
The Proper Way to Wash Feet 
Angler to Apostle Series 

Peter leaned down and discreetly tried to scratch the back of his heel. 

 

It itched. 

 

Probably because they’d been walking in the hot desert all day, stepping in dirt, stepping in mud, sweating, and 

then, coming inside where the filthy dried into a layer of flaky skin. 

 

This was the reason that foot washings were a key part of the ancient world. 

 

Homes were equipped with a rag and bucket. 

Dads would come home from work, drop their sandals, and splash feet into the buckets 

Kids would come home from playing and moms would shut loudly, “Wash your feet before supper.” 

At a high society event, a servant would meet you at the door ready to clean the feet of the honored guests. 

 

And this was certainly a high society event. 

 

Peter and the disciples were gathered with Jesus to celebrate the festival of the Passover. 

It was one of the most important festivals in ancient Jewish society. 

They even rented out an upper room in Jerusalem to celebrate. 

 

But things had gotten awkward. They’d been sitting at the table waiting for the foot washers to show up for 

some time. 

 

Obviously, someone had forgotten to hire a servant. Peter thought: 

 

Maybe I could get Andrew to do it. He is my little brother, and this seems like a ‘little brother’ job. 

Or maybe James the Less. He did have the name Less for a reason… 

 

It could be another disciple too. 

It didn’t matter really. 

As long as it isn’t me. 

 

I’ve just been up on the mountain. 

I’ve heard God’s voice speak form a cloud. 

I’ve seen Jesus’ face glow like the sun. 

I got to meet Moses and Elijah. 

 

Washing feet? That seemed like a step down. 

If I got down on my hands and knees to wash feet. 

That’s what I’d become. Forever known as the “Feet washing disciple.” 

 

Apparently, the others thought similarly. The stench of their feet began to battle the aroma of the meal. 

 

But then somebody moved. 

Somebody got up from the table. 

Somebody took off their cloak. 

Somebody wrapped a towel around their waist. 

Somebody grabbed a bucket. 

Somebody filled it with water. 

Somebody got a rag. 

And somebody got on their hands and knees right by the disciples’ feet. 

 

Jesus…began to wash his disciples’ feet. (John 13:5) 

 



I. Jesus Serves 
 

This is a striking story for a lot of reasons. We’re going to pick them apart in scholarly way, one by one. But 

the first thing that’s striking about this account, doesn’t take a Biblical Greek scholar to figure out. 

 

TRUTH: Jesus served in a REALLY GROSS way. 

 

Babies have really cute feet. 

It’s fun to wiggle their toes. 

It’s cute to see how tiny they are. 

We even developed a nursery rhyme just so that a little toe can “wee wee wee all the way home.” 

 

Babies have cute toes. 

Then, you become an adult. Feet get incrementally grosser. 

 

Feet get callouses. 

Feet get bunions. 

Feet get hairs. 

Dads have it particularly rough. 

They get told to keep their shoes on so as to trap the stench within. 

 

The disciples are dad-aged. 

And they live at a time when they walk in the dirt, the hot, and the sweat. 

But it’s more than that. 

 

This event occurred during the reign of the Roman Empire. One blessing of the Roman Empire was their 

intricate road system. They developed ancient highways and byways to connect every country in the empire to the 

capital of Rome. This allowed them to very easily transport soldiers to rowdy areas. 

 

But these were the main roads for all travel. For merchants, government officials, families, farmers, soldiers and 

their hoses. 

 

And… 

 

What do horses do whenever they need to and wherever they are? 

 

That was all over the road. 

That was probably on some of the disciples’ sandals. 

That could have been what Jesus had to clean up. 

 

But Jesus didn’t care. 

 

No matter how dirty. 

No matter how disgusting. 

No matter how gross the job. 

 

He didn’t view himself as too important. 

He didn’t view himself as high society. 

He didn’t worry that this would look bad on Instagram. 

He didn’t tell the others that, “This isn’t in my job description.” 

 

Jesus was willing to do the disgusting to serve his disciples. 

 

Good thing too. 

 



Because stinky feet were not the most difficult part of Jesus’ job that night. Go back to the beginning of John’s 

commentary, “It was just before the Passover Festival. Jesus knew that the hour had come for him to leave 

this world and go to the Father.” (John 13:1) 

 

It’s a very pleasant way of putting it. If I could paraphrase… 

 

Jesus knew…he was about to be arrested, betrayed, punched, kicked, whipped, pierced, spat upon, nailed to 

a cross, and hung out on a hill to die. 

 

So why is he in Jerusalem? 

 

Why doesn’t he run away? 

Why doesn’t he leave Jerusalem? 

Why doesn’t he go north to Galilee? 

Home to Nazareth? 

Visit his birthplace of Bethlehem? 

 

Because… 

 

He loved his disciples too much. 

He loved you too much. 

 

So… 

 

Rather than taking off on foot. 

He decides to wash a foot. 

 

TRUTH: Jesus served KNOWING what was ahead. 

 

How good are you at serving others when something bad is on the horizon? 

 

Maybe you’re awaiting a test result… 

Or a performance review with the boss… 

Or a lunch meeting with an ex? 

 

Impending badness can consume you and make it difficult to be attentive to the needs of those around you. 

 

We get anxious, worried, and distracted. 

 

For example, the other day I was playing Disney Princesses. (It’s ok, my daughter was with me.) As Daniela took 

Else off on a run around the kitchen, I received an update from my phone. It was about the war in Ukraine. Almost 

immediately, I was down a worm hole of news article and commentary. 

 

I was so deeply enthralled that I missed Daniela’s increasingly louder requests for a “treinza” (Spanish for braid). 

Eventually I snapped out of it when my wife called from the other room: “Don’t you hear your daughter calling for 

you?” 

 

I didn’t. I was too consumed with the bad. 

 

Not Jesus. 

 

Jesus was singularly focused. Despite the impending bad… 

 

He was singularly focused on serving. 

He was singularly focused on serving his disciples. 

And he is still singularly focused on serving you. 

 



Of course, if you’ve learned anything about Peter over this series, you know he’s not going to take this “being 

served by Jesus” quietly… Peter said to Jesus, “Lord, are you going to wash my feet?” 

 

Maybe John isn’t man enough to tell you to stop. 

Maybe Andrew doesn’t mind putting you to work. 

 

But I do. 

 

I don’t need your help. 

I can sit quietly in my own filth like any good fishermen. 

I don’t need your help. 

You’re welcome. 

 

Jesus said, “Unless I wash you, you have no part of me.” (v.8) 

 

Take that statement apart with me. Does that really mean that unless Jesus washes your feet you are not his 

disciple? If that’s the case, it doesn’t match with the rest of Scripture and… 

 

I’m not his disciple. 

You aren’t either. 

In fact, discipleship is regulated to that group of twelve there that evening. 

 

Jesus is using Peter’s reckless exuberance as an opportunity for an object lesson. 

 

Peter is thinking physically. 

Jesus responds spiritually. 

 

The reality is that stinky feet were the least of the disciple’s worries. 

 

TRUTH: Jesus served by cleansing OUR SOULS. 

 

Cause feet can really get dirty. Walking around all day in the hot North Carolina sun, getting home, taking your 

shoes up and your feet up…man…the stench of the day’s sun can make your stomach churn. 

 

Sin is so much worse. 

The awful words you called your kids. 

The terrible thing you said to your spouse. 

The racism that’s part of your past. 

 

The greed, the pride, the envy. 

The abortion, the adultery, the drunkenness. 

The things done in the dark, the things no one knows about, the things that haunt your soul. 

 

It can all feel so gross. 

 

But Jesus isn’t afraid of gross. 

Jesus is willing to do the gross to save you from the gross. 

 

The very day after the events of this account, Jesus suffered on a cross. With his blood as a high-powered cleaning 

solution, he bathed your soul in his righteousness. He cleaned you. In Jesus… 

 

You are clean. 

You are pure. 

You are forgiven. 

 



Even if you’ve been Jesus’ enemy… 

 

Back to the story. Jesus spoke metaphorically about the fact that Peter needed to be spiritually cleaned by him in 

order to be a part of his family. 

 

And Peter didn’t get it. 

 
“Lord, not just my feet,” Simon Peter replied, “but also my hands and my head!” (v.9) 

 

I don’t know if he thought Jesus had a hose. 

Or a shower. 

Or some kind of super soaker. 

 

Listen to Jesus response: “‘Those who have had a bath need only to wash their feet; their whole body is 

clean. And you are clean, though not every one of you.’ For he knew who was going to betray him…” 

(v.10-11) 

 

Did you realize that Judas was there? 

Are you aware that Judas had already decided in his heart to hand Jesus to his enemies? 

Did you know that early that week, Judas had met with the Jesus’ enemies and agreed to help them find a 

good time to arrest Jesus in exchange for 30 pieces of silver? 

 

Jesus knew. 

And he still got on his hands and knees. 

And he still dipped the rag into the water. 

And he still washed between the toes of Judas’ feet. 

 

TRUTH: Jesus served HIS ENEMY. 

 

And honestly, that’s what we all were. 

 

God is good. 

Sin is evil. 

 

When we have sinned, we weren’t on the side of good, 

But evil. 

 

Still Jesus died to serve us with forgiveness. 

 

Here’s what this means: 

 

If you’ve been God’s enemy… 

If you’ve been directly working against him… 

If you’ve talked down to God, ridiculed his teachings, and spent a lifetime away from his church such that you 

believe Jesus wouldn’t even want to give you a hand shake let alone dive knee deep into your filth. 

 

You’re wrong. 

 

He still served you. 

He still died for you. 

He still rose for you. 

 

And he is serving you with the message of divine cleansing in his blood. 

 

When Jesus got done with washing everyone’s feet. 

And he had put the bucket away. 

Put the rag away. 



Put his cloak back on. 

 

He sat back down and said, “You call me ‘Teacher’ and ‘Lord,’ and rightly so, for that is what I am. Now that I, 

your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also should wash one another’s feet. I have set an 

example that you should do as I have done for you.” (v.13-15) 

 

Remember: a disciple is a follower. 

They learn from their teacher. 

They follow their master. 

 

Jesus’ point is simple. 

If you want to follow me, you’ve got to follow my example. 

 

TRUTH: Jesus served as an EXAMPLE. 

 

It’s like you’re in kindergarten gym class and you are playing following the leader. 

 

The gym teacher hops in place. 

You hop in place. 

 

The gym teacher hops on one foot. 

You hop on one foot. 

 

The gym teacher walks on a balance beam. 

You walk on the balance beam. 

 

Your eternal teacher serves others. 

You serve others. 

 

So… 

 

Please allow a fairly obvious WHAT NOW: 

 

III. What Now? 
 
(1) Serve 

 
And remember that serving is just like Jesus served. 

 

Serve even if it’s gross. 

Serve even if there’s bad stuff on your horizon. 

Serve people’s spiritual needs. 

And serve even if the person you’re serving is your enemy. 

 

And if you don’t think you need to serve others, allow Jesus to give you some gut check words: 

“Very truly I tell you, no servant is greater than his master, nor is a messenger greater than the one 

who sent him.” (v.16) 

 

If you aren’t committed to serving, why are you following Jesus? 

 

Are you greater than your master? 

Are you greater than the one who sent you? 

 

None of us are above serving. 



Because none of us are above Jesus. 

 

If you want to follow Jesus, you’ve got to serve. 

 

(2) Serve with Your Gifts 
 

Our new volunteer coordinator did an awesome job of making up these little service booklets in your 

bulletin. If you’re watching online, you can also check out our Serve Page by going to 

GatherToTheGarden.com/SERVE 

 

As you scroll through the list though, perhaps you’ll notice that “Feet washer” is not an option at church. 

 

Times change. 

 

But that doesn’t mean there aren’t ways to serve. 

It doesn’t mean there aren’t ways for you to serve. 

 

Look at what Peter himself wrote years later about serving, “Each of you should use whatever gift you 

have received to serve others, as faithful stewards of God’s grace in its various forms.” (1 Peter 4:9) 

 

If you’re musical, do music. 

If you’re hospitable, do hospitality. 

If you’re techy, do technology. 

If you’re good with kids, work with kids. 

 

And take note! The passage does not say, “serve others within the confines of a church building.” 

 

Nope. 

 

God wants us to serve wherever we are. 

 

Serve in your community. 

Serve at work. 

Serve in your home. 

 

Serve as a husband. 

Serve as a wife. 

Serve as a parent. 

Serve as a child. 

 

Serve as a friend. 

Serve as a neighbor. 

 

Serve with whatever talents God has given you. 

Around whatever people God has put around you. 

 

If this all sounds like a lot, good news: 

You are not serving alone. 

 

“If anyone serves, they should do so with the strength God provides, so that in all things God may be 

praised through Jesus Christ.” (1 Peter 4:10) 

 

Jesus is with you. 

Jesus is serving you with strength. 

As you serve others with strength. 

 

With the goal that those others are served by Jesus’ forgiveness too. 

 



It happened quite a while ago that someone posted something on our church’s social media account. 

This led to someone watching us on Facebook live where they were online greeters connected with them. 

A while later, they visited worship. 

They were greeted by the people at the entrance. 

Welcomed and shown a seat by a seater. 

Given a cookie by the cookie people. 

And a Gethsemane traveling coffee mug by the connect table person. 

 

They returned a few weeks later. 

It was repeated. 

 

Finally, I got to meet up with them. 

They opened up. 

They were sad. 

They were feeling guilty. 

 

And I was able to tell them about Jesus. 

About their Savior. 

About his deep love for them. 

 

And months later, they are part of our family. 

 

Wow. That’s the goal of serving others. 

To eventually serve their soul with the eternal message of their Savior. 

 

May God continue to bless our serving efforts. Amen. 

 


