
Feb. 25, 2018 – (Lent 2, John) 

Sermon Text – John 13:1-17 

 

- [Jesus] came to Simon Peter, who said to him… "You will never wash my feet."  Jesus 

answered, "Unless I 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, "One who has bathed 

does not need to wash, except for the feet, but is entirely clean.” … So, if I, your Lord and 

Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another's feet.  For I have set 

you an example, that you also should do as I have done to you.” - 

 

Ellie Roscher, who wrote the chapter in this book, “Beyond the Offering Plate,” which 

we are using as the basis of our midweek Lenten preaching series, begins her chapter 

on the “Stewardship of Body” with a true story.  She says that her feet were swollen.  

They were tired.  They were sore.  She had given birth a week earlier to a baby boy.  

Now, they were home.  She was resting.  But Her feet hurt.  Her husband, sensing her 

discomfort, prepared a small tub of warm, soapy water, and brought it to where she 

was sitting on the couch.  Gently, he placed his wife’s feet in the water.  He let them 

soak, then patted them dry with a soft towel.  He then rubbed lotion into them and 

messaged away some of the soreness.  It was an act of love.  It was an act of service.  

And it was an act of healing.  By the next day, her feet were back to normal.  They 

were no longer swollen, or tired or sore.  Once again, they were hers, and they were 

once again full of life.   

 

 Now, I’m guessing that almost all of us have had sore and tired feet at one time 

or another.  And, if we’ve lived to a certain age, we’ve probably had swollen, sore and 

tired feet at least a time or two.  A bucket of warm, soothing water feels good.  Some-

one to apply some lotion and message away the hurt would be wonderful as well.  But, 

I’m going to say, it doesn’t happen very often.  Maybe between a parent and a child.  

Maybe between spouses.  But maybe not ever.  We are not used to people washing or 

soaking our feet.  It’s not something we regularly do.  We have baths.  We take 

showers.  We don’t have need to wash our feet separately from the rest of us.  But, in a 

water-starved world, in which baths are a luxury and showers don’t yet exist, washing 

one’s feet was a standard part of everyday hospitality.  If guests came to your house, 

you offered them a basin of water and a towel, so they could wash their feet.  The 

warm water likely had the duel effect of cleaning away the dust and the dirt and also 

soothing away all the exhaustion and the hurt that built up from all the walking people 

did in biblical times.  But, and this is the most important thing about this, your guests 

were expected to wash their own feet.  No one did it for them – not you and not your 
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servants.  They were on their own.  Scholars have hunted through ancient literature 

looking for a precedent for what Jesus is doing.  They haven’t been able to find it.  

Even in the very rare instances when it is noted that a servant is asked to wash 

someone’s feet, it is the least and the lowest who is given the task, usually a very 

young girl.  It is never the case that a grown man, let alone a master or a teacher 

would wash the feet of any other person. 

 

 That is why Peter is so upset when he discovers that Jesus intends to wash his 

feet.  He is shocked by the idea.  This is just wrong, and Peter knows it.  He will have 

nothing to do with it.  It’s as if you invited someone to come to your home as a guest, 

and you discovered that they were going to insist on cleaning your toilets, or sweeping 

your floors, or taking out your garbage.  Mike Rowe, the host of the television show, 

“Dirty Jobs,” may have made a name for himself by volunteering to do all the things 

that most of us wouldn’t ever want to have to do; but, I don’t think most people would 

be very happy to have you getting out their cleaning supplies and going to work on 

their bathrooms or kitchens.  In fact, I’m guessing that they would likely be offended by 

your behavior.  That just isn’t done!  “What, you don’t think we keep the house clean 

enough for you?  Well, I’m not going to have anything to do with that!  You are never 

going to do whatever shocking thing it is that you seem to think is such a great idea.  

That’s not going to happen!” 

 

   But, of course, Jesus has other ideas.  He says to Peter, “Unless I wash you, you 

have no share with me.”  That’s how serious Jesus is about washing feet.  It means the 

difference between being included and being left on the outside.  When Peter realizes 

that he could be entirely excluded, just for refusing Jesus’ offer, he responds in typical 

Peter-like fashion by jumping in with both feet, and his hands and his head, saying, in 

effect, “Wash all of me, so that nothing will be left out.”  Jesus has to calm him down, 

“Your feet will be enough.  If I wash them, you will be clean.”  The point is that Jesus is 

giving his followers an example.  He is showing them how to love.  He is demonstrating 

what it means to be a servant.  Remember way back in chapter 3, when he told 

Nicodemus that “God so loved the world,” and then, in the next chapter, how he had 

to go through Samaria, so he could meet a woman at a well and promise her living 

water?  She represented the world.  She was an outsider.  She was a Samaritan.  She 

was a woman.  But, Jesus disciples are also part of the world.  By contrast, they are 

insiders.  They are Jews.  And they are men.  But they too are included.  God loves 

them too.  God has come so that they too may have life and have it abundantly.   

 

 The thing is that Jesus is beginning to prepare his disciples for life without him.  
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He’s going away, and they will be left alone in the world.  They will need to carry on his 

ministry without him.  Yes, they will have the help of the Holy Spirit, who will come to be 

with them, but they need to know what is going to be expected of them.  Jesus’ 

instructions will go on for the next four chapters, but they begin with this, with foot 

washing, with the unexpected, with the almost unthinkable, so that the disciples will 

get the point.  This is radical stuff.  In a world where anger and hatred and division is 

the order of the day, maybe we’ve heard it so much that maybe it no longer has any 

effect; but, here it is again.  “I give you a new commandment,” Jesus will say to them 

a few verses later, “that you love one another.  Just as I have loved you, you also 

should love one another.  By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you 

have love for one another.”   

 

 So, Jesus’ main instruction, which will echo throughout the next four chapters, is 

love.  Love one another.  Do the unthinkable.  Follow my example.  Wash each other’s 

feet.  Why?  Because, if you can’t show love to one another, how can you show love to 

the world?  It won’t happen.  And, if you try, the world won’t see it.  Your own internal 

struggles will overpower the good you are trying to do on the outside.  Loving your 

neigh-bor begins with loving the people in your own house, on your own team, in your 

own congregation.  Vince Lombardi, a famous football coach from back in the day 

when I was much younger, was once asked what it took to make a winning team.  His 

answer is surprising.  He said it takes three things.  The first two are easy – fundamentals 

and discipline.  You have to know how to play the game and you have to learn to play 

it well.  But that’s not enough.  The third thing you need to be a winning team, he said, 

is “to care for one another.  You’ve got to love each other.  Each player has to be 

thinking about the next guy and saying to himself: …I have to do my job well in order 

that he can do his. The difference between mediocrity and greatness is the feeling 

these guys have for each other.”  That’s not just true in football.  It’s true in the church 

as well.  It’s true among the followers of Jesus.  We need to care for one another.  We 

need to show love for one another.  We need to find a way to wash each other’s feet. 

            Amen. 


