Spiritual Disciplines #9

“Teaching with a Towel”

John 13:1-17


Jesus was a master Teacher. Often in His teaching He would use ordinary objects to explain extraordinary truth. His parables made plain the most profound principles, and one wonders how often He used an actual object in His lesson to make a visual point.


But one of the most powerful lessons Jesus ever taught came without words (at least at first) and with a most intriguing object—a towel. The setting is found in John 13, beginning in the first verse:

It was just before the Passover Feast. Jesus knew that the time had come for him to leave this world and go to the Father. Having loved his own who were in the world, he now showed them the full extent of his love.﻿ ﻿
The evening meal was being served, and the devil had already prompted Judas Iscariot, son of Simon, to betray Jesus. Jesus knew that the Father had put all things under his power, and that he had come from God and was returning to God; so he got up from the meal, took off his outer clothing, and wrapped a towel around his waist. After that, 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 said to him, “Lord, are you going to wash my feet?” 

Jesus replied, “You do not realize now what I am doing, but later you will understand.” 

“No,” said Peter, “you shall never wash my feet.” 

Jesus answered, “Unless I wash you, you have no part with me.” 

“Then, Lord,” Simon Peter replied, “not just my feet but my hands and my head as well!” 

Jesus answered, “A person who has had a bath needs only to wash his feet; his whole body is clean. And you are clean, though not every one of you.” For he knew who was going to betray him, and that was why he said not every one was clean. 

When he had finished washing their feet, he put on his clothes and returned to his place. “Do you understand what I have done for you?” he asked them. “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 you an example that you should do as I have done for you. I tell you the truth, no servant is greater than his master, nor is a messenger greater than the one who sent him. Now that you know these things, you will be blessed if you do them.

In this text we see the spiritual discipline of service explained and exhibited.

The Example of Serving


John provides the setting of this event as “just before the Passover feast.” This was Thursday evening of what has become known as “Passion Week,” the night before His arrest, trial, and eventual crucifixion. John informs us that Jesus was well aware that the time of His death was at hand, that the Father’s plan was about to unfold, and even that Judas Iscariot was in place to betray Him.

One aspect of this evening that John does not reveal, though, is found in Luke’s gospel. In his account of that fateful evening we read in Luke 22:24, “Also a dispute arose among them as to which of them was considered to be greatest.” Can you imagine what must have been going on in Jesus’ mind? Here He faces the awful climax of His earthly ministry—giving His life on the cross for the sin of mankind—and His closest friends are arguing like grade school children about who is the greatest!

Luke records what Jesus said to His disciples in verses 25-27, but I believe His words came after His astonishing actions described by John in the thirteenth chapter of his gospel, verses 4-5: “He got up from the meal, took off his outer clothing, and wrapped a towel around his waist. After that, he poured water into a basin and began to wash his disciples’ feet, drying them with the towel that was wrapped around him.”

Chuck Swindoll comments, “The gentle and humble lifestyle of the Savior is nowhere more evident than in the account of John 13 where He washed the feet of His friends, the disciples.”
 Why is this so? John MacArthur explains:

Foot washing was a task typically delegated to the lowest slave. Normally in a hired banquet room like this, an attendant would be provided to wash guests’ feet when they entered. To omit this detail was considered a gross discourtesy (cf. Luke 7:44). Foot washing was necessary because of the dust and mud and other filth one encountered as a pedestrian on the unpaved roads in and around Jerusalem. But evidently there was no servant to perform the task when Jesus and the disciples arrived at the Upper Room, so instead of humbling themselves to perform such a demeaning task for one another, the disciples had simply left their feet unwashed.
 

What a contrast! Here are twelve ordinary, rough, uneducated men arguing about who is the greatest among them, while the Creator of the universe silently performs the unpleasant task of washing their feet! As John Stott notes,

For me there is no clearer or more compelling evidence for the deity of Jesus than the extraordinary paradox between his lofty claims and his lowly conduct. Christ claimed to have come from God and (as we shall see in verse 13) to be the Lord and teacher of men. Yet here he is on his hands and knees washing their feet. Their Lord became their servant.

Can you imagine what those disciples must have been thinking as they watched their Master perform such a menial task? It is with this background that we read Jesus’ words in Luke 22:25-27,

Jesus said to them, “The kings of the Gentiles lord it over them; and those who exercise authority over them call themselves Benefactors. But you are not to be like that. Instead, the greatest among you should be like the youngest, and the one who rules like the one who serves. For who is greater, the one who is at the table or the one who serves? Is it not the one who is at the table? But I am among you as one who serves.”

No parable Jesus’ taught was ever as powerful as the example of serving He performed in the Upper Room that night. As the cross is the sign of submission, so the towel is the sign of service.
 And Jesus was teaching with a towel.

The Expectation of Servanthood

Jesus did not merely give a mute example of service; He also explained the expectation of servanthood on all of His followers. We read in John 13:12-17,

When he had finished washing their feet, he put on his clothes and returned to his place. “Do you understand what I have done for you?” he asked them. “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 you an example that you should do as I have done for you. I tell you the truth, no servant is greater than his master, nor is a messenger greater than the one who sent him. Now that you know these things, you will be blessed if you do them.
Like the good Teacher He was, Jesus followed up His actions with a question. The reproachful words in Luke 6:46, “Why do you call me ‘Lord, Lord,’ and not do what I tell you?” might have as their counterpart here: “Why do you call me ‘Teacher’ and ‘Lord’ and not do what I show you?”
 


Jesus calls His disciples to do as He did. But what does it mean to wash one another’s feet? Does this mean we should carry on this same practice of foot-washing today? Some Christian communities do, but I don’t think Jesus meant this quite so literally. Instead it means in principle to humble ourselves before one another, to minister to one another, to take the place of a servant.
 If we transpose Jesus’ teaching into our own culture, this means there is no work too menial to undertake.


As is so often the case, the attitude behind the action overshadows the action itself. The expectation of servanthood requires two attitudes: humility and love. Humility is, of course, the opposite of pride, and for this reason humility has been called “the first and most essential element of discipleship.”
 When Jesus described Himself in Matthew 11:29, He used the words “gentle and humble in heart.” Paul challenged his readers in Philippians 2:5-8,

Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus:  Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death—even death on a cross! 

In fact, some authors point to the foot-washing of John 13 as an illustration of this passage in Philippians.
 


Unfortunately, the attitude of the disciples in the Upper Room also exists to the present day. William Barclay comments,

So often, even in churches, trouble arises because someone does not get his place. So often even ecclesiastical dignitaries are offended because they did not receive the precedence to which their office entitled them. Here is the lesson that there is only one kind of greatness, the greatness of service. The world is full of people who are standing on their dignity when they ought to be kneeling at the feet of their brethren.
 

More than any other single way, the grace of humility is worked into our lives through the discipline of service.


Along with humility, servanthood calls for love. This kind of love is not merely sentiment or emotion. It takes more than sentiment to wash the dirty feet of men, ignoring the smell and the indignity of it. Love is service rather than sentiment.
 We may not always feel like doing it, but true servanthood—true love and humility—serves in spite of how we may feel at the time. This attitude will reveal our spiritual maturity. No special talent or gift is required to stay after a meeting to pick up trash or stack chairs. Anyone can be a servant. All it requires is character.


Servanthood also requires availability. Servants don’t fill up their time with other pursuits that could limit their availability. They want to be ready to jump into service when called on. If we only serve when it’s convenient for us, we’re not real servants. Real servants do what’s needed, even when it’s inconvenient. 

Are we available to God anytime? Can He mess up our plans without us becoming resentful? As servants, we don’t get to pick and choose when or where we will serve. Being a servant means giving up the right to control our schedule and allowing God to interrupt it whenever he needs to. 

If you will remind yourself at the start of every day that you are God’s servant, interruptions won’t frustrate you as much, because your agenda will be whatever God wants to bring into your life. Servants see interruptions as divine appointments for ministry and are happy for the opportunity to practice serving.


One final thought on the expectation of servanthood: There is the service of being served. When Jesus began to wash the feet of the disciples, Peter refused. He would never let his Master stoop to such a menial service on his behalf. It may sound like a statement of humility; in reality it was an act of veiled pride. Jesus’ service was an affront to Peter’s concept of authority. If Peter had been the master, he would not have washed feet! It is an act of submission and service to allow others to serve us. It recognizes their “kingdom authority” over us. We graciously receive the service rendered, never feeling we must repay it. Those who, out of pride, refuse to be served are failing to submit to the divinely appointed leadership in the kingdom of God.

The Emancipation of Service


You may recall from our last study that each of the spiritual disciplines is intended to bring about freedom. In the discipline of service there is also great liberty. What is the emancipation of service? Foster writes, “Service enables us to say ‘No!’ to the world’s games of promotion and authority. It abolishes our need (and desire) for a ‘pecking order’.”
 He goes on to add,

Jesus declares, ‘You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great men exercise authority over them. It shall not be so among you [italics added].’ He totally and completely rejected the pecking-order systems of his day. How then was it to be among them? ‘Whoever would be great among you must be your servant…even as the Son of man came not to be served but to serve’ (Matt. 20:25-28) Therefore the spiritual authority of Jesus is an authority not found in a position or a title, but in a towel.


On the other hand, self-righteous service is highly concerned about results. It eagerly waits to see if the person served will reciprocate in kind. It becomes bitter when the results fall below expectations. True service is free of the need to calculate results. It delights only in the service.
 We must be careful not to measure success by results.


What is the result of such a servant lifestyle? Wiersbe writes,

Our Lord said that if you want to experience holiness and if you want to experience happiness, practice humility. That is the summary of this whole chapter. Where there is humility of heart, there is holiness of life. And when you combine humility and holiness, you have happiness. “If ye know these things, happy are ye if ye do them” (John 13:17).

Far from the somber, gloomy disposition we often associate with servanthood, Jesus promises true fulfillment and blessing when we put into practice His words.

I’d like to conclude this morning with a challenge from Stott that sums up the teaching of John 13:

I wonder if there is any more urgent need in the contemporary church than that professed disciples of Jesus should take their profession seriously. It is no use calling Jesus Christ our Teacher and Lord if we do not treat him as such. He is not only our Savior, who washes us from our sins. He is also our Teacher to instruct us and our Lord to command us. If we are Christians, we should gladly accept toward Jesus Christ a position of voluntary subordination. As his pupils we are under his instruction; as his slaves, we are under his authority. And true freedom is found in assuming Christ’s yoke, not in discarding it. This means that we shall derive our views both of Christian doctrine and of Christian behavior from Jesus Christ. We shall not presume either to disagree with what he taught or to disobey what he commanded. In particular, since “a servant is not greater than his master” (John 13:16), we must follow his example.
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