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John 13:1 – 15, 34           17 April, 2014 
 

“Jesus knew that the Father had put all things under his power, and 

that he had come from God and was returning to God; so he got up from the 
meal, took off his outer clothing, and wrapped a towel around his waist” (Jn 

13:4, 5). 
Jesus reclines at the table for the Passover meal, watching his disciples – 

these twelve men, who have walked across the country with him, have listened to 

his teaching, marveled at his compassion for all, witnessed the power of his will.  

They’ve called Jesus Teacher; they’ve confessed him as Lord.  So, what were the 

disciples doing?  Arguing about who would have to do the menial, thankless task 

of washing everybody’s dusty feet.  Because of the privacy Jesus wanted for this 

Passover celebration they couldn’t rely on someone else to do it – a servant at the 

house, e.g.  But a jar of water, a basin, a towel – all right there for use according 

to the custom.  Yet, it seems that the disciples came to an impasse and took their 

seats at the table, still with dirty feet. 

They agreed to disagree about who was worthy of such honor. 

So you return to those words from John’s Gospel, and don’t you sit back 
in your seat breathless? 

John is by no means conveying an image that Jesus rolled his eyes at his 

disciples’ inability yet again to appreciate the true power of humility, that each of 

them mistook greatness for how many people submitted to one’s way of thinking, 

no matter how self-centered and/or proud it was – both are often linked together, 

by the way. Thoughts of his divine authority and mighty power didn’t enter Jesus’ 

mind as a reason to rebuke the disciples, either – “Why aren’t they jumping at the 

chance to clean my feet?  I’ll get up and show them, and they’ll feel guilty about 

it!” – or even one more way he humbled himself as their Savior and ours, though 

you can’t miss his quiet service. At that moment Jesus savors the confidence God 

his Father has given him - his eternally begotten Son, to whom the Father entrusts 
all things in heaven and on earth and under the earth - and Jesus treasures a long-

sought-after fulfillment - its debut in world history only days away.  Jesus got up 

from the meal, took off his outer clothing, and wrapped a towel around his waist, 

because he loved the disciples – all of them, including that one who would betray 

him in minutes. 

Jesus saw washing the disciples’ feet as an opportunity of love, which is 

not beneath the Lord but is his eternal will.  Love is his essence. 

Can you and I wrap our minds around this heavenly truth? 

I’m afraid we don’t – we can’t.  Even the first step of Christian devotion 

to deny oneself just addresses the sinfulness of us all – that inborn compulsion to 

have it our way instead of the Lord’s.  I mean, to humble ourselves before others, 

not just because it’s the right thing to do but because we see the fulfillment of our 
lives as putting others ahead of ourselves, as constantly on the watch for building 

others up, especially at those times when it comes at great cost to ourselves, and 

to do so for the sake of loving – loving that person … 

There’s a Simon Peter in us all – because it was his sinful nature talking 

– that mistakes love’s humble submission as denial of personal will and worth. 

“He came to Simon Peter, who said to him, ‘Lord, are you going to 

wash my feet?’  Jesus replied, ‘You do not realize now what I am doing, but 

later you will understand.’  ‘No,’ said Peter, ‘you shall never wash my feet.’  
Jesus answered, ‘Unless I wash you, you have no part with me’” (Jn 13:6 – 8). 

Jesus reminded Peter that love was not a denial of oneself – my will, my 

identity, and my standing – but was the fulfillment of his life under the Lord God, 

who is Love. 

And so, hours later Jesus secures the safety of the disciples, that they are 

not arrested with him in Gethsemane and led away for trial – though they still ran 

out of fear for their lives. 

And so, the next morning Jesus suffers the injustice of human judgment 

and the indignities of their mockery and spit and fists, because not once did Jesus 

condone their sin and yet for their salvation he spoke only the truth to them. 

Love for the world endured the Roman scourge. 

Love for us all gave up his spirit, when everything that was promised – 

forgiveness of sins, redemption of our souls and bodies – was fulfilled at long last 
on a Roman cross. 

In the course of half a day, Jesus’ face and body were disfigured beyond 

recognition, his life was cursed under the wrathful sky. 

“God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we 
might become the righteousness of God” (2 Cor 5:21). 

Yet Jesus’ love didn’t die at any time.  It didn’t change in any way.  No, 

Jesus’ submission to the cross demonstrated the surpassing power – the constant 

selflessness – of his love. 

But his love changes everything about us – most importantly, our hearts. 

“A new command I give you: Love one another.  As I have loved you, 
so you must love one another” (Jn 13:34). 

Amen. 


