CHRIST WASHING THE DISCIPLES’ FEET

Jesse M. Hendley

John 13:1-27

Friends, one of the most blessed pictures in the Word of God is in John 13, where we see Jesus washing the feet of His disciples.

"Now before the feast of the Passover, when Jesus knew that His hour was come that He should depart out of this world unto the Father, having loved His own which were in the world, He loved them unto the end. And supper being ended, the devil having now put into the heart of Judas Iscariot to betray him; Jesus knowing that the Father had given all things unto His Hands and that He was come from God and went to God; He riseth from supper and laid aside His garments and took a towel and girded Himself. After that He poureth water into a basin and began to wash the disciples' feet and to wipe them with the towel wherewith He was girded."

We see here the CONDESCENSION of our Lord Jesus Christ in His relationship to His apostles. We read that Jesus riseth from supper and took a towel and girded Himself. Jesus took the place of a household slave. The GOD, in Whose Hands are all men's lives, the God of the universe, the Creator, the Sustainer of all things and all beings, has now humbled Himself to the most menial task, kneeling before His very apostles. This action reveals the Heart of the Lord Jesus Christ, and thereby, the Heart of God for man. For this is none less than GOD, stooping to wash the feet of man. That, friends, is condescension.

You remember that David said, "Thy condescension hath made me great." And so it is, friends, for there is no greatness apart from God. If God had not stooped to meet our need, in sending Jesus Christ, we'd never have had the greatness of His Salvation. Behold, then, Jesus Christ Himself rising from supper and taking the towel and girding Himself and washing the feet of His disciples. I say again, this was Condescension.

Another thing we see is the GRACE of the Lord Jesus Christ. We learn that in His relationship to one man in the group, Judas Iscariot. In verse 2 we read, “And supper being ended, the devil put into the heart of Judas Iscariot to betray Him.”

That is a solemn word: BETRAY. It reminds us of Alger Hiss, who betrayed his own country, the United States, and it was brought out that this man lied when he said he had not taken state papers and betrayed his country to the enemy. Hiss betrayed his COUNTRY! Traitorship! Treachery! Horrible words, despised by men everywhere.

What is treachery? Well, a man may be forgiven his weaknesses and sins and failures, but treachery---that is a different matter. It is when a man uses intimate knowledge, given to him by a friend, to destroy that friend. That is treachery, betrayal. Such was Judas Iscariot.

As John writes about him, he does not seek to cover over Judas' shame, exonerate him, and take up for him. He calls him plainly, "a traitor." That is an awful name; Judas' name has come down through the years as being the vilest type of personality.

But Jesus---again we see His marvelous grace---does not reveal Judas' true character in front of the others. At the supper table, none of the men knew which man was to betray Him. Jesus does not expose Judas' shameful, evil thoughts. Jesus Christ knew the heart of Judas but did not reveal the plan in Judas' mind. John, the writer, was one of the group at the time, but he did not know about Judas' plan at that time. It was long afterwards that he wrote about it. Jesus was gracious toward Judas.

We read in Corinthians 13 that LOVE COVERS. Jesus Christ is the supreme example of perfect love. Some Christians always look at the faults of others. They emphasize and tell others the weak points. They bring out the failures, not the successes; the sins, not the blessed things. Jesus makes not distinction between him and others, but kneels in front of him, too, takes the feet of His betrayer into His Eternal Hands, and washes them, and tenderly dries them. Always remember this when you wonder why Jesus ever chose him in the first place. Don't forget that to the very last Jesus was pleading with Judas! Pleading with him in this act, trying to turn him back from the crime he was about to commit, that led him to a suicide's grave! Jesus knew all about him, his treachery, his adamant heart, the sinful, evil ways of this mans’ heart, his lust and greed for money, the unscrupulous ways that led him to betray Jesus for a few paltry dollars. Judas had a warped soul, a crooked soul, if there ever was one. Jesus knew all this. Yet Jesus did not denounce him publicly to the others.

Let us learn here the wonderful lesson that Christ's only means of leading away from sin unto salvation is His Love! If He cannot win us with LOVE, He will try nothing else.

In Judas we have a picture of the worst that the world can do to God. Yet Jesus meets it with kindness, gentleness and grace. Behold Jesus at the feet of the traitor! Isn't that an amazing thing? Kneeling, washing the feet of one whom even then was thinking about The Betrayal!

So we learn the Grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, appealing to Judas to turn back before it was too late. The Lord Jesus is not rebuking, not denouncing, and not judging. "I came not to judge," said Jesus, "but to save." The great judgment day is COMING. But Jesus didn't come during this period to judge, but to save.

"He did not come to judge the world, He did not come to blame;  But when you call Him ‘Saviour’ you call Him by His Name."

Surely astonishment filled the hearts of these disciples as the Master knelt before them, like a slave. Surely shame over their recent quarrels with each other as to who should be the greatest, flooded their hearts as they saw Jesus lay aside His dignity and stoop to the lowest of the low in the sight of man.

In man's eye, only the menial would wash another's feet. But in the eyes of God no man is menial. In the vocabulary of God, the only greatness is SERVICE to OTHERS. God despises proud looks and a proud heart! Pride is not of the Father, but is of the devil. God says, "I know thy pride," and how He hates it!

A preacher told me not long ago, "I had a great crisis in my life, and the Lord called me to Himself. Pride and ambition and ‘big place’ and ‘big church,’ had been in my heart. But God spoke to me and I stayed on my knees till God took out of my heart all the ambition. I don't mean that I am not tempted now, to want a big place. But when God called me to that crisis, I surrendered all my ambition, and I said, ‘Lord, ANYPLACE, for You. ANYPLACE, away from the knowledge or glory of man. A place of ANY sort, the smallest place, the lowest place, if it is Your place, if it will glorify You, is the place for me."

The Saviour moved to each one of those men. There was perfect silence in that room, except for the sound of the water as He washed the feet of each man. Then Jesus knelt before Peter and the quiet was broken. "Lord, Thou shalt never wash my Feet!" There are three things we may learn from Peter's utterance. First, his great reverence for Jesus Christ. Each one of the disciples had deep reverence for Christ. They called Him ‘Lord,’ and Lord means Master. I wonder, as I think about the little, light religion about us to​day, this little hop‑skip‑and‑jump business, if it will stand in the Presence of Christ; if it would have stood in the Upper Room that day? Tremendous reverence, because of the Presence of the Son of God!

Peter revered Jesus Christ. Peter never thought of Jesus as a mere man. People talk about Jesus as a Friend. He is our Friend; but we don't talk to Him with the casualness we talk to some friend of ours. We love Him as our Friend, as our Elder Brother; and yet, there is a deep WORSHIP and REVERENCE in our hearts toward Him that we do not have for other friends. We speak to Him with terms we do not use in speaking to others. Peter had a tremendous reverence for Jesus Christ in that upper room that day.

Second, we see Peter's hastiness of speech, because of lack of spiritual understanding of what Jesus was doing. You know, Peter was a fellow who just, spoke out, on the spur of the moment. He said, "No Lord! Thou shalt never wash my feet!"

Lack of spiritual understanding is all around us today. Sometime ago, a friend said to my wife, "Your husband is a Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde." He meant it kindly, very kindly. What he meant was, "Your husband's preaching scares us to death. But in person he is not that kind of personality." But is God all smiles? Is not God to be feared? People are so superficial today in their attitude toward God. Isn't there a part of God that must judge SIN? The Bible teaches God is love but it also teaches that God is a consuming FIRE! You don't just take God by the Hand and run off down the street with this little light religion people have today. God is a God of HOLINESS AND PURITY. He IS a God of love and tenderness, beyond anything we know about. But let us not forget that God is UNLIKE us, in that He is perfectly HOLY. The only way we can know how He feels about things is to acquire a deeper knowledge of Him through deeper study of His Mind, in the Bible, the Word of God, and through much prayer and walking close to Him. And even then, we are beyond the very outskirts of the knowledge of spiritual things!

Peter was reverent, but Peter was hasty, lacking an understanding of spiritual things. Oh, beloved, how many times did Jesus turn, grieved in Spirit, because He would talk about something earthly to teach a spiritual truth, and their minds were holden? They thought only of the physical, and did not perceive the spiritual. They did not understand what the Lord had to say about spiritual things. They could not understand the spiritual mind of our Blessed Lord.

I wonder if we are men and women of prayer, men and women of power; if we read our Bibles till the thoughts of the Bible are our thoughts, and the speech of the Bible is our speech; if our thinking is godly thinking; if our speaking is as the Lord would have us speak; and if we can enter into the depths of the thoughts of the Lord?

The Apostle Paul said one time, speaking to the Christians at Corinth, "We have the Mind of Christ." Do we? Do we have the spiritual intelligence, the outlook, the understanding, of the Lord Jesus Christ, in all things? Oh, friends, this is the best place to pause and ask ourselves the question, "Am I growing, deepening, in the knowledge of spiritual truth? Do I deeply reverence the Person of Jesus Christ? Do I love Him as my Lord and Master? Do I seek day by day, by poring over His Truths in the Word of God, to know the Mind of Christ? Do I try to enter into His Thoughts? Do I see the world as Christ sees it? Do I see sin as Christ sees it, and shirk from it? Do I see the souls of men as Christ sees the souls of men? Do I love the Word of God as Jesus loved it, meditating day and night? Do I enter all the Lord has for ME?"

These are serious things, friends. If we want spiritual understanding, we can have it, but we must pay the price! It takes time, to be holy. It takes time, to walk with God. It takes surrender. If we really want to know the Lord, it will take time alone with the Lord.

I wonder if you are neglecting your Bible and prayer, neglecting the Lord Jesus Christ in your life? Failing to have time to live in His Presence? If so, won't you say today, "Lord, I see my folly, my failure? By Thy Grace, Jesus, I want to walk with Thee." If you do, He will bless you beyond words. Will you do it?

Another thing we see in Peter's statement, "Lord, thou shalt never wash my feet," is his lack of complete surrender to the Lord Jesus Christ. Think of that, protesting this act of the Lord! When he said to Jesus, "Thou shalt not wash my feet," he meant, "I know better than You, Lord." How many people are like that today? They want to tell the Lord what to do. Maybe it is bereavement, the Lord takes a loved one and they QUESTION His Sovereignty, His Blessing, the Rightness of His Act. They say, "Why must this happen to me?" Well, there are many questions we do not understand. But there is one thing certain about the man or woman who has made a complete surrender to Christ. They never say to the Lord, "Thou shalt never do thus and so to me; I know better than You." That is what Peter felt. The rest of the disciples meekly allowed Jesus to wash their feet, no complaining, no protesting, no advice to the Master, though they were, indeed, ashamed as he held their feet in His Eternal Hands and gently bathed them. How their hearts must have cried out, "No, Jesus, no! It should be reversed; WE should be washing Your Feet. WE should be kneeling before YOU." But not Peter. He bursts out with, "Lord, You'll never wash MY feet!"

The gentle rebuke of Jesus proves that Peter's objection was of pride, conceit, and self‑righteousness. How many times something suddenly comes up, and we speak out that which reveals an evil attitude, thoughts within our hearts are not Christ‑like, attitudes which the Lord cannot bless. Jesus answered him, "If I wash thee not, thou hast no part with me, Peter." Jesus was saying, "Are you prepared to depart and no longer be in this blessed company and walk with Me? This must be, if you refuse to allow Me to stoop and wash your feet."

When Peter saw what was in the balance, he immediately burst out again with a spontaneous cry, revealing that down underneath was the tremendous foundation of ABSOLUTE LOVE for the Person of Christ. This is where I love Peter! It reveals his absolute LOVE for Jesus Himself. Quickly, Peter goes to the opposite extreme and cries out, "Not my feet only, but my hands and my head!" Here was total surrender. Here is what Christ meant for Simon Peter. Peter was saying, "If this washing of my feet means my relationship to You; if this is necessary for me to continue with You; if it is necessary for You to wash my feet if I am to abide in Your fellowship, for us to stay together, Lord, and never be separated and to walk together, to be together, to enjoy each other forever---LORD, DON'T STOP WITH JUST MY FEET, but wash my hands and my head also! ALL of me!" In that cry, Peter reveals His absolute love for the Master.

I pause here and feel somewhat like Moses felt at the burning bush, for we are on holy ground, and we had better take the shoes from off our feet. I wonder, friends down through history, out of all the professing disciples of the Lord Jesus, how many LOVED

Him, like this? I wonder today, in this city, how many LOVE THE PERSON of the Lord Jesus Christ as Peter did?  In our churches and individual groups we talk about this and that and the other, and programs, and all the rest of it, but there is so little said about JESUS CHRIST HIMSELF. Peter has an absolute love for the Saviour. This was one of those quick, unthinking outbursts, but it revealed his HEART.  How Jesus must have thrilled to this outburst, this confession, this burning devotion of a man who LOVED HIM, and couldn't stand the thought of leav​ing Him. How this love of Peter must have thrilled Jesus, when He had just come from surveying the heart of Ju​das, His betrayer, hard, grafting, and impenitent. Now here was a warm, loving, spiritual heart!

Then Jesus explains the spiritual meaning of that which He had done. He had literally washed their feet. In coming from their bath where they had bathed all over, their feet became soil​ed. They wore sandals in those days, and the dust they kicked up while walk​ing got on their feet.

That Jesus meant more than just the literal washing of feet, is made plain when He said, "Ye are clean, but not all." "One of you," Jesus said, "is dir​ty." He was taking about Judas Is​cariot. Now when He said, "Not all of you are clean," He had to mean SPIRITUALLY; ALL did have their feet washed clean by the Lord. But NOT all of them had had their HEARTS washed. The feet of Judas were just as clean as the feet of Peter; but Ju​das' heart was not clean. And God looks at the heart, always. Let's remember that. God looks at the heart always. When Jesus stooped to wash their feet, He washed not only their feet but their hearts also, from the strife, the bicker​ing, the unloving ambitions, the jeal​ousy, the envious spirit that had shown just before, as they were quarreling among themselves as to who was go​ing to be the greatest among them. These men needed cleansing in their hearts. They needed their love restored, their communion, their fellowship one with another, their unity, their esteem one for another, and the willingness to take the lowest place. Christ could not share the Communion Supper with men who were hating each other, staring across the table at each other, growling at one another, refusing to be congenial, help​ful, loving, cooperative, but with malice and ill‑will in their hearts for one an​other. Jesus, I say, could not share the Communion Supper with them in that state. He knew that all loved Him, except one, Judas; but He knew also that He could not tolerate this bicker​ing and strife. So He must wash off this defilement in their hearts, and He did. How? By taking the lowest place, He made them ever and eternally ashamed. Could any one of these men, as he saw the MASTER stoop at his feet, and hold ill‑will against another? Did they not want to exchange places with Him? Do you think they ever forgot this lesson in humility? What a change took place in that room! From bickering and strife, these men became eager to serve and do the lowly thing. They were humbled. They were made meek and loving, wanting to serve the Lord. Do we not need the lesson today? Do you not need it? Do I not need it?

The next thing, Jesus did not mistake temporary defilement with habitual impurity, nor partial uncleanness for total uncleanness. He knows the difference between men whose FEET are soiled and men whose HEARTS are soiled; between men who fail Him sometimes, and those who are NEVER true to Him at all; between men who love Him and men who do not love Him. He knows the difference between men like Peter and men like Judas. If a man sins and stumbles, it does not  mean that he has no grace in him at all. A failure now and then is not proof that the soul has never been regenerated. Jesus does not misunderstand us. He never drives us from His fellowship; but He does want to remove any stain that we have. It is not enough to learn that we are forgiven one time. Our hearts need to be washed clean every whit, every day, and no stains.

Sometimes temper flashes. Words come hot from our lips. Our actions are unworthy. Our thoughts are displeasing. We are grieved by the Spirit when we do sin. We are broken‑hearted. We want to do better. We come to Him, We come for forgiveness. Jesus stoops and washes away the stains. These men were made ashamed that Jesus washed their feet; so will we be. But we must let Him do it or we must part company with Him. When we think of Who He is, GOD, and that He shrinks from sin, that sin hurts Christ, and that we hurt Him when we sin, then we will WANT to be clean and stay clean. We must therefore come to Him daily, confessing our failure and sin and let Him stoop and wash us clean.

Then, what is our relationship to our fellowman? We must wash the feet of others as He has washed ours. He said, "I have given you an example." There are dirty hearts round about us, lives out of fellowship with God, defiled, unclean, some whose hearts have never been clean in God's sight, never have been forgiven and they cannot know God and walk with Him in that condition. Also, there are brethren, once bathed, who have contracted defilement and need cleansing. We must lay aside all our self‑esteem and self-importance and supposed dignity and go after these, and stoop and help them, and do as the Lord Jesus did; Jesus wants us to wash the feet of others.

Friends, I wonder if we have learned the lesson Jesus gives us here in His Holy Word. "I have given you an example. As I have done, so you shall do." Our business is to serve our fellow men, not hurt them; to lift them, not to criticize them; to see the best that is in him, not the false; to see what he CAN be when he gets right with the Lord Jesus!

If the Lord has spoken to your heart, as He has to mine, won't you go alone and confess your sins and failures to the Lord? Tell Him you want to be wholly clean, so that you can be pleasing to Him and go out and help others to be clean, to know Him, and to walk with Him, for He that winneth souls is wise. God bless you.
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