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Series: Receiving life by believing in God’s Son (a Gospel of John study)   

Sermon Text: John 13:1-11       Kids Word: Love 

(*This account is also in Matthew 26:1-30; Mark 14:1-26; Luke 22:1-23) 

 

John said he wrote this letter to help us find “fullness of life through believing Jesus is the Christ, 

the Son of God.” Remember how we called 1:1-18 a “prologue” (introduction)? Well, some view it 

as the introduction to chapters 1-12, which covers 3 years of real-life stories where people met Jesus. 

They refer to the first half of John as the “Book of signs” and the last half as the “Book of His glory or 

passion.” If we look at it that way, 13:1-17 would become a “prologue” (introduction) to chapters 13-

21, which is an in-depth look at the final week leading up to the cross and resurrection. 

• In 1922, Helen Lemmel, a Methodist Pastor’s daughter, wrote a hymn that starts like this, “O 

soul, are you weary and troubled? No light in the darkness you see? There’s light for a look at 

the Savior, life more abundant and free! Turn your eyes upon Jesus, Look full in His wonderful 

face, And the things of earth will grow strangely dim, In the light of His glory and grace.” This 

is the soundtrack I hear as I ponder Jesus washing feet because it makes me think of this… 

BIG IDEA: Keeping our eyes on Jesus keeps us from doubting God’s love. 

 

During what we call the “The Last Supper”, Jesus vividly revealed the heart of the Father. We’ll take 

in the first half of this awkwardly beautiful moment today through the lens of 4 principles. 

Principle #1: Jesus is God’s love in a body. (John 13:1-7)  

• Verse 1 says, 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. Do you realize that’s an identity statement? Understanding His origin was the 

key to Jesus being a faithful human. Alternatively, when we’re unclear on where we’ve come 

from, we’ll be confused about how to live. I’d recommend dwelling on this verse, along with 

John 1:1-18 which also contains a ton of identity statements. Verses 2-5 tell us, 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. At 

least 3 things jump off the page here: the Passover, the supper, and Jesus washing feet. This is 

the third Passover John has covered, where each time Jesus applied aspects of this key feast to 
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Himself. In chapter 2, while in the temple during Passover, Jesus identified His body as the 

true temple that would be destroyed and rebuilt. In chapter 6, while feeding thousands during 

Passover, He eerily said some would later feed on His body and blood. At this third Passover, 

Jesus hosted another meal, only this time with His inner circle. Per usual, John omitted details 

to stress the meaning. We’re told Jesus rose from the supper and did the unthinkable--took off 

His clothes, tied a towel around His waist, and began washing their feet. Who’d be weirded 

out if I invited you to my house and did that? Well, at a 1st century celebration, you expected a 

low-level servant to greet you with a pitcher, basin, and fresh towel to wash the grime off your 

feet. You would never have expected this from a person of status, nor any Jewish person (their 

law exempted them from this demeaning task). Jesus intentionally “flipped the script” to serve 

in a manner that was socially humiliating and reveal Himself as God’s love in a body. Next… 

Principle #2: There is no cleansing of sin without Jesus. (John 13:8)  

• Offended and appalled in verses 6-7, Simon Peter said, "Lord, do you wash my feet?" Jesus 

answered, "What I’m doing you don’t understand now, but afterward you will understand." 

His Rabbi’s action was humiliating and uncomfortable, so Peter pridefully blurted out, "You 

shall never wash my feet", to which Jesus answered, "If I do not wash you, you have no 

share with me." Wait, what? How was THIS connected to THAT? Go back to verse 1…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 (i.e., to the…limit, fullest, goal). Like a high stakes game 

of charades, Jesus was portraying the heart of God--a love visible in His life and death. 1 John 

4:9-10 says, “In this the love of God was made manifest among us, that God sent his only Son 

into the world, so that we might live through him. In this is love, not that we have loved God 

but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins” or as Romans 5:8 puts 

it, “God demonstrated his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” In 

Philippians 2:7-8 there’s a description of Christ’s life and death. As we read it, we hear faint 

echoes of the foot washing… “Jesus emptied himself (i.e., laid aside the divine garments of 

glory), by taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. And being found in 

human form (i.e., clothed in a towel), he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of 

death, even death on a cross.” By washing their feet, Jesus was revealing who God is, why He 

sent His Son, and how the cross would cleanse us and thereby prove God loves us! Above all, 
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He was demonstrating that there’s no salvation--no sharing the inheritance Jesus earned on His 

crucifixion throne--without coming to Him in personal faith and allowing Him to wash us. He 

is God’s love in a body. There is no cleansing of sin without Him. Now consider… 

 

Principle #3: Jesus only needs to bathe us once. (John 13:9-11)  

• In verse 9 Simon Peter said, "Lord, not my feet only but also my hands and head!" His knee 

jerk response reflected a sudden grasp of reality and a massive overcorrection to which Jesus 

replied in verses 10-11, "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." No doubt, He meant Judas, 

but we’ll save that for verses 18-30. What I suspect will most interest us are these concepts of 

full cleansing (referred to by Pastor Chuck Swindoll as, “Once bathed, always bathed”) and 

ongoing cleansing. This is the connection between our salvation and our sacraments (i.e., why 

we get baptized, take communion, pray, and abide in Christ which John details through chapter 

17). It seems one bath is enough for God to declare us completely clean, at least on the inside 

(i.e., this world’s “dirt” can’t break our eternal faith-bond with Jesus). How is that possible? In 

simple terms, it’s because faith credits 2 things to our account…Christ’s payment for sin and 

Christ’s righteous life! These twin transactions of extreme love produce one incredible result… 

a bond with God that sin can no longer break! So, what about our “ongoing sin”? Well, Jesus 

compared it to “going for a walk after taking a bath.” Must we re-bathe if afterwards we get a 

little dust or mud on our feet? Of course not, but it’s good to wash them off, right? I mean, do 

you like dirty feet, or tracking up a clean house (temple), or leaving clumps for others to step 

in? While the cross ended sin’s power to boot us from God’s household, that doesn’t suddenly 

make sin clean to wallow in! The gift of eternal forgiveness by grace through faith in Christ is 

no excuse to take sin lightly, and those who grasp the weight of the gift begin to see how sin, 

like dirt, just muddies the waters of our new life. Sending Jesus to die on the cross ultimately 

and undeniably proves two things…How much God hates sin, but also How much God loves 

us! Comprehension of His love inspires new motivations. Jesus is God’s love in a body. There 

is no cleansing of sin without Him, and He only needs to bathe us once.  Finally consider… 

 

Principle #4: Our standard is Jesus, not others. 
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• We’ve all known folks who claimed to be Christians--they went through the motions, were 

baptized, took the Lord’s Supper every week, and did life with us, but for some reason walked 

away! Who agrees that their departure from the faith hurts and can be disorienting? Maybe it’s 

caused you to wonder if you’ll be next. John experienced this with his friend, Judas, and others 

throughout his journey. In his old age, he found a way to explain this conundrum to the church 

of Ephesus in 1 John 2:19. He told them that those who “left the church, never really belonged 

or else they would’ve stayed.” As Jesus said back in chapter 10, nothing can remove true sheep 

from His hand, which is why we follow the Shepherd as our standard, not other sheep. People 

will let us down and struggle to believe what Jesus did was enough, but do you know who 

never doubts that? The guy who God raised from the dead to verify His acceptance of His 

loving life and death as payment in full!  

• I urge you to remember that not every regular church attender is a Christian! The local church, 

by definition, is a sanctuary or refuge from a world that equates worth with production; and it’s 

also where broken people seeking second, third, or 490th chances can find mercy, grace, and 

forgiveness. Despite our best efforts, some will receive baptism, take communion, and serve 

with us, but turn out like Judas by failing to embrace the meaning behind our activities and the 

one to whom they point. If it happened in Jesus’ inner circle, isn’t it even more likely to occur 

in ours? These are powerful means of grace to help us deal with ongoing sin, but they’re the 

foot washing, not the bath. They can help us abide, but only if we’re clean on the inside. Oh, 

and by the way, brace yourself for next week because Jesus teaches us other things here like 

how we can’t be Christians without loving the church and how to treat people like Judas who 

will eventually betray us.  

 

Let’s pray:  

• Father, our souls do get weary and troubled in this life. It can be challenging to see light in all 

the darkness and to believe that somehow, we can experience a more abundant and free life in 

this world. The solution is so simple, if only we could remember to turn our eyes upon Jesus 

and fixate on His wonderful face. Only by the floodlight of His glory and grace will the things 

of earth grow strangely dim. Help us, oh God, to keep our eyes on Jesus, so we’ll keep from 

doubt your amazing, unending love. Amen.  

 

Let’s sing: I invite you to stand and sing about the “Spirit of God” with us! 

 



John 13:1-11 Sermon Page 5 of 7 

So, what’s your NEXT STEP? 

• Remember, our next step always begins with faith in Christ. Either placing faith in Him for the 

first time or exercising faith to repent, change, and grow. Either way, His Spirit will help you. 

 

Quotes/Additional thoughts: 

• Change of focus in Chapter 13: “This section signals a change of focus as Jesus turns to ‘his 

own’ and shows them his love…In the end there is no explanation of the cross other than the 

love of God. There can be no other, for we certainly do not deserve it and can never earn it.” 

Pastor Bruce Milne 

• The heart of God: “Here, in five chapters (13-17), in only 155 verses, and in less than four 

thousand words we are given what the Puritan writer Thomas Goodwin called “’a window into 

Christ’s heart.’” Professor Sinclair Ferguson 

• Jesus’ way home: “We should not make the mistake many have made, and suppose that Jesus, 

in this gospel or any of the others, simply ‘died and went to heaven’. John is clear, in 20.17, 

that after his death Jesus is first raised to new life, then meets the disciples, and only then ‘goes 

up to the father’. This is what gives new depth and meaning both to the footwashing and the 

crucifixion. They are the events which form the ladder from this world to the father’s world. 

They are the way home that the son of God must take.” Professor NT Wright 

• 1st century foot washing: “Foot washing was commonplace in Greco-Roman and first-century 

Jewish culture and appears as a ritual of daily cleansing, as a religious act (such as washing the 

hands and feet in hot water before Sabbath), or as a token of hospitality when someone first 

entered a home. In Luke 7:36–50 Simon the Pharisee’s failure to wash Jesus’ feet was correctly 

interpreted as a gesture of hostility. In 1 Timothy 5:10 washing the feet of the saints may be a 

metaphor for humble service. The task of foot washing was so menial that according to some 

Jewish sources, Jewish slaves were exempt, and the job kept for Gentiles…all our ancient 

sources show that foot washing was a degrading and lowly task. When done by a wife (for her 

husband), a child (for his/her parents), or a pupil (for his teacher), it was always an act of 

extreme devotion. But since it was an act with social implications, in no way do we find those 

with a “higher” status washing the feet of those beneath them…so, Jesus is adopting the 

posture of a slave.” Professor Gary Burge 

• No self-respecting Jew was to ever wash another’s feet: “This was a particularly humble 

task, included in a list of works which a Jewish slave should not be required to perform. As 

they commence the meal with feet as yet unwashed, since apparently none of the disciples are 

prepared to fulfil the duty (one does not wash the feet of peers!), Jesus himself rises, divests 

himself of his outer clothing, girds himself with a towel, and proceeds to wash and then dry his 

disciples’ feet.” Pastor Bruce Milne 

• Two types of cleansing: “When Peter offers his hands and head as well as his feet for 

cleansing, Jesus uses the opportunity to develop the symbol of the foot-washing in a different 

way. He distinguishes between a once-for-all cleansing, as when having a bath (10), and the 

continual washing of more specific areas of the body soiled in the regular course of things, like 

our hands. Certain manuscripts omit the phrase needs only to wash his feet from verse 10, and 

some recent scholars believe this abbreviated reading to be original. There is a once-for-all 

cleansing when we become Christians as all our sins are judged and put away in the cross, but 
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in the course of our ongoing Christian lives sin obtrudes daily. That sin too is to be cleansed 

through a daily coming to the Lord for his renewed washing.” Pastor Bruce Milne 

• Handling our ongoing sin: Professor NT Wright commented, “Jesus must wash us if we are 

to belong to him. Yet he has already washed us, in calling us to belong to him (15.3); what we 

need day by day is the regular washing of those parts of ourselves, our personalities and 

bodies, which get dusty and dirty.” Pastor Chuck Swindoll added, “The grace of God continues 

throughout the life of the believer, whose feet collect dust from the world. While the believer 

has been cleansed of sin in the legal sense—past, present, and future sins will not be counted 

against him or her in eternity—the believer will continually struggle to remain clean 

experientially before entering eternity.” 

 

Contextual items: 

• Book Context: The Gospel of the Apostle John, the son of Zebedee, provides a clearly stated 

purpose. John 20:30-31 says, “Jesus did many other signs in the presence of the disciples, 

which are not written in this book; but these are written so that you may believe that Jesus is 

the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.” Some 

people demand to have all their questions satisfied before bowing to Jesus, yet John claimed 

his limited account was enough to bring anyone to faith. As we read it, our Savior and friend 

emerges from the pages as a real person in the real world. Jesus shows us what we could 

become, if we too would rely on His infinite Father who will gladly supply whatever we need. 

• Life in his name: Life is the Greek word, “zōē”, which means “Life, Living, Lifetime, Life-

Giving” and is where we get the word, “zoology” in English. Vine's Expository Dictionary of 

New Testament Words says it’s “used in the NT of life as a principle, life in the absolute sense, 

life as God has it, that which the Father has in Himself, and which He gave to the Incarnate 

Son to have in Himself, Jhn 5:26, and which the Son manifested in the world, 1Jo 1:2. From 

this life man has become alienated in consequence of the Fall, Eph 4:18, and of this life men 

become partakers through faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, Jhn 3:15, who becomes its Author to 

all such as trust in Him, Act 3:15, and who is therefore said to be 'the life' of the believer, Col 

3:4, for the life that He gives He maintains, Jhn 6:35, 63. Eternal life is the present actual 

possession of the believer because of his relationship with Christ, Jhn 5:24; 1Jo 3:14, and that 

it will one day extend its domain to the sphere of the body is assured by the Resurrection of 

Christ, 2Cr 5:4; 2Ti 1:10. This life is not merely a principle of power and mobility, however, 

for it has moral associations which are inseparable from it, as of holiness and righteousness. 

Death and sin, life and holiness, are frequently contrasted in the Scriptures.” 

 

Other Articles/Songs/Videos: 

Helpful thoughts for discussion leaders: 

1. Go for a single, not a home run…don’t drag the night out; realize more people = less deep sharing. 

2. Keep discussion around 30mins. Once you hit the “sweet spot”, spend your time there. 

 

Challenge Questions 

Review the BIG IDEA: Keeping our eyes on Jesus keeps us from doubting God’s love. 

-Simple questions…What is God teaching you? What are you going to do about it? How will it help 

you love & serve others? 
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Preparation questions for John 13:1-11. 

• What questions do you have about this passage? 

• What stands out to you as strange or amazing in this passage? 

• What do you think Jesus was driving at, and what does that imply about your relationship with 

Him? 

 

Application questions from John 13:1-11. 

• What astounds you about God’s love as displayed in the foot washing and the cross? How does 

it clarify the nature of salvation (the bath) and ongoing cleansing (washing our feet)? 

• Have you ever struggled with assurance of salvation? Why might we reasonably struggle with 

it being permanent (i.e., that it is impossible to lose), and how might John 13:1-17 counter our 

doubts? Perhaps another way to ask this is, “If your friend were struggling with assurance of 

salvation, how would you use John 13 to emphasize both the seriousness of sin and the comfort 

of salvation’s permanence?” 

• Would you please share a situation where you’ve lost sight of Jesus while caring for someone? 

What have you learned that could help keep us on track when serving others? 

 

Here are some great resources for digging deeper into community group life… 

How life together looks http://austinstone.org/stories/film/item/140-missional-community-lukes-story 

Rethinking what we do https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kvWnXYSELF4&feature=player_embedded 

Numerous articles to provoke thought http://toddengstrom.com/archives/ 

What groups of 2-3 might look like http://toddengstrom.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/LTG-Overview.pdf 

http://austinstone.org/stories/film/item/140-missional-community-lukes-story
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kvWnXYSELF4&feature=player_embedded
http://toddengstrom.com/archives/
http://toddengstrom.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/LTG-Overview.pdf

