
Love Actually
John 13

Why did Jesus wash the dirty, dusty feet of His disciples?

If you’ve never read John’s gospel before, it may surprise you that this 
healing, teaching, incredible personality who was claiming to be God’s own 
Son, would do something like this.  If you’re surprised, that’s great, because 
you get how it would have felt for these followers of Jesus as He knelt down 
and got messy washing their feet.

If you know this story, then it will come as no surprise to you to  read again 
that Jesus washed the disciples’ feet.  It might not be new to you that the Son 
of God took on the role that was given to slaves in a household - washing the 
feet of the dinner guests who came in from hot, dusty, filth covered roads.

It might not be new to you that teachers like Jesus would not normally do 
something as menial as that for their students; or that it would have been 
shockingly uncomfortable for each one at that meal to see and experience 
Jesus, their Master, doing that for them.

But why did Jesus do it?  What was the point?

As chapter 13 opens, we are watching the beginning of the second act in 
John’s gospel.  Chapters 1-12 were all about the public signs that Jesus 
performed, and the words of teaching and challenge and call to believe in 
Him that accompanied all of that.  The message from Jesus throughout those 
chapters was ‘This is who I am.  I am the Son of God.  Believe in me, and 
have life in all its fullness, now and forever.’

In the background of all of those words and deeds, signs and crowds and 
miracles, John kept telling us something else... ‘Jesus’ hour had not yet 
come.’

But after the curtain closed on the crowds in the temple scene at the end of 
chapter 12, the curtain is raised again this week to  these words at the 
beginning of chapter 13 - ‘Jesus knew that the hour had come for him to 
leave this world and go to the Father.’

It’s time.
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The crowds, the miraculous signs, and the public, noisy scenes give way to a 
private, special time for Jesus to talk with those who have followed Him.  He 
is preparing to  return to His Father God.  That theme stands out in v.1, v.3, 
and vv.31-33.  That journey is going to be both a return and a departure.

Jesus is about to return to His Father God, in a way that is going to reveal 
God’s glory to the world.  It’s God’s glory that’s on Jesus’ mind in vv.31-32 as 
He looks ahead to this journey of His death, His resurrection to life, His 
appearing to the disciples afterwards, and His ascending to return to  His 
Father God.

But Jesus is also very aware that this journey is a departure from His 
disciples.  He will leave the earthly presence of those who have made the 
choice to cling to Him for life, now and forever.  Over chapters 13-16, we’ll 
listen in on all that Jesus wants to  tell His followers before He departs; and in 
chapter 17, how Jesus wants to pray for them before He goes.

You can be sure that what Jesus says here is especially important for His 
followers, because it’s what He wants to  tell them with the time He has left in 
this world.  We’re going to read in those chapters about how much Jesus 
loves His followers; and of how Jesus passes on His mission to His followers.  
And it starts here at chapter 13 with a bowl of water and a towel.

We read in v.1 of Jesus’ hour arriving, and then this: ‘Having loved his own 
who were in the world, he now showed them the full extent of his love.’  Jesus 
defines what love actually is, the kind of love God shows in Jesus Christ to 
those who believe in Him.  Here’s the first part of the answer to  why Jesus 
washes His disciples’ feet - to show the depth of His love for them.

Jesus loves in this most humble way - making Himself a slave, a nothing, to 
bless His followers.  He loves in this most practical way - not simply saying, ‘I 
love you all,’ but showing them the truth of that in His actions.  Jesus loves in 
this most involved way - getting stuck in to deal with all the dirtiest bits of His 
disciples, showing that there is nothing about their beings that He holds at 
arm’s length.

This is a complete, no holds barred, in your face and at your feet kind of love.  
It’s a breaking-all-social-expectations kind of love.  It’s above and beyond in 
simple, everyday, undesirable actions kind of love.  And it’s who God is.

I find vv.3-5 the most incredible statement of logic that I have ever read or 
heard.  Let’s read those verses again.  (Read vv.3-5).
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Here are some statements of logic that we can follow easily enough: David 
looked outside and saw that it was raining, so he put his raincoat on to  go 
out.  Anna was hungry, so she asked her dad for a snack.  It was sunny in 
Inverness this summer, so everybody dug out their barbecues from 15 years 
ago to make use of them while they could.

But here’s one that’s harder to get our heads around: Jesus knew that He had 
power over all things and that He came from and was going back to reigning 
in Heaven itself, so he dressed down, knelt down, and cleaned the sweaty, 
dirty in-between-the-toes of the people He was Lord over.

Jesus didn’t wash His disciples’ feet despite the fact that He is God Himself.    
Jesus washed His disciples’ feet because He is God Himself.  He didn’t get 
over who He was to do something beneath Himself.  He did something that 
was entirely in keeping with who He was.

It was something that felt so  unnatural to  who we are as human beings.  Our 
love for others is so tainted with pride and concern about our appearances - 
whether because we don’t want to  be seen to do something lowly, or because 
we do want to be seen to  do something lowly.  But God’s love is simple and 
pure.  It’s just love, actually.  It just sees the need you have, and deals with it, 
however dirty and unseemly.

And as moving, humbling and unforgettable as this experience was for 
Jesus’ followers, it was only a picture of one final incredible sign of His love 
for them that was to come.  In a few chapters, we will read of Jesus hanging 
on a cross for the sake of those who belong to Him.

Making Himself a nothing, humbling Himself to be subject to death, for our 
sake.  Not just telling us that He’d be prepared to die for us if He had to (a bit 
like Peter later on in the chapter), but practically, actually, physically going to 
die to take the punishment for messed up sinners like you and me.

Not loving us just for the parts of our lives that we like to show to everybody 
and keeping everything else far from His mind and His reach; but going to the 
bloody depths of naked shame on a wooden beam to make us clean and 
presentable, free and forgiven before God.

Question for reflection - What dirty part of your life are you tempted to keep 
Jesus from touching?  ‘Unless I wash you, you have no part with me.’
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So one reason that Jesus washed His disciples’ feet was to show them the 
full extent of His love.  He’ll spend the next few chapters assuring them of His 
love and His Father God’s love, and at the start of all this table talk, He has 
given them an experience that helps them to get what that means.

But the other thing about the next few chapters is that Jesus is going to pass 
on His mission to the world, to His followers.  He is going to teach them and 
equip them to make Him known to the world around them, to  show and tell 
the truth He’s been declaring - ‘Jesus is the Son of God.  Believe in Him and 
you have life, now and forever.’  And Jesus starts passing on that mission, 
with a bowl of water and a towel.

In vv.12-17, Jesus rises from the foot-washing, gets dressed and sits in His 
place again.  Then He tells them why He has done this.  ‘Now that I, your 
Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you should also wash one 
another’s feet.  I have set you an example that you should do as I have done 
for you.’

Jesus says to His followers, ‘I have done this for you so that now, you will do 
this for one another.’

Then we arrive at vv.18-30, which tell us about the betrayer who won’t be 
involved in the mission He is giving this team.  After the betrayer departs, 
Jesus returns to the mission in vv.31-35.  Jesus reminds His friends in these 
verses that they are about to  see God glorified, but they’re also  about to  see 
Him depart from their presence in this world.

Then in vv.34-35, we come to Jesus’ definitive command for how to 
evangelise; how to make Him known to the world as He calls them to do.  So 
listen up, with all the attention that Jesus’ followers were fastening upon Him 
at that moment, because here is the plan, everyone:

‘A new command I give you: Love one another.  As I have loved you, so  you 
must love one another.  By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if 
you love one another.’

How is it that the world will pay attention to the truth about life to the full, now 
and forever, in Christ alone, that we have to tell and that they need to hear?

‘By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you hold evangelistic 
events and convince them to come along.’
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‘By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you engage them in 
debates and show how Christian faith is rational.’

‘By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you build a church 
building in your local community to establish a visible presence they can’t 
ignore.’

Much of Western Christian culture has treated these things as if they are the 
key, or the primary concern, for calling people to see who Jesus is and what 
following Him means.  I’m not against any of these things.  They’re all useful, 
in their way.  But these are not the things that will make people sit up and 
want to know what Jesus has given us to tell them.

This is how people will know we follow Jesus: It’s love, actually.  It’s 
especially by how we love one another.  Loving one another, as fellow 
followers of Jesus, is not optional.  Jesus did not say, ‘A new suggestion I 
give you, a new top tip.’  He said, ‘A new command.’  If you are to follow 
Jesus, you are to love everyone else who does.

There was nothing new in the command for God’s people to love one another.  
That was commonly understood from the Old Testament Law that these 
disciples would have known and sought to obey.  The new command was to 
love in a particular way - and this command is for you and me as we share 
life together as St. Columba church today, too - we are to  love one another as 
Christ has loved us.

Now, let that sink in for a moment.  You and I are to love one another with the 
kind of love that wouldn’t shirk at washing each other’s feet, no matter where 
they’d been.

Some churches take this literally, and practice washing one another’s feet, 
because there is something humbling, profound, close and unifying about the 
action.  Others think it’s more appropriate to find 21st-century ways of loving 
in the same kind of everyday actions that foot-washing would have 
represented to a 1st-century Palestinian.

But here is the point.  You and I are commanded by our Lord Jesus Christ, to 
love one another without concern for how we appear, without holding the dirty 
bits of one another’s lives at arm’s length, and without hesitating to meet the 
needs, however messy, that we see in one another’s lives.
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Jesus will repeat this command in John 15, and remind us that if we are to 
love one another as He has loved us, we must remember that He loved us by 
dying for us.  What would we not lay down for one another as a church?  Our 
time?  Our money?  Our households?  Our reputation?  Our lives?

Question - What are the 21st century Inverness versions of washing people’s 
feet?  What can we do for each other in this church?

What we lay down for one another in love, what we roll our sleeves up to  do 
for one another in love, is what will show the world not only that we belong to 
Jesus, but that Jesus is someone whose love profoundly transforms people.

People are not going to  care about our talk of a very different life unless we 
love one another in a visibly different way.  They will not listen to really good 
news unless our lives together look like really good news.  If we live out lives 
of no-holds-barred, nothing-is-too-great-or-small, self-forgetful, servant-
hearted love for one another; we will find that God draws the people who 
want to believe in a life like that, to actually join us in an eternal life like that.

And did you notice, it’s how we love one another as Jesus’ followers that 
shows the world we belong to Jesus?  Of course we are to demonstrate love 
to those who don’t know Jesus.  Plenty of Jesus’ words, stories and actions 
make that perfectly clear.  But the point here is not that loving everybody wins 
the world to Christ.

What makes the world wake up to Jesus is what they see of how Christians 
love each other in deep, remarkable, humble, counter-intuitive ways, ways 
just like Jesus.  It’s when people see us not just as individuals, but as a 
community of believers; and when people see how that community works, 
that they are attracted to finding out more about this Jesus who makes us this 
way with one another.

It’s also why Christians falling out and slinging mud at each other is so 
damaging to the gospel in a community or nation.  It’s the opposite of a love 
that throws out reputation, status and rights for the sake of living as Jesus 
called His followers to.  It looks too much like the world that’s doing that in 
darkness for anyone in the world to see the light of Christ.

We are to love one another as Christians with a counter-worldly, Christ-like 
love, for two reasons.  One, because Jesus commanded us to; and two, 
because that’s how the world will sit up and take notice of Jesus’ followers, 
and look ahead to see the Lord that’s leading us life-ward.
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That’s not something that we can do just by trying to muster that kind of love 
from our wills, somehow.  How can we love each other in such a way?  We 
must, but how?

I listened online to John Tallach’s preaching on John 12 a couple of weeks 
ago, and something he said about Mary’s profoundly humble and exuberant 
act of love in washing Jesus’ own feet with perfume struck me.  John said that 
Mary loved in this way, because she herself was overwhelmed by the love 
that Jesus had shown her.

And there it is.  The source of our own Christ-like love is to know, and be 
reminded of, and to  experience, and grasp something of, the incredible love 
of Jesus Christ for us.  For me to love you, I need first to  know how much 
Jesus loves me.

Think of a person whose Christian love and service stands out as remarkable 
to you.  Do they strike you as someone who seems to  have a wonderful 
assurance of the great love Jesus has for them - like it’s something that 
drives them, defines them, almost puts a sparkle in their eye and a smile on 
their face?  It wouldn’t surprise me.

I know that many of us struggle with grasping how much God loves us.  Let 
me say that none of us has fully grasped it; none of us can.  But if you’re 
someone who particularly struggles with grasping God’s incredible love for 
you, hearing this sermon may well make you think, ‘Oh great, now I feel guilty 
because I don’t love the way I’m commanded to because I don’t get how God 
loves me.’

When you begin to get muddled up in your mind like that, just stop.  All of us, 
just stop.  Look at the cross, and you have got everything you need.  Spend 
any time thinking, praying, singing, talking, about what Jesus did for you 
there; and you will begin to grasp God’s love more and more; however much 
you grasp it now.  For your sake, let’s look at the cross.  For the sake of 
God’s mission in this world, entrusted to us, let’s look at the cross.

We’re going to do that now as we reflect quietly, and as we sing together.
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