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John 13:1-17

We can choose to humble ourselves or choose humiliation.  I experienced humiliation in Paris…

John Dickson

Humility is the noble choice to forgo your status, deploy your resources or use your influence for the good of others before yourself.  

A humble person is marked by a willingness to hold power in service of others.

Philippians 2:3

Do nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but with humility of mind let each of you regard one another as more important than himself.

Humility is more about how I treat others than how I think about myself.

The Ancient Greeks loved honor – philotimia – the love of honor. 

Honor was universally regarded as the ultimate asset for human beings and shame the ultimate deficit.  The beginnings of honor-shame cultures.  Much of life revolved around ensuring you and your family received public honor and avoided public shame.

So what happened? How did the culture move from honor-shame to humility?

A teacher from Nazareth.

What established humility as a virtue in Western culture was not necessarily Jesus’ persona or teaching but it was His execution.

Western history is now cruciform – shaped buy the events of Jesus’ crucifixion.

Paul’s account is a humility revolution.  Honor and shame are turned on their heads.  

The highly honored Jesus lowered Himself to a shameful cross and yet in so doing became not an object of scorn but one of praise and emulation.

Honor has been redefined.  If the greatest man we have ever known chose to forgo His status for the good of others, greatness must consist in humble service.  The shameful place is now the place of honor, the low point the high point.

John 13:1

Now before the feast of the Passover, Jesus knowing that His hour had come that He should depart out of this world to the Father, having loved His own who were in the world, He loved them to the end.

Chapter 13 starts the ministry of Jesus Christ to His own.  

Verse 1 defines the focus of the next 5 chapters – love.  Jesus is going to show His disciples the full extent of His love.  

Love is mentioned in 6 times in chapters 1-12 and 31 times from 13-17 – His ministry to His own.

Appropriate that the first act in this new season is the foot washing.

The love that is evident in the laying down of life at the cross is also demonstrated in the laying down of life in humble service in the foot washing.

The humility of the foot washing is a prelude to the humiliation of the cross.

The way John describes the foot washing makes it very clear that he is connecting these two events of great humility.

The verb used for laid aside (tithemi) is not the usual word for this idea (apotithemi). Perhaps John intends an allusion to Jesus' imminent laying down of life, since this verb is used for that idea elsewhere (10:11, 15, 17-18; 13:37-38). 
Similarly, the word used for taking up his garments (lambano, v. 12) was used to describe his taking up his life again (10:17-18). 
1. Humility is a willful choice

John writes in verse 2 that the devil put into Judas heart to betray Jesus.  Jesus is going to wash the feet of one who is considering betraying Him.   

*Provocation – early church leaders used this word to talk about the initial idea.  They surmised that it would be wise to reject the thought at this point because the temptation is at its weakest and one is not yet guilty of sin.

v. 3

Jesus, knowing that the Father had given all things into His hands… 

The Father put all things into His hands.  Jesus could have used His hands for anything but He willfully chose to grab some dirty feet.

What will we do with the power/favor/resources that God gives to us?

Will we bless ourselves or wash dirty feet?

2. Humility mirrors God

v. 3

And that He had come forth from God, and was going back to God,

Here in Johannine language is the description of Jesus' identity in his relation to the Father. This knowledge does not simply give Jesus the security to wash the disciples feet--his sharing in the divine essence is what leads him to wash their feet.
John 5:19

Jesus therefore answered and was saying to them, “truly, truly, I say to you, the Son can do nothing of Himself, unless it is something He sees the Father doing; for whatever the Father does, these things the Son also does in like manner.
John's introduction to the event ensures that we understand God's glory is revealed in Jesus in this sign.  This is what God Himself is like – He washes dirty feet – even the feet of the one who will betray Him! 
Thus, the foot washing is a revelation of God.

Humility presupposes dignity.  There is a measure of competency to humble yourself.

But it is that competency that should stir up humility.  

Four people were on a plane that lost all power in the engines and started to go down.  The pilot announced the problem and added, “There are four of us but only 3 parachutes.  Its my plane, my parachutes so I have to take one of them.”  The others agreed so he strapped the parachute on and jumped out.

Left on the plane was a brilliant professor, a pastor, and a backpacker.  The prof jumped to his feet and insisted, “I am one of the greatest minds in the country.  I must survive.  I must take one of the parachutes.”  The others agreed.  He prepared himself and jumped out.

The elderly pastor started to explain to the young backpacker, “I have lived a long life.  I do not fear death.  You take the last parachute.”  The young man interrupted the pastor and said, “No its fine.  The brilliant professor just jumped out with my backpack strapped on.”

Expertise in one area counts for little in another.  Knowing a great deal in one area of life is no guarantee of proficiency in another.  This is called competency extrapolation.  When our expertise in one area causes us to make judgments in other areas outside of our specialty.  Big mistake.

True experts ought to be more conscious of their limitations than most.  Knowing a lot in one area should, in theory, underline just how much there is to know outside your specialty.

Churches do this all the time – competency extrapolation.  Someone is successful in business so we put him in charge of something in church.  Success in one arena does not constitute success in other arenas.

Churches should be looking at character, spiritual maturity, teachable and correctable hearts but many times we just look at marketplace success.

There is no one more competent than God and He humbled Himself.  

This should be reason enough for us to do the same.

3. Humility is the way of spiritual growth and maturity

I would like to focus on Peter for this point.

v. 8


Peter said to Him, “Never shall You wash my feet!”…

In the Greek both pronouns, you and my, are emphatic.  This response expresses Peter's love, but his is a defective love.  It lacks humility, which is one of the essential attributes of discipleship according to this Gospel. Indeed, humility is the very thing illustrated in Jesus' present action. In Peter's response we see the pride and self-will that is at the heart of all sin and that is the very thing for which the cross will atone and bring healing.  Peter is working from a worldly point of view. 
v. 8


…Jesus answered him, “If I do not wash you, you have no part with Me.”

Jesus responds to Peter's rejection.

The word for part (meros) can be used of one's share in an inheritance (Luke 15:12).  
If Peter is to have a share with Jesus in His community and the eternal life that comes through faith in Him, then he must be washed by Jesus. 
Since this is Peter's greatest desire he asks Jesus to give him a full bath.

Again we see his love, but again there is still a strong element of self.  

He is not simply receiving with humility what the Lord is saying and doing. 
Peter at this point is an example of religious enthusiasm that is really a manifestation of the unregenerate self rather than of genuine discipleship. 
He has not yet discovered the depths of his own brokenness and selfishness and thus does not have a solid foundation to build on. 
His denial of Jesus, soon to be predicted by Jesus (v. 31-38), will tear down his pride and clear the way for the genuine humility that is necessary for any real spiritual life.

The brokenness that comes through humility opens the door to a meaningful spiritual life.  You cannot have it without humility.

Jesus concludes by saying to the disciples…

v. 14-15

If I then, the Lord and the Teacher, washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet.  For I gave you an example that you also should do as I did to you.

Let’s follow Jesus’ example of humility and humble ourselves.  Use our hands of blessing to wash dirty feet.
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