
Series: Gifted To Serve 

“Serving Like The Savior” 

John 13:1-17 

This morning we are beginning a new sermon series that we will be focusing on through these 

winter months. During this time of cold and uncertain weather, this is an ideal time to really focus 

on equipping the body of believers in key areas of our walk with Christ. Last year we started the 

year by learning about God’s calling to live a generous life. We discovered how God wants us to 

live our lives giving of our time, talents, and treasures for the glory of God and the good of others. 

Generosity is a vital part of a vibrant and healthy relationship with the Lord, but it is only part of 

such a life. There are other things that should be evident in our lives. Another key aspect of the 

Christian life is that God has called us to serve Him. In fact, He has not only called us to serve 

Him, but He has even gifted us and equipped us with unique and special gifts that have been 

directly given that we might serve Him by serving others so that the church is edified and the lost 

are saved. Over the next few months, I am going to be teaching about spiritual gifts. Throughout 

most of our study we will thoroughly examine Romans 12 and learn about the motivational gifts 

that God has given. Throughout this time, we will discover how each believer has been gifted to 

serve. But before we get to that point, this morning I think it is very important that we start with 

why we should serve.  

It is important for us to realize that we don’t serve to simply occupy time and space. We also don’t 

serve to gain attention or notoriety. It should be clearly understood that if Jesus is truly our Lord 

and Savior then we will strive to live for Him and be like Him. **ILL: Years ago, Gatorade had 

an ad campaign focused on Michael Jordan. Of course, he was the best basketball player to ever 

play. He was the king of the court. And all the young boys looked up to him and wanted to be like 

him. So, the clever slogan was, “Like Mike, if I could be like Mike.” They were suggesting that to 

be like Mike, you had to drink Gatorade. We know better than to believe that simply drinking a 

sports drink will make you a great athlete, but nonetheless their campaign motivated millions to 

strive to be like Michael Jordan. For believers, our focus isn’t to be on this world, but instead on 

the Lord. We are called and challenged to look to Jesus and be like Him Hebrews 12:1c-2 says 

clearly, “And let us run with endurance the race that is set before us, fixing our eyes on Jesus, the 

author and perfecter of faith, who for the joy set before Him endured the cross, despising the 

shame, and has sat down at the right hand of the throne of God.” Believers, if we are going to walk 

in victory and live our lives in such a way that we please God, I believe that we must follow Jesus’ 

example. If we want to know what pleases Him we simply need to study how Jesus lived, what He 

was like, what He did, how He treated others, and what He instructs us to do.  

Read Text 

It is often a surprise to people to learn that Jesus didn’t come to this earth to be treated as a king. 

He came in the humblest manner possible, and as He lived His life on earth He continued to walk 

in humility. He even said of Himself in Mark 10:45, “For even the Son of Man did not come to 

be served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom for many.” Jesus clearly didn’t expect to be 
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served or pampered in any way. He didn’t come as a consumer with a “What’s in it for me?” 

attitude. Instead, He came to freely and willingly give of Himself as a servant for the glory of God 

and the good of others. It is reasonable then to conclude that if He is truly our Lord and Savior, 

then this will be true of us as well. In fact, I would even say that we are never more like Christ 

than when we are giving of ourselves for the glory of God and the good of others. Jesus clearly 

served in this way, and, as we see in the passage, He calls us to do the same. As we consider His 

amazing act of service, I want us to make three observations about serving.  

I. The Importance of Service (vs. 1-4) 

I am reminded and convinced today that the greatest example that any of us should follow is the 

example of Jesus. We can follow the example of Paul or other saints that we have read of or know, 

but all others fall short. Jesus is the only Man who has ever lived a perfect, sinless life, always in 

tune with the will of the Father. Jesus was 100% man. He had flesh like you and me. He 

experienced pain like you and me. He experienced grief like you and me. He grew tired and hungry 

like you and me. But Jesus was also 100% God. And as He gathers in the upper room because He 

was God in flesh, He understood a lot more of the situation than what the disciples knew and 

understood. Specifically, He knew that His time with them was limited so in these final moments 

He took the opportunity not to reminisce, not to be celebrated, not to bark orders, not to live it up. 

He took these final moments to serve His disciples. This action in this moment shows us how 

important serving was to Jesus and how important it should be to us.  

A. Service is Motivated by Purpose 

Jesus’ service was clearly motivated by His divine purpose. His purpose in leaving heaven 

to come to earth was to die on the cross for the sins of the world. John 3:17, clarifies, “For 

God did not send the Son into the world to judge the world, but that the world might be 

saved through Him.” Jesus also said in Luke 19:10, “For the Son of Man has come to seek 

and to save that which was lost.” Jesus had a very specific purpose in living upon this earth. 

And as He gathered in this upper room He knew that the time was at hand for Him to fulfill 

that purpose. He knew that the time of His death was drawing near.  

Jesus constantly lived His physical life on a heavenly timetable as He did the Father’s will. 

On several different occasions in the book of John Jesus had stated that His time, his 

“hour”, had not yet come. In fact, John emphasizes this heavenly timetable more than any 

other gospel writer. In John 2:4 Jesus told his mother, “My hour has not yet come.” In 

John 7:30 and 8:20 the Jews tried to arrest Him, but they could not because His “hour had 

not yet come.” In John 12:23 we see, “The hour has come for the Son of Man to be 

glorified.” Then again we see it in our text today. Regardless of the situation, up to this 

point Jesus’ life was spared. He had faced many trials and threats, but He didn’t die because 

His hour had not yet come. It serves as a great reminder to us that the servant of God living 

in the will of God is invincible until God’s will for his life is complete. The authorities 

couldn’t even arrest Jesus, let alone kill Him, until the right hour had arrived. Jesus lived 

his life constantly aware of the “hour” that would eventually come. Here in John 13 we see 

that the time had now come. This point that He had come to was the divinely appointed 
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time for Him to face the angry crowd, the crucifixion, and ultimately the cross so that you 

and I could be redeemed. The time was at hand.  How would you live and what would you 

do if you knew that your death was imminent? Jesus, knowing that He would soon take up 

His cross, here in this private moment chose to also take up a towel to serve others.  

B. Service is Motivated by Passion 

How could Jesus do this? How could He endure the cross that awaited Him? How could 

He humble Himself in such a profound way in this upper room? I believe that the second 

clear motivation to serve in such profound ways is that He was motivated by love – love 

for the Father and love for others.  

Jesus loved His disciples. He didn’t see them as pawns to use and manipulate for His own 

benefit. He saw them as men, friends, and brothers. The verse says that He “loved His own 

who were in the world, He loved them even to the end.” This statement is huge because it 

shows the extent of His love. When the text says, “He loved them to the end,” it means “to 

the furthest extent, to the uttermost.” It’s not simply speaking in terms of time. The Bible 

is referring to His readiness to serve them and then to save them. What great love that Jesus 

is showing! They think it’s amazing that He is washing their feet. But, they haven’t even 

seen the fullest expression of His love. That would come just a day later when Jesus would 

stretch out His arms on Calvary’s cross, give His life, and offer pardon for their sins. John 

15:13 declares, “Greater love has no one than this, that one lay down his life for his 

friends.” There is no greater love than the love of Jesus. This action was a clear 

demonstration of His love, but it was simply a glimpse of the deep love that He was soon 

to display at Calvary.  

The thing that amazes me about the service of Jesus in this moment is that He knew them, 

their faults, their shortcomings and weaknesses. He knew what all of them would do in the 

coming days. He could’ve gone ahead and rebuked them for the fact that they were about 

to turn their backs, run in fear, and have no hope in His resurrection. But He still served 

them. I wonder what was going through Jesus’ mind as He approached the feet of Peter. 

He knew that Peter, the leader of the twelve, would deny Him and curse. He knew that 

Peter would fail miserably. Yet, He didn’t condemn him. Instead, He mercifully bows 

down, takes Peter’s filthy feet, and washes them. I imagine next He comes to Thomas. 

Jesus knew that Thomas would doubt Him. Even after Thomas heard the many witnesses 

of the resurrection he declared, “I will not ever believe until I see the scars.” Jesus knew 

how cold and harsh Thomas’ words would be. Yet, He was so full of compassion and mercy 

that He bowed down, took Thomas’ filthy feet, and washed them. Can you imagine the 

mercy of the Lord as He came to Judas? Can you imagine the emotions that He must have 

experienced? How would you respond if you knew that one of your closest friends and 

followers was a hypocrite and was scheming against you? How would you act towards 

them? Jesus had just sat down and observed the Passover meal with His betrayer and traitor 

sitting at the table. The whole time there, Jesus knew who it was and knew what he would 

do. The Bible says that Satan had already put the thought of betrayal into Judas’ heart. In 

other words, Satan had already so deceived Judas that Judas was just a pawn in Satan’s 
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hands. I can only imagine the emotional torment that Jesus went through in those moments. 

Yet, Jesus lovingly acted in humility. Jesus didn’t distance himself from Judas. Jesus didn’t 

point his finger at Judas and say to him, “How dare you do this to me, after all I’ve done 

for you?” Instead He loves him to the end. He does everything possible to bring Judas to 

repentance. He washes his feet with the same tenderness and affection that He gave to the 

other disciples. Jesus loved them and He loves you to the furthest extent. We know this not 

simply because of His words, but also because of His sincere actions.  

II. The Illustration of Service (vs. 4-12) 

Through Jesus’ purpose and passion, we see the importance of serving. But, next we learn much 

by His illustration of service. Can you imagine the scene as the guys are all gathered together 

around the table? I would have loved to be a fly on the wall. They are enjoying a meal like they 

had done on numerous occasions. They are fellowshipping together. Besides a little larger crowd 

in the city, it was a normal night and they expected nothing different. However, all of a sudden 

Jesus got up from supper, laid aside His outer coat, grabbed a towel, and girded it in his lap. This 

would surely get their attention. They began to sit up. They began to think, “What is He doing?” 

All eyes were on Jesus at this moment. What would He do? 

Much to their surprise, Jesus then poured water into a basin and knelt before them. He went from 

one to the other and washed their feet. Please understand that this was an illustration of humility. 

Jesus had all things through His Father. He was rich, yet He made Himself poor. He had all 

authority under heaven, yet He humbled Himself as a servant. He was strong and powerful, yet He 

was gentle and meek. In Matthew 11:27a Jesus said, “All things have been handed over to Me by 

My Father.” We also see that here in our text in verse 3. Jesus had all power and authority. He 

could’ve done anything He wanted. The disciples, and certainly us, were not deserving of even a 

kind word. Yet Jesus, with all power and authority, humbled Himself to the role of a slave. He 

humbled Himself lower than the disciples themselves were willing to go. The Lord was fully 

cognizant of who He was. He knew that the Lordship over the universe was His, yet He humbled 

Himself.   

Verse 5 explains that “He began to wash.” I love this simple phrase. This might sound simple, but 

I believe it is quite significant. See, many of us talk about service and think about what we’d like 

to do. Many of us boast in what we did way back when. Perhaps you even think about all the 

ministries that have need. But if you fail to get involved, you’ve done no good. For many of us we 

talk but there is very little action beyond the talking. We say, “Well, I’ll become a servant one day, 

when I’ve achieved my goals or when the kids are grown or when I’ve taken care of my 

responsibilities or when I’m done with this course in school or when I have more time on my 

hands, etc.” But the truth is that you won’t. The problem of a lack of service is not with a lack 

of time or opportunity. The problem is with a lack of devotion to the Lord. We often simply 

have other loves before Him. If you keep putting off becoming a servant, there will always be 

something that causes you to delay the opportunity to serve. Jesus responded with action and began 

serving others. Again, the Son of God didn’t come to be served but to serve others. Can you 

imagine being one of the disciples in that room that night? I’m sure they must have been 

completely shocked when Jesus got up from supper, put His outer garments to the side, wrapped 
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a towel around His waist, took a basin of water, and began to wash the disciple’s feet. That was 

completely foreign to them. In Jewish culture, the Jewish master wouldn’t even allow Jewish 

slaves to wash the feet of guests or of the master. It would be too degrading. This demeaning 

responsibility was given to only the Gentile slaves. In other words, the task of washing feet, in the 

Jewish community, was given to the most hated and disliked people of the region. Yet Jesus 

willingly, deliberately, and humbly served in a profound way. It was a special moment. This 

moment teaches us two simple things about serving.  

A. Serving is Practical 

This beautiful act of service was not something that was very complicated or difficult. To 

be clear, there are some tasks of service that might be very challenging, but in this instance 

Jesus had a basin, water, and a towel. But most importantly, He had a heart of love for the 

Father and for others. He had a humble spirit and willingness to do anything for the glory 

of the Father and the good of others. So with these simple objects, a moment of opportunity, 

and a heart to serve, He gave one of the most incredible acts of service ever recorded. The 

point is that the act of service need not be profound or overwhelming. Just as Jesus simply 

had a humble and willing heart, if we too follow His example then our service will be a 

blessing to God and to others. Many of us tend to complicate serving the Lord when the 

reality is that most times it is very practical. If we, too, will have a humble spirit and 

willingness to serve we will be amazed at the opportunities that God puts before us. Some 

of us simply need to put our “yes” on the table and start serving where we see the need or 

opportunity.  

B. Serving is Powerful 

I say that serving is powerful because it often leads to further ministry opportunities. This 

simple act of washing feet would speak to the disciples in a powerful way. In fact, it led to 

a significant personal ministry opportunity. This got the attention of all the disciples, but it 

especially got Peter thinking. This simple act of service provided a discipleship opportunity 

for Peter.  

As Jesus came to Peter, Peter was ashamed of the thought of Jesus serving him in this way. 

He blurted out something like, “Jesus, you can’t wash my feet. I can’t let you do that.” But 

Jesus said, “Peter you don’t understand this fully yet, but if I don’t wash you, you have no 

part with Me.” Peter then overexaggerated the situation and said, “Then Lord, wash me 

completely from head to toe.” Jesus responded by saying, “Peter you are already clean, and 

those who have already been washed need only to wash their feet.”  

This begs two questions. First, how does one become “clean”? The Bible says that we are 

all born as sinners. We have all sinned against God and are full of darkness and full of filth. 

But, when we put our faith in Jesus Christ and His work on Calvary’s cross then all of our 

filth, sin, and wrong is washed clean. In other words, when an unsaved individual puts their 

faith in Jesus, his sins are washed away. 1 John 1:9 says it clearly, “If we confess our sins, 

He is faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins and to CLEANSE us from all 

unrighteousness.” So great is this cleansing that Isaiah 1:18 declares, “ ‘Come now, and 
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let us reason together,’ says the Lord. ‘Though your sins are as scarlet, they will be as white 

as snow; though they are red like crimson, they will be like wool.’ ” When we believe in 

Jesus as Lord and confess Him as Savior, we are forgiven and cleansed. Many of us need 

to examine whether or not this has already happened in our lives. For Peter it surely had, 

so the Lord explained, “You don’t need to be washed entirely, but your feet need to be 

cleaned.”  

This brings a second question, “What did Jesus mean when He said the believer’s feet need 

to be cleaned?” I believe that Jesus in His omniscience is giving us a powerful illustration 

here. He is taking that which is simple, common, and ordinary and teaching them a valuable 

truth. All of us here this morning have been blessed with feet. What is the purpose of feet? 

They aren’t the most beautiful parts of our body. They aren’t the most fascinating parts of 

our body. But without them we’d be in great need. Why? Because our feet help us to walk. 

The feet of people that day were quickly dirtied because of their barefoot walking or their 

sandals. As a result, they constantly needed to be cleaned. As they would go about their 

daily life, their feet would be covered in dirt and would get filthy. Interestingly, the Bible 

in many places refers to our conduct of life as our “walk”. Follow me here - as we live our 

lives and walk throughout this world, it is very easy to become defiled and dirtied by the 

influences and filth of this world. It becomes very easy to stumble and give in to the desires 

of our flesh and temptation of Satan. When this happens in the life of a Christian, a believer 

who has been washed from his sins, he doesn’t need to be washed all over again. He doesn’t 

need to be saved again. The blood of Christ has already provided him with a complete bath. 

He simply needs to have the sin, the dirt, and the filth cleansed away. This is done when 

we come to God and admit our wrong to Him. Again 1 John 1:9 applies, “If we confess 

our sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all 

unrighteousness.”  

The primary thing I want us to understand here is that this moment of transformation, 

discipleship, and spiritual growth would not have occurred without Jesus’ act of service. 

His act of service led to the further growth and development of every single man at that 

table except Judas. We need to understand that when we serve, God uses it powerfully in 

our lives to develop us and grow us. But, He also uses our acts of service in powerful ways 

to teach others and help others come to know Him more. I wonder how many others are 

not growing because of our complacency and disobedience. I wonder what blessings and 

what growth might we ourselves be missing simply because we are unwilling to serve. 

III. The Instruction of Service (vs. 13-17)     

Jesus’ actions were so powerful that we can almost feel the silence in the room as He then took off 

the towel, put His outer garment back on, and went back to His place at the table. They were ready 

to listen to anything that Jesus had to say. In this moment He began to give them clear instruction 

on what He had done and what He was calling them to do. He causes them to pause and consider 

what had occurred by asking, “Do you know what I have done to you?” He then gave instruction.  

A. He Instructs Through His Example  
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I can think of no greater example than Jesus. He was and is the Lord and Master, yet He 

chose to pick up a towel and a basin of water and wash feet. What amazing humility He 

showed. He was the Savior of the world, yet He took upon Himself the role of a servant. 

He was the Lord and Master, yet He did for His followers what they wouldn’t do for their 

own Lord. As they reclined at the table, each disciple probably felt a little uncomfortable. 

I imagine that some probably thought, “Somebody ought to at least wash Jesus’ feet, but 

what will happen to me if I do that? If I volunteer, I’ll get stuck with that job from now on. 

Maybe if I just wait, somebody else will do it.” If you’ve been in church more than a week, 

you know that kind of thinking does occur at times. “Somebody needs to take care of the 

nursery, but that’s not my ministry. Somebody needs to clean those bathrooms, who 

dropped the ball on that? Well, I’m not going to serve in the children’s ministry. I came to 

be in the worship center to take in the service. I came to be served. I don’t want to help in 

the parking lot, it’s too dusty and too cold.”  I think maybe each disciple was hoping one 

of the others would volunteer. Each one may have begun to JUSTIFY in his own mind why 

it was not his job to do. So, while they are all too “big” to serve in such a humble way, 

Jesus began the unthinkable.  He started by getting up from His perfectly comfortable 

position and inconvenienced Himself in order that He could serve others. He then took off 

His outer clothing. In other words, He had to remove something that would hinder Him in 

His service. The reality is that we face the same thing. When we serve others, we usually 

have to lay something else aside. Most of us live our lives with a full plate of activities. If 

I am going to serve someone, usually that means I have to deny something that I’d like to 

do for myself. Jesus wasn’t concerned about Himself. He sought only to serve these 

disciples.  

B. He Instructs Through His Exhortation   

Was it really necessary for Jesus to say what He said in verse 14? Absolutely! It is vitally 

important that we don’t just observe Jesus’ actions with amazement and gratitude. It is easy 

to be wowed by what He did, but this wasn’t the point. His desire is for us to follow His 

example, so He exhorts us to go and do likewise. The act of foot-washing stands for all 

kind of acts of service and love. It is a call to lovingly care for others while recognizing 

that no task is too menial, and no service is too great. Nothing should stand in our way of 

ministering humbly to all just as Jesus did. Just as He left His moment of comfort, so too 

should we leave our places of comfort in order that we can serve others. Just as Jesus 

humbled Himself and became the servant of others, so too should we. Just as Jesus showed 

love towards those disciples, even to the uttermost where He was willing to give His life 

for their sake, so too should we. Just as Jesus showed mercy to those who would do Him 

wrong and bring hurt and pain, so too should we be quick to show mercy to those in need. 

As Christians we have been exhorted in Philippians 2:5-8, “Have this attitude in 

yourselves which was also in Christ Jesus, who, although He existed in the form of God, 

did not regard equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied Himself, taking the 

form of a bond-servant, and being made in the likeness of men. Being found in appearance 

as a man, He humbled Himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on 

a cross.” We are commanded to have the mind of Christ, the attitude of Christ, which is 
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most clearly seen through humble service. 1 Peter 5:5b also exhorts, “And all of you, 

clothe yourselves with humility toward one another, for God is opposed to the proud, but 

gives grace to the humble.” Perhaps when Peter wrote this he had in mind the unforgettable 

image of Jesus humbling Himself and washing his filthy feet. And He says, to us, “Go and 

do likewise.” 

C. He Instructs Through His Encouragement   

This is His example that He calls us to follow. Why? Because this brings glory to God and 

happiness to you. All of us want to have happiness in life, but many look for happiness in 

everything but the main thing. Warren Wiersbe said it well, “Happiness is the by-product 

of a life that is lived in the will of God. When we experience salvation through Christ and 

use our lives to serve others for His glory and live our lives clean before the Lord then we 

will enjoy happiness. 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.” 


