
“Walking in the Footsteps of the Servant” 

John 13:1-20 

July 24, 2011 

 

My guess is that most of us are pretty familiar with the scene here in John 13 

where Jesus washes the disciples’ feet.  

 

In those days one’s feet were only protected from the dry dusty roads by 

simple sandals which were little more than a piece of leather for the sole 

attached to the feet by a few straps.
1
 In hot dry weather, you can imagine 

how dirty and offensive one’s feet would become. So it was customary that a 

servant would meet the guests at the door and wash their feet.  

 

But among the band traveling with Jesus there was no designated servant. So 

the disciples’ feet were not washed before they began the Passover meal 

together.  

 

Then during the meal Jesus got up, took off His outer garment so that He 

could wrap a towel around Himself, and in the posture of a servant, poured 

water in a basin and began to wash the disciples’ feet.  

 

My guess is that it got pretty quiet as the disciples observed what Jesus was 

doing until Peter blurts out in embarrassment what they all must have been 

thinking: “Lord, do you wash my feet?…Never shall you wash my feet!” (vs. 

6, 8).  

 

What Peter did not understand is that Jesus was doing more than simply 

washing dirty feet. He was enacting some essential spiritual truths. In vs. 8 

Jesus says, “If I do not wash you, you have no part with Me.” In other words, 

You need to set aside your pride and humbly receive what I will do for you. 

Christianity is not what you do for Jesus but receiving what Jesus does for 

you.  

 

Peter then jumps to the opposite extreme: “Lord, then don’t just wash my 

feet, but my hands and head too!” But Jesus corrects Him: “He who has 

bathed needs only to wash His feet, but is completely clean, but not all of you 

are.” In other words, Peter, you’ve already had a bath. You just need to have 

your feet washed…But not all of you are clean. Jesus is using the symbolism 

of water to reveal something to them that they did not understand: Sitting 

                                                           
1
 Barclay, 161 

among them was one whose heart was polluted and estranged from Jesus. 

And yet Jesus washed his feet, too.  

 

Then comes the lesson in character: “You call Me Teacher and Lord; and 

you are right, for so I am. If I then, the Lord and the Teacher, washed your 

feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet. For I gave you an example 

that you also should do as I did to you. Truly, truly, I say to you, a slave is 

not greater than his master, nor is one who is sent greater than the one who 

sent him. If you know these things, you are blessed if you do them.” (John 

13:13-17). 

 

Why did Jesus serve the disciples by washing their feet?  

 

1. It was an object lesson to alert them that one of those among them 

was not really of them. There was betrayer in their midst. 

2.  It was an example of humble servanthood. If they are truly going to 

follow Christ, they would need to have the disposition of a servant 

just as Jesus did. And it would ultimately be for their blessing! 

3. It’s also possible that this came to the disciples as a rebuke.  We 

know from the gospel of Luke
2
 that the disciples had just been 

engaged in a debate about who was the greatest among them. Who 

most deserved a place of honor in the kingdom. Jesus’ humble act of 

serving them was a rebuke to their competitive spirit. Jesus said, “the 

greatest among you shall be your servant” (Matt 23:11). 

 

While there may be many reasons that Jesus did this act of service, John 

distinctly mentions that there is a singular motivation in verse 1: Love!  

 

When John says that Jesus loves His disciples to the end (telos), He’s not 

talking about chronology. The word here means completion or perfection. In 

other words, He loved to the fullest extent. John says this to set us up for the 

footwashing. Humble serving is how you love someone to the fullest extent! 

You give of yourself to them. Biblical love is by definition selfless. And 

selfless love is expressed through servanthood.  

 

Now let me just summarize how this passage is typically taught. The general 

principle in John 13 is this: We should follow Jesus’ example in humbly 

serving one another.  
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“If I then, the Lord and the Teacher, washed your feet, you also ought 

to wash one another’s feet. For I gave you an example that you also 

should do as I did to you.” (vs. 14-15). 

� Not “what” I did to you (footwashing) 

� But, “as” I did to you (humble serving out of a heart of mature love) 

And then we go on to say, “If the Son of God served so humbly, how much 

more ought we to serve!” And that’s what Jesus said:  “Truly, truly, I say to 

you, a slave is not greater than his master, nor is one who is sent 

greater than the one who sent him. If you know these things, you are 

blessed if you do them.” (vs. 16-17).  And yet there is more to this 

passage.  

When Jesus washed the disciples’ feet, there were a number of things that He 

was conscientiously aware of that John doesn’t want us to overlook. And so 

that’s where He began this passage (vs. 1-4).  

 

Jesus is conscientiously aware of:  

1. His pending death: John begins vs. 1 by notifying us that it’s time 

for the Passover feast. When you hear the words “Passover” you 

should be thinking, sacrificial death. And in the preceding verses of 

chapter 12, Jesus has just been foretelling His death to the disciples.  

2. His return to heaven: In vs. 1, John explicitly says that Jesus knew 

that “He would depart out of this world to the Father.” 

3. His betrayal: Vs. 2 indicates that Jesus’ betrayal was no longer 

something of the future. Judas’ heart was already under the control 

of Satan.  

4. His authority: In vs. 3, Jesus comprehends that “the Father had 

given all things into His hands.”  

5. His roots & His destiny: vs. 3—“that He had come forth from God 

and was going back to God…”  

 

Fully aware of all these things, Jesus took on the posture and humility of a 

servant. The temptation then is to teach that in spite of all that Jesus knew, 

He washed the disciples’ feet. His full knowledge of His crucifixion, coming 

glory, ultimate authority, and even His betrayer could not keep Him from 

such a humble act of service. But I want to suggest to you that that is upside 

down. It wasn’t in spite of knowing all these things that Jesus served, but in 

light of all these things that Jesus served.  

 

It was knowing who He was and what He was about that empowered Jesus to 

serve so selflessly. Let me simplify vs. 1-4 by saying, Jesus knew His 

identity—the Son of God; and He knew His purpose; to rescue men from sin. 

He knew what it would cost Him and He knew the reward.  
 

When Jesus said that we should do as He did (vs. 15), certainly He meant 

more than merely serving, but rather serving with the same motivation of 

mature love. And could it be that John wants us to also see the need to have 

the same perspective as Jesus as we serve.  
 

Jesus was conscientiously aware of who He was and what He was about. He 

served with a distinct identity and purpose. And unless we do the same, we 

will find ourselves in a frustrating conflict. On the one hand we know that as 

a Christian we are to have the disposition of a servant’s heart, while on the 

other we are living most of our life building the kingdom of self because we 

have a confused identity and purpose.  
 

Now you may be thinking, wait a minute, I’m not omniscient like Jesus and I 

don’t know the future. Of course not! But do you know who you are and why 

you are here—as a Christian?  
 

As a Christian your identity is found in Jesus Christ.  

� Col. 3:3-4—“For you have died and your life is hidden with Christ in 

God. When Christ, who is our life, is revealed, then you also will be 

revealed with Him in glory. 

� Gal. 2:20—“I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I 

who live, but Christ lives in me; and the life which I now live in the 

flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me, and delivered 

Himself up for me. 

� Eph. 2:6—God “raised us up with Him, and seated us with Him in 

the heavenly places, in Christ Jesus, 
 

Your purpose is to advance the purpose of Christ because you are one with 

Him. Regardless of what you do or where you live, your purpose is to take 

the gospel to a dying world.  

� Phil. 1:21—“To me to live is Christ, and to die is gain” 

� 2 Cor. 5:15—“He died for all, that they who live should no longer 

live for themselves, but for Him who died and rose again on their 

behalf. 

� 2 Cor. 5:18-20: “God…reconciled us to Himself through Christ, and 

gave us the ministry of reconciliation….He has committed to us the 

word of reconciliation. Therefore, we are ambassadors for Christ, as 

though God were entreating through us; we beg you on behalf of 

Christ, be reconciled to God. 



It all comes back to who are you and why does God have you here? If you 

know who you are in Christ and what God’s purpose and mission are for 

your life, it will empower you to love and serve others.  

 

When your identity is secure in Christ, there is no loss of “dignity” in humbly 

serving someone else. But if your identity is in self, your greatest effort will 

be to build that identity or sense of personal significance. Yet when your 

identity is securely in Christ you are free to serve others rather than building 

the kingdom of self.  

 

Are you just living your life? Or do you have a clear vision of serving people 

as an opportunity to build the kingdom of God by living out and sharing the 

gospel?  

 

Remember last week I told you that John 12 was the end of Jesus’ public 

ministry. Chapter 13 is the beginning of the passion. John 13 is the birth 

canal of the Gospel. The Gospel is induced by servant-hearted love. Jesus 

went to the cross for the same reason He washed the disciples’ feet. He loved 

them. “For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and 

to give His life a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45). You cannot separate the 

suffering of Jesus and the servanthood of Jesus. The disposition of the Savior 

is that of a servant, and we are called to be like Him. 

 

In fact, I will go so far as to say that in most cases servanthood is step 2 in 

evangelism: 

1. Prayer—without the Spirit’s work of drawing their hearts, they will 

not and cannot come (John 6:44, 65). 

2. Servanthood—by simply serving people out of love for them, caring 

for their eternity, God will open doors into their spiritual journey. 

Through serving others, we flesh out the Gospel—selfless love as 

opposed to carnal, self-centered living. 

3. Sharing the Good News and inviting them to share in the grace that 

we have found.  

 

You can’t possibly meet every need around you, but what I want you to see 

is that when God gives you specific opportunities to serve those around you, 

you should assume it is an open door into someone’s life to influence their 

spiritual journey. But that won’t happen if you don’t have a clear 

understanding that you are one with Christ and share His purpose.  

 

When Christ is at the center, you will gain a heart of servanthood.  

David Ewert: “You in yourself will seek to satisfy self; Jesus in you will 

seek to serve others.”  

 

It’s one thing to serve the people you love, but can you love the people you 

are called to serve? Remember, Judas was at the table too. Are you able to 

serve people when you know the worst of them? Can you “wash the feet” of 

your enemies when they are plotting your demise? Not without Christ in the 

center. Christlike servanthood is born out of a love for people which is the 

overflow of a heart saturated with the love of God. In other words, when the 

love of God has a grip on you, it will overflow in a love for people which is 

manifested in selfless servanthood. This is where Jesus lived—right in the 

center of His Father’s love.  

 

What you do is not as important as the heart with which you do it. 

Servanthood is meaningless without a heart of love.  

 

We don’t need to just serve more. We need a servant’s heart. And that means 

that we walk in the same love of an abiding relationship with the Father that 

Jesus did. God is love! Ask yourself: Is my life immersed and saturated in 

God? Is He the center of my consciousness? Is He changing my heart and 

shaping the servant-heart of Jesus in me?  

 

Perhaps the place for us to begin today is with an honest confession: 

 

1. Lord, my love is shallow. 

2. Jesus, my love is shallow, because you are not at the center of my 

life.  

 

Reflective Prayer 

 

Lord Jesus, 

Thank you for serving us to the fullest extent of your love by giving your life 

as a ransom for us. We don’t want our love to be shallow. We want you to be 

at the center shaping Your heart in us. No more divided kingdom—no more 

clouded vision that keeps us from seeing our true identity in You. Fill our 

hearts with the Father’s love until they overflow in true compassion for those 

You are reaching. Lord, wash our feet, that we may wash one another’s. 

Amen.   

 

 


