Believing Is Seeing #29

“Guidance from the Greatness Guru”

John 13:1-17

We live in an age of gurus.


There are business gurus, financial gurus, weight loss gurus, relationship gurus…the list goes on an on.  One of the top new movies in theaters is called “The Love Guru.”  These folks hold seminars, appear on television, write books…and make a lot of money in the process.


These days we use the word guru to describe an expert in a particular field.  In India and Indonesia, the term is widely used with the general meaning of “teacher,” even by pupils at school.  But I was interested to see how the word originated.


“Guru” comes from two Sanskrit words: “Gu” means darkness and “Ru” means light.  A guru, then, was someone who could perceive the difference between darkness and light, and could pass that knowledge and wisdom to others.
  With his penchant for using the images of light and darkness, I’d bet the apostle John would have used the word “guru” if he had known about it!


Certainly Jesus fits the original definition of the word—more so than any other human who has ever lived.  Not only did He show us the light, He was the Light.  He provided wisdom and insight into every topic He addressed in His ministry on earth.  As we come to the thirteenth chapter of John’s Gospel, the subject matter at hand is greatness.  The word does not appear in the text, but as we consider parallel passages in the other Gospels, it becomes clear what His focus was.  So we have, if you will, guidance from the greatness guru.

The Swirling Storm 


John opens this chapter by setting the stage.  Verses 1-2 reveal the swirling storm that was brewing:

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. 


Several elements come crashing together as the scene unfolds.  John notes that it was just before the Passover feast.  Scholars have debated the sequence of events leading up to Jesus’ death, but most likely this takes place on Thursday night of Passion Week.


While the scholars may be unsure of the timing, verse one records that Jesus knew that “His hour was come.” More than any of the Gospel writers, John emphasized the fact that Jesus lived on a “heavenly timetable” as He did the Father’s will. Note the development of this theme:

· John 2:4 – “My time has not yet come.”

· John 7:30 – “his time had not yet come.”

· John 8:20 – “his time had not yet come.” 

· John 12:23 – “The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified.”

· John 13:1 – “Jesus knew that the time had come”

· John 17:1 – “Father, the time has come”

Nothing that ever happened to Jesus took Him by surprise.  He knew why He had come, what He had to do, and when it would happen.  That time had come.

The plot against Jesus was now rolling.  The Sanhedrin had already determined to kill Jesus, but they needed an inside man to catch Him at the right time.  Judas Iscariot turned out to be the inside man who agreed to betray Jesus.  Our Lord knew this, too.

Another element that added to the surrounding storm is not recorded here, but is found in the other gospels.  Writing about this same evening, Luke writes in Luke 22:24, “Also a dispute arose among [the disciples] as to which of them was considered to be greatest.”  How typical!  They were always jockeying for position, weren’t they?  James and John even tried to use their mother (who may have been Jesus’ aunt) to get high ranks in Jesus’ kingdom.

Can you imagine how Jesus must have felt?  Here He was, knowing what was about to happen in the next twenty-four hours, and here were His closest friends, arguing about who was the greatest among them!  You would think that after three years, these twelve would have learned something.

Luke goes on to record Jesus’ response to the twelve:

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 [Luke 22:25-27].
As powerful as these words are, John records how Jesus demonstrated this truth by what He did.  What follows is an acted parable, like those of the Old Testament prophets, in which our Lord’s past and present ministry are pictured.

The Symbolic Submission


We read in John 13:3-5, 

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 scene might seem strange to us, but it was very familiar—and necessary—in the ancient world.  The streets of ancient Judea were dusty, and the people wore open sandals.  Their feet would become dusty (or muddy, if it had rained).  At the door the guests would remove their sandals and a slave would wash their feet before they entered the house.

But not on this occasion.  Jesus had asked for a private room for Him and His disciples, so there were no slaves present.  Chuck Swindoll notes,

What is interesting is that none of the disciples had volunteered for that lowly task…so the room was filled with proud hearts and dirty feet. Interestingly, those disciples were willing to fight for a throne, but not a towel. Things haven’t changed a lot since then, by the way.


Jesus takes this opportunity to drive home the lesson He just told them.  Removing His outer tunic, He wrapped a towel around His waist and began washing the disciples’ feet.  This must have shocked them as much as it shocks us.  As Max Lucado puts it,

We want to say …

Why are you washing [their] feet? You know what they have done.

And what’s more, you know what they are about to do!

You can already hear them snoring in the garden. They say they’ll stay awake, but they won’t. You’ll sweat blood; they’ll saw logs.

You can hear them sneaking away from the soldiers. They make promises tonight. They’ll make tracks tomorrow.

Look around the table, Jesus. Out of the twelve, how many will stand with you in Pilate’s court? How many will share with you the Roman whip? And when you fall under the weight of the cross, which disciple will be close enough to spring to your side and carry your burden?

None of them will. Not one. A stranger will be called because no disciple will be near.

Don’t wash their feet, Jesus. Tell them to wash yours.


But Jesus was making a point.  The disciples were after greatness, and He was about to show it to them.  His demonstration of servanthood was a sign of meekness, but “meekness is not weakness: it’s power under control.﻿”
 The man who has power and wields it to make others serve him is not extraordinary.  The man who serves because he must is not noteworthy.  But the man who has the power to be served and yet serves anyway displays the greatest strength of all.

Jesus was the embodiment of service.  He said in Mark 10:42-45 (during another argument about greatness),

You know that those who are regarded as rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high officials exercise authority over them. Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be slave of all. For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.

The cross was the ultimate act of servanthood and surrender.  But we can’t relate to that as well, since that’s something we cannot duplicate.  Washing feet, though, is the kind of thing that can be done.  It is unpleasant, unpopular, but necessary.  

Jesus washes the disciples’ feet in stunned silence until He gets to Simon Peter, as recorded in John 13:6-11:

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. 

Two important lessons emerge from this passage.  The first comes from Peter’s haughty reaction to Jesus’ humble action.  He says emphatically, “No, you shall never wash my feet!”  That might seem modest at first, but in fact it was not.  Being willing to receive sometimes takes more grace than giving to others. And our reluctance to do so really exposes our pride, doesn’t it?
  

Think about it: What is the typical reaction when we are given something?  “Oh, you shouldn’t have,” or “Oh, you didn’t need to do that!”  What we are really saying is, “I don’t need your help!”  I’ve even heard some get very offended when offered something from someone else, saying something like, “What, didn’t you think I could do this myself?”  That is nothing less than ugly old pride.  Whether it is grace from Christ or graciousness from others, we must humble ourselves to receive it.  

Jesus explains to Peter that he must accept the Savior’s grace or else he would have no part (literally “participation”
) with Him.  Then Peter goes to the other extreme and demands a whole bath.  Once again, we might think this is noble, but in fact the answer is still the product of self-will. Peter is reluctant to let Jesus do what he wants. He prefers to dictate the terms.
  We need to be careful not to make the same mistake as Peter.


The second lesson comes from Jesus’ reply to Peter: “A person who has had a bath needs only to wash his feet; his whole body is clean.” Kenneth Wuest explains: 

There are two Greek words translated “wash” that appear in John 13:5–10. The one which means “to wash part of the body” appears in verses five, six, nine, and in verse ten the second time the word is used. The other word, meaning “to perform a complete ablution,” is used in verse ten in the word “washed.” These two words in their usage here point to two truths of the standing of a believer in Christ, and his experience. The first remains the same for time and eternity; the latter changes from time to time during this life. Someone has said, “Union with Jesus is so strong, that nothing can break it. Communion with Jesus is so fragile that the slightest sin can break it.”

To understand the conversation between our Lord and Peter, and the spiritual lesson in it, we must understand something of the habits of the citizen of that time. Rome established public baths in the cities of the empire. A Roman would bathe completely at the public bath, and upon reaching his home needed to wash his feet, for although cleansed at the time, they contracted defilement by reason of the insufficient covering which his sandals afforded. Peter refuses to allow the Lord to wash his feet, but upon being told that if he does not permit the Lord to do that for him, he will have no fellowship with Jesus, he asks that the Lord wash his hands and his head. Our Lord answers, “He that is bathed all over stays bathed and needs not except to wash his feet, but is clean every whit.” The spiritual lesson we have from this is as follows. Every believer has been cleansed completely from his sins in the precious blood of Jesus once and for all at Calvary. This is his standing before God, guiltless, sinless, righteous. That position is permanent, as changeless as our unchanging Lord. If sin comes into the life, it does not affect that standing, for that standing is Jesus Christ who is accepted by God and we in Him. Thus, if a believer sins, he does not need to go back to Calvary to be saved all over again, any more than the Roman needed to go back to the public baths for a complete bath just because his feet became dusty on the way home.

…As we are on our way home to heaven, sin sometimes enters our lives. No saint wants to sin. It is his nature to hate sin. But when sin does enter, our walk is defiled and needs to be cleansed. Our Lord said to Peter, “If I wash thee not, thou hast no part with me.” That is, if we are not cleansed from sin in our experience, we have no fellowship with our Lord. Known sin in the life that is held to and cherished, breaks our fellowship with Him. The only way to regain that blessed privilege of fellowship is to confess our sins (1 John 1:9), and God will cleanse us and restore to us that communion with our Lord which we enjoyed before.


This important principle sheds light on many aspects of the Christian life.  I have known some believers who were worried that if they died with any unconfessed sin in their lives, they would forfeit Heaven.  But this is not the case, since our sins have been forgiven once and for all when we first come to Christ.  


Listen closely to what other texts say on the subject: Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 6:11, “But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God.”  Notice the tense of the verbs in this verse: “You were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified…”—all past tense.  These had already been accomplished in the lives of the Corinthian believers.  Also head Hebrews 10:14, “By one sacrifice he has made perfect forever those who are being made holy.”  Once again the verb tenses are significant: “has been made perfect” speaks of an action already done, while “are being made holy” speaks of a present, ongoing activity.  In God the Father’s eyes we have been made righteous in Christ; in daily life we are being made righteous by the Holy Spirit.  And when we fall into sin, we need to have our feet washed (figuratively speaking) so that the incidental dirt of the world will not hinder our communion with the Lord.

The Subsequent Service


Jesus moved from His symbolic submission to the disciples’ subsequent service in verses 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. 


The tables are turned.  Jesus had humbled Himself and took the form of a slave.  Now His disciples are to follow His lead.  If they are truly apprentices, then they should act as their Master did.


Notice that Jesus said in verse 15, “I have set an example that you should do as I have done for you.”  This rules out any thought of foot washing as some kind of sacrament.
  That was necessary in the ancient world; there are other forms of humble service today.  As one author put it,  “We are never more like our Lord Jesus than when we serve God by becoming the willing servants of oth​ers, for Jesus’ sake, with no limits set.”


Do you want to be great for God?  Are you looking for a seminar or a how-to book written by a greatness guru?  We don’t need any of that, for Jesus is our Teacher who discerns light and darkness.  And He has given us guidance on the subject of greatness: Be a servant.  Humble yourselves and meet the needs of others.


Are we willing to do that?  Only then can we be great for God.
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