Holy Thursday, April 2, 2026

JOHN 13:1-15, 34. (NIV84)
Before the Passover Festival, Jesus knew that the time had come for him to
leave this world and go to the Father. Having loved those who were his own in
the world, he loved them to the end. By the time the supper took place, the Devil
had already put the idea into the heart of Judas, son of Simon Iscariot, to betray
Jesus. Jesus knew that the Father had given all things into his hands, and that
he had come from God and was going back to God. He got up from the supper
and laid aside his outer garment. He took a towel and tied it around his waist.
Then he poured water into a basin and began to wash his disciples’ feet, drying
them with the towel that was wrapped around him. He came to Simon Peter, who
asked him, “Lord, are you going to wash my feet?” Jesus answered him, “You do
not understand what | am doing now, but later you will understand.” Peter told
him, “You will never, ever, wash my feet!” Jesus replied, “If | do not wash you, you
have no part with me.” “Lord, not just my feet,” Simon Peter replied, “but also my
hands and my head!” Jesus told him, “A person who has had a bath needs only
to wash his feet, but his body is completely clean. And you are clean, but not all
of you.” Indeed, he knew who was going to betray him. That is why he said, “Not
all of you are clean.” After Jesus had washed their feet and put on his outer
garment, he reclined at the table again. “Do you understand what | have done for
you?” he asked them. “You call me Teacher and Lord. You are right, because |
am. Now if I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to
wash one another’s feet. Yes, | have given you an example so that you also
would do just as | have done for you. ... A new commandment | give you: Love
one another. Just as | have loved you, so also you are to love one another.”

According to the historical evidence we have, at the beginning of this meal, slaves or
attendants, or perhaps some of the disciples’ wives, had probably brought water for Jesus and his
disciples to wash their hands. Even though we are told elsewhere in the Bible that Jesus and his
disciples didn’t generally wash before they ate, here they probably did. Here they probably did,
first, because they were just by themselves. They were not eating with any Pharisees who would
have insisted that not washing before eating was wrong. And they probably washed here, second,
because this was a solemn meal, just like even if you aren’t the kind of person who washes up
before regular meals, you still probably do so before Christmas or Easter dinner.

Each one of them was probably given a linen towel to use to dry off his hands, which was
then laid on each man’s respective dining cushion once he had used it.

But then, at some point after the Passover meal had started, but probably before he
instituted the Lord’s Supper, Jesus got up and took off his outer clothing. He took a towel,
perhaps the one lying on his own cushion or on one of the cushions next to him, and he wrapped
it around his waist. Then he took some of the water available and poured it into a basin. He took
the basin and approached the first disciple, and began to wash his feet.

He dipped his hands in the water and used them to gently scrub each foot. Then he took
the towel around his waist and dried each one carefully. Then he moved on to the second disciple
and did the same. Then the third. And so on.

I don’t think we can underestimate how thick and palpable the silence and the shock were



around the table that night. First of all, the work Jesus was doing—washing feet—was reserved
for at least three kinds of people, perhaps four, none of which he belonged to.

One class of people that washed feet were slaves. But not just any slave. God had
commanded his people in Leviticus, “If one of your countrymen becomes poor among you and
sells himself to you, do not make him work as a slave” (Lev. 25:39). So if the slave was
descended from Jacob, washing feet was considered too menial a task for him. No, only a
circumcised Gentile slave would perform such a lowly task.

The second class of people that washed feet were women and wives. I know this sounds
very old-fashioned in our modern culture, and some of you will probably have some jokes with
each other about this later, but it is a historical fact that one of the duties generally expected of a
wife in Jesus’s day was to wash her husband’s feet. And when it says in Matthew that many
women were watching Jesus from a distance when he died, and that “they had followed Jesus
from Galilee to care for his needs,” that very well may have been one of things they regularly
and voluntarily did for Jesus—wash his feet.

The third class of people that washed feet were children. Whether son or daughter, you
were expected to present yourself to wash your father’s feet when he asked you to.

And the possible fourth class may have been students or disciples, who seem to have
been expected to do everything for their teacher that a slave was expected to do for his master. If
that’s true, then we can only imagine how embarrassing it was for the disciples to watch Jesus,
their teacher, wash the other disciples’ feet, to feel Jesus washing their own feet. This was
children’s work. This was women’s work. This was slaves’ work. And yes, it was even supposed
to be their own work before it was Jesus’s work. It was not supposed to be Jesus’s work at all.

Second, the visual effect would have also shocked them. Jesus wasn’t just doing slave’s
work. He made himself /ook like a slave. Outer clothing was one of the signs that you were part
of the upper crust of life. If you were always wearing only the bare essentials, it either meant you
were too poor to afford anything more, or that you needed to have as much mobility as possible
because you were always running around doing stuff for other people.

Jesus took off his outer clothing.

And if any man had anything besides a belt wrapped around his waist, especially if it was
a tool for serving others, chances were good that he was a slave. Jesus wrapped a towel around
his waist.

And finally, even if he were not doing slave’s work, even if he did not look like a slave,
the fact remains that he was washing feet. I don’t want to unsettle anyone here, but feet are not
the most attractive part of your body, and they’re especially not the most attractive part of a
man’s body. The stuff that falls from our feet at the end of the day is bad enough for us even
though we take regular showers and put on clean socks and well-made shoes.

Imagine what the disciples’ feet looked like! There were bathhouses, but they were not
visited as frequently as our showers. And their preferred mode of travel was by foot, with
sandals. Just the thought of anyone running his fingers between the disciples’ toes makes us
squeamish. But this isn’t just anyone. This is Jesus.

Can you imagine? Jesus washed his disciples’ feet!

But it’s not that Jesus was glancing around at the disciples on their cushions and seeing



how dirty their feet were, and just couldn’t take it any more. Chances are good that the disciples
had actually already had their feet washed earlier, when they first entered the house that evening.

No, even though Jesus certainly did a good job washing their feet, his purpose wasn’t so
much to actually get their feet cleaner as it was to teach them greater truths.

That is evident, first of all, from the voluntary nature and timing of his action. As already
mentioned, the disciples’ feet had probably been washed already. Not only that, but Jesus did this
in the middle of the meal, an out-of-the-ordinary time for washing feet.

That is evident, second of all, from his conversation with Peter. You see, Peter was one
person who was not just going to sit there in silence and shock. “[Jesus] came to Simon Peter,
who asked him, ‘Lord, are you going to wash my feet?’

“Jesus answered him, ‘You do not understand what I am doing now, but later you will
understand.’

“Peter told him, ‘You will never, ever, wash my feet!’

“Jesus replied, ‘If I do not wash you, you have no part with me.’

““Then, Lord,” Simon Peter replied, ‘not just my feet, but also my hands and my head!’

“Jesus told him, ‘A person who has had a bath needs only to wash his feet, but his body is
completely clean. And you are clean, but not all of you.’ Indeed, he knew who was going to
betray him. That is why he said, ‘Not all of you are clean.’”

Jesus is telling Peter and the other disciples that there is a reason that he washed his
disciples, but did not choose to wash their heads or their hands, or to give them all a bath. It is
because this washing was symbolic, to indicate their spiritual need and their spiritual status.

Their spiritual need was this: If Jesus did not wash them, they would have no part with
him. He’s clearly not talking about washing them physically, because they were already
physically clean, with the possible exception of some food on their hands. He’s talking about
washing away their spiritual filth, their sins.

And their spiritual status was this: Jesus sad washed them; they were clean!

We can obviously connect Jesus’s words to baptism. In baptism, Jesus stoops down and
serves us, by washing away all the grime and dirt of our sins, so that we are not only presentable,
but beautiful to God the Father.

But we can also connect his words to the Lord’s Supper, which he was about to institute.
Even though we are baptized, we still continue to sin daily. Those daily sins don’t ruin our
cleanness as a whole, but they do get our feet dirty, so to speak. And just as, if we never had our
feet washed, eventually the dirt on our feet would affect the health of our whole body, so too if
we don’t continue to have Jesus wash the sin that stains us, eventually that sin will ruin our status
of cleanness before God, so that we become like the one who was no longer clean, Judas.

So it is in the Lord’s Supper that Jesus appears again for us, for real. His body is really
present in and with the bread. His blood is really present in and with the wine. It goes into us and
cleans the feet of our souls, so to speak. He washes away the sins that stain us so that we
continue to appear spotless and blameless before our heavenly Father without ceasing.

And the same thing happens when we hear the absolution or pronouncement of
forgiveness from a pastor or from another Christian. What precious gifts Jesus’s word and
sacraments are!



Finally, the fact that Jesus wasn’t just wishing to physically clean their feet is evident
from the final lesson, which he not only directed at Peter, but at all the disciples. “After Jesus had
washed their feet and put on his outer garment, he reclined at the table again. ‘Do you understand
what I have done for you?’ he asked them. ‘You call me Teacher and Lord. You are right, because
[ am. Now if I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one
another’s feet. Yes, [ have given you an example so that you also would do just as I have done
for you. ... A new commandment I give you: Love one another. Just as I have loved you, so also
you are to love one another.’”

It could have crossed one or more of the disciples’ minds as Jesus was washing their feet
that Jesus was actually turning himself into a slave, that he was actually making them the
teachers and lords, and making himself the student and slave. In fact, one of the ways a Jew
could claim possession of another man as his slave was if that other man performed the tasks of a
slave for him, such as washing his feet.

But note what Jesus says. He has not ceased to be Teacher and Lord. He says, “That is
what [ am.” What he has done is made it clear what it means that he is Teacher and Lord. He is
Teacher and Lord by serving them, by voluntarily enslaving himself to them to do whatever
necessary to serve them in love. Even if it means dealing with dirty feet. Even if it means death.

And if he, their Teacher and Lord, does that, then shouldn’t they?

Brothers and sisters, in a way you are all teachers and lords. Even though you can always
learn more from God’s word, when it comes to mankind’s salvation, you are the teachers of the
world. You are also the lords of the world. God rules everything for your good. The apostle Paul
says that you will one day judge angels! People can insult you, take your things away, throw you
into prison, put you to death, but really, they cannot harm one hair on your head. You are going
to inherit eternal life.

How should you exercise this exalted status, this lordship? How did your Teacher and
Lord exercise it? “Now if I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to
wash one another’s feet. Yes, I have given you an example so that you also would do just as I
have done for you.” Jesus is not talking about the foot-washing ceremonies that some churches
have or that couples will sometimes perform at weddings. Taking this example of Jesus and
turning it into a theatrical performance where everyone in the audience can admire you is the
opposite of the example that Jesus is setting for us.

Jesus is saying that greatness is exercised in voluntary slavery to your neighbor.
Greatness is exercised when you treat your fellowman, especially your fellow brothers and
sisters in Christ, as if each of them were your lord and master, without exception. Greatness is
considering absolutely nothing beneath yourselves, not even washing feet, if it serves to the good
of your brother or sister in Christ, even when no one is watching, even when you’re not getting
paid to do it.

The Lord of the universe did slave work for his disciples. He stopped at nothing for their
salvation. He considered nothing too low for him, as long as he might exalt us. Let us plead for
God’s continuous love, help, forgiveness, and strength, that we might do for others just as he has
done for us. Amen.



