
EXPOSITION OF JOHN 

 

Message #51                                                                                                                John 13:1-17 

 

John 13-17 is a critical text because it gives us in great detail Christ’s   final   instructions  

to His disciples on the very night He was arrested.  The Gospel of John gives us much more  

of the   content   of Christ’s final instruction to His disciples than the other gospels do.   

 

The context is that there were many who truly had believed on Jesus Christ, but were not 

following Him.  They were secret believers (12:42-43), who would not be highly honored in 

heaven nor really happy on earth.  As a believer you cannot be happy until you obey God’s  

Word and do what God wants you to do.  Never is that more evident than right here. 

 

Before we look at this text, there are three observations we want to make: 

 

(Observation #1) - Jesus knew   everything   that was going to happen to Him.  13:1, 3 

 

He knew His time had come for Him to die.  He knew it was time for Him to leave this world. 

His earthly mission was completed.  Nothing was going to take Him by surprise.  The disciples 

on the other hand had no clue. 

 

(Observation #2) - Jesus   loved   His own.  13:1 

 

His whole mission of coming to this world was due to His love.  The reason He would die was 

because of the love of God (3:16).  However, He had a special love for His own people.  This is 

why He would take the time to physically wash their feet (13:5-17), and this is why He would 

take the time to specifically teach them in this upper room (13:18-17:26).  He loved those that 

His Father had given to Him and He spent His final hours teaching them. 

 

(Observation #3) - The   devil   had already put into Judas’ heart to betray Him.  13:2 

 

Judas had been with Jesus for over three years and for over three years he rejected God’s grace.   

His heart had never been right with God and would never be.  The scary part of this is that Judas 

shows that it is possible to be temporarily very religious and be under the best Bible teaching in 

the world and see God do stupendous things and yet be so devilish that you never really trust 

Jesus Christ as Savior and continue on your path to perdition.  When you sense God is tugging  

at your heart, yield to it or you are the devil’s property, even when sitting in church. 

 

Jesus had predicted that Judas would betray Him (John 6:70-71).  Early in the meal Satan put 

into the heart of Judas for him to betray Jesus and later, Satan would actually   enter   Judas  

(John 13:27).  However, nothing here was taking Jesus by surprise.  Jesus knew specifically that 

His time had come to die and He knew how it was all going to logistically happen, via Judas. 

 

At this meal, with all of this evil stuff taking place in the unseen world, Jesus Christ took the 

time to teach His disciples the key to their own happiness and the key to blessing.  What He 

teaches them is this: 



 

IN HIS FINAL HOURS ON EARTH, JESUS TOOK THE TIME TO TEACH  

HIS DISCIPLES THAT THE KEY TO BEING HAPPY AND BLESSED IS TO  

  HUMBLY     SERVE   OTHERS JUST LIKE HE DID. 

 

In verse 4-5, Jesus rose from supper and laid aside His garments and took a towel, poured  

water into a basin and began to wash the disciples’ feet, wiping their feet with the towel that  

was actually clothing Him.  Now think for a moment of this scene.  Here is the Sovereign God, 

in Person, just a few hours from dying on a cross and He is washing feet as a slave.  The Father 

(v. 3) has turned all things over to Him, and instead of using His power to display His majesty, 

He starts washing feet.  Not just washing feet, washing dirty feet.  This was one of the most 

menial and dirty jobs one could physically do.  This is God physically washing the dirty feet of 

His disciples.   

 

Foot washing was very much needed in this culture because the streets were dusty and people 

wore sandals without socks.  Usually you washed your own feet.  Sometimes, a wife might wash 

the feet of her husband and sometimes the children would wash the feet of their parents, but for 

the most part each person washed his own feet.  Now if one were a wealthy host, typically he 

would have a servant wash the guests’ feet as they were sitting down to enjoy a meal. 

 

Now carefully notice verse 7 because this clearly refutes the idea of foot washing in today’s 

church.  There are some churches that make foot washing almost a third ordinance.  But they 

miss the context of it.  Jesus says, “What I do you do not realize now, but you shall understand  

it hereafter.”  Now just exactly what didn’t they understand?  They certainly understood the fact 

that Jesus just physically washed their feet, but they did not understand the theological and 

practical application of all of this as it relates to a disciple.  This is the point of it.  It is not to 

instruct a church to wash feet.  Paul never once commands a N.T. church to do this. 

 

Those churches that practice foot washing today miss the whole point.  They still don’t 

understand.  If they want to apply this literally in today’s context, they need to have the people 

walk in sandals for a month and get their feet real dirty so they can scrub them.  A much more 

fitting application for our culture would be to clean and shine a person’s shoes or go out and 

wash their car because that is what gets dirty in travel today.  But even this misses the point. 

 

Now there are two main illustrative theological points Jesus makes: 

 

THEOLOGICAL POINT #1 – When a believer is walking through life, sometimes He gets 

                                                           dirty   and he needs the cleansing power of Christ’s blood 

                                                         to wash him up.  13:6-12 
 

According to verse 6, Jesus came to Simon Peter and Peter questioned Him about washing his 

feet.  To which Jesus responded - later you’ll understand what I am doing (verse 7).  What is  

so important to observe is that we have   no   record of Peter ever washing anyone’s feet, 

but what we do have a record of is him promoting humble   submissive   service (I Peter 

2:13, 18; 3:1, 8).  Again this is a key point for the “foot washers.”   

 



The way Peter actually understood this episode was by way of application not to washing 

feet, but to humbly   serving   others. 

 

Now Peter took the position that the God/Savior Jesus Christ would never wash his feet (13:8a). 

In a practical sense this is admirable, for Peter realizes that Jesus should not be washing His feet, 

but in a theological sense his response is foolish. 

 

In verse 8, Jesus makes a critical theological statement that you do not want to miss - if He 

does   not   wash us, we have   no   relationship with God.  As humiliating as it may be for 

God, if He does not wash us clean, we have no part with Him.  This is one area in which 

you cannot clean yourself up. 

 

When Christ said this, Peter said well then clean me all up, not just my feet.  But Peter doesn’t 

understand the theology of this yet.  So Jesus said to Peter in verse 10, you are already 

completely washed, you only need a partial cleanup because you are a little dirty.  The word 

“wash” (νιπτω) used in verses 5, 6, 8, 12 and 14 is one that means to wash part of the body,  

not the whole body (G. Abbott-Smith, p. 303).  The word “wash” (λοσω) in verse 10 refers to 

washing the entire body (Ibid., p. 272).   

 

In other words, once you have believed on Jesus Christ you are washed clean of all of your 

condemnatory sin.  You don’t need to be saved again.  You don’t need to be going up in front  

of church time and time again trying to be resaved.  However, every once in a while we will  

get a little filth of the world on us and we need to get cleaned up so we can be effective again.  

We are washed   positionally   clean from all condemnatory sin the moment we believe on 

Jesus Christ, but through confession, we stay   practically   clean when we get a little dirty 
as a child of God.  If we are to be effective ambassadors for Jesus Christ, we need to maintain  

a clean walk in our relationship with God. 

 

In fact, Jesus says to Peter (v. 8), if I do not clean up your feet “you have no part with Me.”  He 

does not say you have no part “in” Me, but “with” Me.  You have   union   with Christ the 

moment you believe and are “in Him.”  But you only have   communion   “with Christ” as 

you stay clean.  That word “part” (μερος) is one that means a share or portion of the discipleship 

work that maintains close fellowship with Jesus Christ.  If we are going to be blessed by God and 

happy in life, we must serve others, but in order to do that and share in all the blessings of God, 

we must be clean and we need Jesus Christ to clean us up from time to time. 

 

Now in verse 11, Jesus makes it clear that there was one there who was not washed clean and 

that was Judas.  Judas was not a believer.  He was still in his sins completely.  Judas needed 

more than his feet washed, he needed his heart washed.  This would be the equivalent to people 

who confess their sins but do not really accept Jesus Christ as their only God/Savior.  A Judas 

type goes through religious motions and rituals, such as water baptism, but the heart has really 

never been washed clean. 

 

Now when Christ had done this, He put His garments back on and sat down at the table and 

looked at His disciples and asked them if they knew what He had just done (verse 12).  Thank 

the Lord He doesn’t give them time to start sharing their ignorance, He just instructs them: 



 

THEOLOGICAL POINT #2 – The key to your   happiness   in this world is following My  

                                                        example by humbly serving others, specifically the people  

                                                        of God.  13:13-17 

 

The word “blessed” (μακαριος) in verse 17, actually has to do with being happy because you 

know you are in a fortunate state in which God can, will and is blessing you (G. Abbott-Smith,  

p. 275).  So these verses unlock for these disciples the key to them having a   happy   life, 

one which God will bless. 

 

What is so ironic about the truths here is that they are so foreign to worldly thinking.  The world 

thinks that happiness is the result of others serving us.  God says happiness is the result of you 

serving others.  The world asks how many people serve you and God asks how many people do 

you serve. 

 

Point of Instruction #1 - To be a happy and blessed disciple you must believe and   speak   the  

                                             truth about Jesus Christ.  13:13 

 

The word “call” (φωνεω) phoneo is the word from which we get our English word phonics.  It 

literally means to call out or speak aloud (Ibid., p. 476).  These disciples were saying things to 

Christ and about Christ, and Jesus brings that point up right here.  If you never speak up for  

Jesus Christ, if you never witness, you will miss much blessing and happiness in your life.   

Now specifically, these disciples were verbally saying He was “the teacher” (articular) and  

“the Lord” (articular).  Jesus Christ was God, the great I AM and these disciples believed the 

truth and were testifying of the truth. 

 

Point of Instruction #2 - To be a happy and blessed disciple you must follow Christ’s example  

                                             as it relates to other   believers  .  13:14-15 

 

The pronoun “another” (v. 14) means another of the   same   kind.  Jesus is not teaching His 

disciples that they must wash the feet of unsaved people, but He is teaching them a principle  

that we need to forgive each other and humbly serve each other, especially those in the family  

of God.  If God was willing to do this, then we should be willing to follow His example.  We 

need to be on the lookout for fellow believers who are getting a little dirty. 

 

Now how do we actually apply this today?  When you see a brother or sister who gets a little 

dirty in the world, you go to them and in a mindset of humility and service, try to wash them 

with the Word.  The Word will show where the dirt is and it has the power to clean them up.   

 

Point of Instruction #3 - To be a happy and blessed disciple, you must realize that a servant is  

                                             not   greater   than His Master.  13:16 

 

This is a “truly, truly” statement.  Jesus is the Master and we are His slaves.  A key to happiness 

is realizing this.  We need to challenge our scuffed up brothers and sisters to allow Jesus Christ 

to clean them up. 

 



 

 

Point of Instruction #4 - You will be happy and blessed in life by   following   Christ’s  

                                             example.  13:17 

 

We cannot just turn our heads to a brother or sister who is dirty and be happy.  We need to go  

to them and present the living Word of God that can wash them up.  As we obey God in this 

assignment, happiness and blessing come to us. 

 

Happiness and blessing always comes to a believer through obedience.  The truth is, most people 

will be happy to let you serve them.  You’ll never run out of opportunities in this field of service. 

But what most do not realize is that this is the key to you being happy and blessed by God.   

 

Dr. Warren Wiersbe said be sure to keep all of this is proper sequence: humbleness, holiness, 

happiness (Be Transformed, p. 20).  Serve others, stay clean and be happy.  That is as basic as  

it gets, but the formula still works today. 


