Sharpening Our Spiritual Skills

“The Forgotten Beatitude”

John 13:1-17
This week we change the calendar, not merely to a new month, but to a new year. New Year’s is often a time of reflection as well as resolution, looking back at the past twelve months and looking ahead to an unknown future.

This past year we have focused our Sunday morning messages on the theme of “Sharpening Our Spiritual Skills. We have covered areas such as self-control, empathy, forgiveness, understanding Scripture, prayer, meeting needs, developing a thick skin, evangelism, discipleship, gratitude, and even the skills of Christmas. On this final Sunday of 2025, I want to bring this series together with one final emphasis.

Turn to John 13, a portion of which was read earlier. Let’s look at verses 1-5,

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. 

This is a well-known act Jesus performed just prior to His crucifixion. The scene was the upper room where He and the disciples would celebrate the Passover for the last time. Since none of the disciples had done so, Jesus washed the feet of all of them—an act reserved for the lowest slave in the household.

After a conversation with Peter, Jesus completed his task. Verses 12-17 record, 

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.”
How are we to apply this today? Some take a very literal approach, washing each other’s feet physically. I’m not saying that is wrong, but I don’t know if that is the best application of Jesus’ action here. Foot washing was not a ceremony in those days but a necessity, since most everyone walked on dusty roads. Today we wear shoes and socks, protecting our feet from the dust—and not that many of us walk very far!

No, I think the proper application of this action is that we must serve each other, even in seemingly humble or unpleasant ways. This may look different from culture to culture, but the principle is the same: Love is seen in serving others selflessly. The world thinks that happiness is the result of others serving us, but real joy comes when we serve others in the name of Christ. The world is constantly pursuing happiness, but that is like chasing a shadow: it is always just beyond your reach.
 Only in doing what Christ says can you find true joy, peace, and purpose.
Yet that is not my emphasis this morning. My theme comes from the final verse we read, verse 17: “Now that you know these things, you will be blessed if you do them.” I am calling this “The Forgotten Beatitude.” Jesus had a group of sayings in Matthew 5 that begin with the words, “Blessed are...” and these are called the Beatitudes. Here the blessing is pronounced at the end, yet it is still a blessing. And the blessing is this: “Now that you know these things, you will be blessed if you do them.” It is one thing to know and another to act on that knowledge.
 The blessing comes not with the knowing, but with the doing.

Chuck Swindoll confesses, “Let me be completely transparent with you. I find the idea of foot washing—both literal and figurative—much easier to teach than to practice. But Jesus didn’t promise to release blessing upon those who teach foot washing, but to those who do it.”
 I want to expand that thought to include all that we have covered in this past year: Jesus didn’t promise blessing upon those who teach or hear or learn spiritual skills, but to those who do them.

You see, Christianity is not a philosophy to be debated, a theology to be taught, or even a book to be learned. Christianity is a life to be lived, following in the footsteps of our Master, Jesus Christ. Yes, teaching and hearing and reading and studying are all good activities, but they must be seen as a means to a greater end, not an end in themselves. The greater end is living like Jesus. And that is something that is done, not just known. Allow me to develop this thought further.

Our Faith Must Be Practiced

First, our faith must be practiced. Jesus said in John 12:47-48, “As for the person who hears my words but does not keep them, I do not judge him. For I did not come to judge the world, but to save it. There is a judge for the one who rejects me and does not accept my words; that very word which I spoke will condemn him at the last day.” Notice the distinction between those who hear and those who keep, or obey, His words. 

This is found in Matthew 7:21-27, “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only he who does the will of my Father who is in heaven. Many will say to me on that day, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and in your name drive out demons and perform many miracles?’ Then I will tell them plainly, ‘I never knew you. Away from me, you evildoers!’” Those are scary words!

Jesus went on in verses 24-27,

“Therefore everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice is like a wise man who built his house on the rock. The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house; yet it did not fall, because it had its foundation on the rock. But everyone who hears these words of mine and does not put them into practice is like a foolish man who built his house on sand. The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell with a great crash.”
We cannot do until we know, but we can know without doing. The house built on the rock is the house of the man who knows and does. The house built on the sand is the house of the man who knows but does not do.
 

What Jesus implied James states in no uncertain terms in James 1:22-25,

Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says. Anyone who listens to the word but does not do what it says is like a man who looks at his face in a mirror and, after looking at himself, goes away and immediately forgets what he looks like. But the man who looks intently into the perfect law that gives freedom, and continues to do this, not forgetting what he has heard, but doing it—he will be blessed in what he does.
Again, it is not enough just to know this truth; we must put it into practice. James 1:22–27 makes it clear that the blessing comes in the doing of the Word, not the hearing. Wuest translates the last phrase in James 1:25, “This man shall be prospered spiritually in his doing.” Even studying this section in John’s Gospel can stir us emotionally or enlighten us intellectually; but it cannot bless us spiritually until we do what Jesus told us to do. This is the only way to lasting happiness.

These skills we have discussed over the past year aren’t mastered in a classroom or a Bible study or a sermon. They are behaviors one chooses to make into habits.
 It is true that we cannot do until we know, but we can know and not doing—and that is worthless in God’s eyes. Our faith must be practiced.
Our Faith Must Be Proactive

Second, our faith must be proactive. In John 13, the love of Jesus was a proactive love. The disciples, as they filed into the room, had looked for someone to wash their feet, but no slave was present. Rather than humiliate themselves, they were reclining with unwashed feet. Jesus, after waiting in vain for one of them to take the place of a servant, finally assumed the responsibility Himself. The task, however disagreeable, had to be performed; and He took the initiative.

God the Father did not wait for His creation to deserve or to desire His salvation. No, the Bible teaches in Romans 5:8, “God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” His love is proactive.

In the same way, a follower of Jesus is proactive in setting an example, not reactive. Rather than being concerned with what others are doing, his or her first concern is what he or she should be doing.
 The utmost example of this principle is found in the parable of the Good Samaritan in Luke 10:30-35,

“A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, when he fell into the hands of robbers. They stripped him of his clothes, beat him and went away, leaving him half dead. A priest happened to be going down the same road, and when he saw the man, he passed by on the other side. So too, a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the other side. But a Samaritan, as he traveled, came where the man was; and when he saw him, he took pity on him. He went to him and bandaged his wounds, pouring on oil and wine. Then he put the man on his own donkey, took him to an inn and took care of him. The next day he took out two silver coins and gave them to the innkeeper. ‘Look after him,’ he said, ‘and when I return, I will reimburse you for any extra expense you may have.’”

Here is a man beaten and robbed, in need of medical attention. A preacher and a deacon walk by (the modern equivalents of a priest and Levite) but do nothing for the victim’s needs. But a Samaritan—a sworn enemy of the Jews—came by and took action. The text says he had pity on him; I imagine the other two guys had pity on the man, too. A lot of good that did! Only the Samaritan put his pity into practice and helped the man.

Sharpen your spiritual skills to be used; not to be put on display. When you see a need, don’t wait to be asked—do it! Don’t wait for someone else to “do it better”—do it! 

Our Faith Must Be Persistent

Finally our faith must be persistent. Whenever you start something new (or restart something you haven’t done in a long time) the initial results can be iffy. That’s being too nice: the results can be catastrophic. Rarely is anyone successful in their first attempt at using a skill. Disappointment can lead us to give up.

The Bible says in Galatians 6:9, “Let us not become weary in doing good, for at the proper time we will reap a harvest if we do not give up.” That last phrase is key: “if we do not give up.” Failure is not doing something less than perfect. Failure is not falling short of expectations—ours or others. Failure is stopping before completion, not seeing it through to the end. 

Spiritual growth comes through doing, not merely reading about it, hearing others talk about it, or seeing others practice it. Jesus served His disciples by washing their feet and then urged them to follow His example.
 We spent twelve months sharpening our spiritual skills in a variety of areas. We do not need to learn more. We need to just do it.
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