But that didn’t cause Jesus any anxiety.  He knew “that the Father had given all 
things into his hands, and that he had come from God and was going back to God.”  In other 
words, God the Father had handed his Son the keys.  Jesus had power over his circumstances and 
adversaries.  He was in complete control over what would happen and his destiny was secure.  
So he had the freedom to serve and love these disciples, including Judas. 

This is a very important lesson for us to learn about loving difficult people, especially our 
enemies.  The freedom to sacrificially love them comes from knowing that God is in control and 
that your eternity is secure.  When you know that, then you have the freedom to risk loving your 
enemies.  Jesus had the right and power to destroy his enemies in an instant, but instead chose to 
wash his disciples feet as an act of love, including Judas’ feet.  This is deliberate love acting in 
the freedom of what he knew was true. 

So Jesus “rose from supper.”  Now get the picture.  A meal like this was eaten on tables low to 
the ground with the disciples resting on mats and leaning on one arm and eating with the other, 
their feet radiating away from the table.  Jesus pushed off his mat and got up.  Naturally, all eyes 
turned toward him. What was he doing? Was he going somewhere? 

Verses 4, 5: “He laid aside his outer garments, and taking a towel, tied it around his waist. Then 
he poured water into a basin and began to wash the disciples’ feet and to wipe them with the 
towel that was wrapped around him.” 

He went around to each of the Twelve and washed their feet.  The first thing that is surprising 
about this is that their feet hadn’t already been washed.  In a culture where people walked long 
distances along dirty roads in sandals, the custom was that the host would arrange to have their 
guests’ feet washed upon arrival. It was an act of hospitality.  Somebody owned this upper room. 
Did the host not arrange for footwashing? Where was the host’s servant?  We’re not told. John 
only focuses on the fact that it hadn’t been done. 

The second surprising thing about Jesus washing the disciples’ feet was that Jesus was washing 
the disciples’ feet.  That wasn’t just unusual, it was shocking, even a bit revolting.  Perhaps the 
disciples would be willing—if not a bit put off—to wash Jesus’ feet. But they would never 
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volunteer to wash each other’s feet.  Peers didn’t wash peers’ feet.  Washing feet was considered 
a disgusting job.  Only the lowest servant in a household did this job that no one else wanted to 
do.  Some Jews wouldn’t even allow Jewish servants to perform the task no matter how low in 
rank they were. They thought it fitting only for Gentile slaves. 

By the way, that’s why it’s so remarkable that John the Baptist said he wasn’t even fit to untie 
the sandals of Jesus. In other words, John the Baptist thought of himself even lower than the 
lowest slave as he compared himself to Jesus.  That’s quite a contrast with the disciples who 
argued among themselves as to who was the greatest.  So for the Lord to wash the disciples’ feet 
was unheard of.  In fact, according to one scholar, there is no instance in all of Jewish and Greco-
Roman literature where a superior washes the feet of an inferior. (D. A. Carson). 

Jesus even disrobed to look like a slave.  He took off his outer garments and performed this task 
likely in only a loin cloth.  This was the dress of the lowest of slaves and looked down upon by 
both Jews and Gentiles. 

What was he doing?  He was modeling for them the way they should be.  He said in Luke 22, “I 
am among you as the one who serves.” (v. 27) and in Matthew 23, “The greatest among you 
shall be your servant.” (v. 11).  Jesus was the greatest among them by far. Yet he served them.  
He proved this during supper. The next day he would prove it in a more significant way on the 
cross.  Paul writes in Philippians 2 that Jesus took on “the form of a servant and he humbled 
himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross” (vv. 7, 8). 

So Jesus went around to each disciple, pouring out water from a jar over their feet and into a 
basin, and then taking a towel to wipe them clean.  He even washed Judas’ feet, who, remember, 
had already arranged to betray Jesus.  I wonder what went through Judas’ mind. What was it like 
for him to carry this secret hatred of Jesus and yet receive such humble service from the Lord? 
Did he despise Jesus even more for claiming to be the Messiah, yet stooping so low as to wash 
his feet?  This was a supreme demonstration of Jesus’ love for his enemies. 

Jesus commands us: “Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you” (Luke 6:27; cf. Matt. 
5:44, 45).  Yet Jesus didn’t call us to do what he himself was unwilling to do. Though Jesus knew 
that Judas had betrayed him, he still washed his enemy’s feet.  We have not loved as Jesus loved 
until we love our enemies. 

I. TO BE GREAT IN THE KINGDOM OF GOD, YOU MUST BELONG TO HIM 
AND CONTINUALLY CONFESS YOUR SIN. 

Now, whether Jesus came to Simon Peter first or later, we can’t say. But (v. 6), “He came to 
Simon Peter, who said to him, ‘Lord, do you wash my feet?’” (emphasis in the Greek).  Peter was 
incredulous.  He was no doubt speaking the minds of all the other disciples, even if they had the 
grace not to say what was on their mind.  He thought it was unfitting for Jesus to wash his feet.  
It was outrageous, unthinkable. Peter was indignant.  Jesus’ footwashing was an embarrassment  
to all the disciples.  They were, perhaps, in part, ashamed of their lack of humility.  But they 
were also aghast at what Jesus was doing.  “Jesus answered him, ‘What I am doing you do not 
understand now, but afterward you will understand’” (v. 7).  He knew that Peter and the rest 
didn’t understand the meaning and significance of his service.  But he wouldn’t accommodate  
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his service to their lack of maturity. 

Peter wasn’t done: “You shall never wash my feet” (v. 8a).  His “never” is stated in the strongest 
of terms—”No, you shall not ever in this life wash my feet!”  This is absolute refusal. Total 
defiance in the face of the Lord.  It shows something of his self-will. In his best moments, he 
would stand up to anyone because of his convictions.  In his worst moments, he would stand up 
to anyone—even Christ—because of his convictions.  He was humble enough to recognize that 
he was lower in rank than the Lord; but he was proud enough to rebuke the Lord.  Peter objected 
to being served by Jesus. He rejected grace.  

In our natural selves, we reject grace too. We want to earn favor because our flesh wants to pride 
itself on achievement and deserving what we’ve gained.  But our flesh can’t be proud if we 
receive grace.  Pride can reveal itself both in a refusal to stoop low and serve others as well as a 
refusal to admit need and be served.  In the first way, pride makes us so full of ourselves that we 
won’t serve those with needs.  In the second way, pride makes us deny our insufficiencies that 
we won’t admit we have needs.  Peter was proud in both ways. 

So Jesus warned him, “If I do not wash you, you have no share with me” (v. 8b).  That is, unless 
Jesus washes you, you don’t belong to him. You have no part with him. You aren’t his.  Jesus 
must wash you in order for you to become united with him. 

Peter didn’t want to miss out on belonging to Jesus, so as forcefully as he initially refused to be 
washed by Jesus, now he insisted that all his exposed parts be washed (v. 9): “Lord, not my feet 
only but also my hands and my head!”  We have to respect his zeal to want to be with Jesus, 
even if in his immaturity he continued to make demands on him, as if he were dictating the terms 
of his submission.  Jesus was so patient with him. He explained (v. 10a): “The one who has 
bathed does not need to wash, except for his feet, but is completely clean.”   

The footwashing was a metaphor for something more significant.  We, first, need to be washed 
by Jesus.  That is, we need to be cleansed of the guilt of our sin.  Ultimately, Jesus did this by 
dying on the cross.  He took our sin upon himself and paid its penalty.  As John writes in his first 
epistle, “The blood of Jesus. . . cleanses us from all sin” (1 Jn. 1:7).  This washing happens the 
moment we put our faith in Jesus to save us.  At that moment, our sin is forgiven and we are 
clean, washed by the blood of Jesus. 

But in those days, bathing wasn’t the only kind of washing one needed.  You might take a bath in 
the morning, but as you walked along the road, your feet would get dirty again.  So footwashing 
was a necessity in those days.  When you arrived at your destination, you didn’t need another 
bath, you just needed your feet cleaned.  In the same way, Jesus said that the one who has been 
bathed by him doesn’t need another bath, but just his feet cleaned. 

In other words, those who have trusted in Christ and have received forgiveness of their sins don’t 
need a new salvation every time they sin, but simply a fresh experience of the cleansing that 
Jesus provides.  We live in the world and we pick up the dirt of this world as we walk in it.  

We continue to sin and, therefore, we need to continually confess our sin so that our consciences 
are cleansed and our communion with God unhindered (MacArthur).  We have been forgiven—
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we have been bathed—but we need the day-to-day footwashing of confession—a fresh 
experience of the cleansing that Jesus provides.  John writes in 1 John 1:9: “If we confess our 
sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.”  
Confession must be our habit.  We need only one bath, but repeated, daily washings. 

But even as Jesus said this to the whole group, he knew that only eleven of the twelve had been 
washed.  “You are clean, but not every one of you,” Jesus said.  And John comments, “For he 
knew who was to betray him; that was why he said, “Not all of you are clean”“ (v. 11).  The 
eleven were clean. They trusted in Christ, not perfectly, but truly.  But Judas didn’t. He wasn’t 
washed. He wasn’t clean. Jesus’ blood the next day wouldn’t wash his sins away. 

So here we find two of the requirements to be great in the kingdom of God.  First, you must 
belong to Christ by trusting in him savingly.  And, second, you must continually confess your sin 
in order to experience a clean conscience and unhindered communion with him. 

If you haven’t trusted in Christ, yielding your life to the Lord, then you must do so or you will 
have no share with him.  You won’t have eternal life with Christ in heaven, but be cast in hell.  
But if you have trusted in Christ, let me press you: have you developed the daily habit of 
confessing your sins?  If you feel that you’re distant from God, could it be that you have 
neglected the daily foot-washing of confession?  If you struggle time after time with the same 
sins, could it be that have not developed the habit of being quick to confess your sin and repent 
of it?  The disciples needed to learn these lessons. 

Only those who belong to Christ and confess their sin can be great in the kingdom of God. 

II. TO BE GREAT IN THE KINGDOM OF GOD, YOU MUST SERVE WITH 
HUMILITY. 

The third and final requirement to be great in the kingdom of God is found in the following 
verses (vv. 12–17): 

“When he had washed their feet and put on his outer garments and resumed his place, he said to 
them, “Do you understand what I have done to you? You call me Teacher and Lord, and you are 
right, for so I am. If I then, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to 
wash one another’s feet. For I have given you an example, that you also should do just as I have 
done to you. Truly, truly, I say to you, a servant is not greater than his master, nor is a messenger 
greater than the one who sent him. If you know these things, blessed are you if you do them.” 

This is the main reason why Jesus washed their feet.  He did so in order to model for them 
humble service.  They argued between themselves who was the greatest.  But none of them could 
be great in God’s kingdom unless they humbled themselves to serve like Jesus served.  Though 
he was their Lord and Teacher, he became as a slave to them.  He made himself low in order to 
serve them.  Now they needed to do the same.  They needed a shift in their heart—humble hearts 
who loved others enough to serve them.  They were to do “just as” he did to them, not in the act 
of footwashing, but in the attitude of humble service. 

Those who say that footwashing is an ordinance, like baptism and communion, miss the point.  
Jesus wasn’t laying down a new practice of footwashing among the church. There’s no record of 
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the disciples actually washing each other’s feet.  We must not confuse the sign with the 
substance of Jesus’ teaching.  It would be easy to physically wash each other’s feet and think 
we’ve actually done something, when all we’ve done is ritualize the ceremony while neglecting 
the true meaning of Jesus’ symbol. 

By washing their feet, Jesus set an example of humility in action.  He was saying, “Do as I did to 
you not what I did to you.”  He modeled loving, humble service, which reached its pinnacle 
when he died on the cross. 

So the third requirement to be great in the kingdom of God is to serve with humility.  No act of 
service should be beneath us.  We must lay down our lives as Jesus laid down his.  For most of 
us, that won’t be dying on behalf of others.  Rather, that will be doing the hard work of loving 
hard people in hard situations. 

Jesus showed his disciples that the opportunity to serve was already present.  Any one of them 
could have stood up and washed the feet of the others.  All that was necessary for them to 
minister was a humble and willing spirit. 

Much of ministry is that way.  Ministry opportunities are neglected because it requires humility, 
sacrifice, purity of intentions, inconvenience, selflessness, lack of recognition, hard work, long 
hours.  The ministry waits for someone with a pure and humble spirit to do it. 

But when we are occupied with status and acknowledgment and comfort and convenience and 
pride, we will not serve and we will not be great in the kingdom of God.  But notice in verse 17 
that Jesus says, “If you know these things, blessed are you if you do them.”  The greatest 
blessings in life come when you lay down your life for others.  If you want to be miserable and 
depressed, focus on you.  But if you want to be happy, give up yourself and serve others. 

CONCLUSION 

To summarize: In order to be great in the kingdom of God, you must (1) belong to Jesus; (2) 
continually confess your sin; and (3) serve with humility. 

Jesus gave his disciples a new vision for life that Thursday night.  And he gives us a vision for 
Christian service—what we could call towel and basin Christianity.  Those who are great in the 
kingdom of God, pick up the towel and basin and do the work of serving others in love, just as 
Jesus did. 
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