
Washing of the Word - John 13:1-5       3-20-22 
 Fundamental to loving God is knowing how He has loved us. Fundamental to loving 
neighbor is also knowing how God has loved us. This is the fulfillment of the first and second 
greatest commandments, which is only done by the power of God’s grace within us in the reality 
that the imputed righteousness of Jesus has covered us and we’ve been made alive by the Spirit. 
Our love for God is in response to how He has specifically loved us and the very love that we 
have for God comes from God, is produced by God alone, and only exists in those who are truly 
a new creation. “Beloved, let us love one another, for love is from God, and whoever loves has 
been born of God and knows God” (1 John 4:7). “We love because he first loved us” (1 John 
4:19). So that love for God is perfected in Christ and His work, which is the only way we can 
ever fulfill the command to love God with all of who we are and love our neighbors as ourselves. 
What fuels those inward and outward actions is knowing how God has loved us. This truly 
comes about when we know what God’s grace is according to how God has described it. 
Knowing this grace drives us to see the love poured out for us in Christ as He humbled Himself 
and became a selfless servant by emptying Himself and offering Himself up on our behalf. This 
brings us to a thankfulness that we cannot explain in light of our sin. And knowing this grace 
drives us to love others with their greatest need in the forefront as we know what the greatest 
need of a sinner is. Though this is an honest struggle, because the selfish loving of ourselves 
wants to get us back, when we abide in knowing this grace it brings us to strive to serve our 
neighbor according to how God desires it, because love compels service rooted in Christ alone.  
 Just a couple days ago in our narrative we saw Mary anointing Jesus’ feet with oil at the 
supper for Lazarus. Now we see Jesus washing the feet of His disciples at another supper. There 
were many points of significance as the feet of the King were anointed in preparation for His 
death before He made His triumphal entry as Zion’s King. So what are the points of significance 
that we see here? This is what we will get into today as we talk about The Washing of the Word. 
So before we get into 1) the love of Christ, 2) the service of Christ, and 3) the washing of Christ 
we ought to make note of some contextual details that help us grasp this situation.  
 Note verse 10, “Jesus said to him, ‘The one who has bathed does not need to wash, 
except for his feet, but is completely clean. And you are clean, but not every one of you.’” Jesus 
is pulling out that this cleansing or washing of the feet does not have to do with their standing 
before God in a positional and salvation sense, because they are already clean. This washing 
instead is about walking in their duties that He will send them out to do as His followers. This 
will become more clear. Verse 15, “For I have given you an example, that you also should do just 
as I have done to you.” This further supports verse 10, because they are not trying to merit His 
acceptance by following His example in some moralistic and legalistic fashion, but they have 
been made clean already by His merits, so in that life of sanctification they are to follow His 
example, follow in His footsteps. Verse 16, “Truly, truly, I say to you, a servant is not greater 
than his master, nor is a messenger greater than the one who sent him.” Note what Jesus says at 
the end, “nor is a messenger greater than the one who sent him.” That is this significance of this 
washing. They are His messengers who are being sent out by Him. Making His point more clear 
Jesus says in verse 20, “Truly, truly, I say to you, whoever receives the one I send receives me, 
and whoever receives me receives the one who sent me.” This verse tells us that this washing of 
the feet has significance for the Great Commission given to all His disciples, and us by 



extension, if we are in Christ. And that all pours forth from the living water within each believer, 
the work of the Spirit from the beginning to the end of sanctification. Plus, this should also keep 
us in connection with what we talked about last week in what Jesus said at the end of John 12. 
When someone is receiving the Word of Christ in a present ongoing fashion then they have both 
the Son and the Father. This reality is now being applied to the work of His disciples as they will 
be sent out to be His messengers and fulfill the Great Commission. So when people receive them 
and their message then those people that receive them are receiving Jesus. This is what Jesus is 
preparing them for. Here again, we need to note the inseparable link that goes even further now 
from last week where the believer and their message of the true gospel, which is the Word of 
Christ, is then connected to the very message of Jesus Himself and then that is connected to Jesus 
and then the Father. Seeing this should enliven our understanding of the unity, sovereignty, plan, 
and accomplishment of redemption from our Triune God.  
 Now, getting into the love of Christ we first zero in on verse 1, “when Jesus knew that his 
hour had come to depart out of this world to the Father, having loved his own who were in the 
world, he loved them to the end.” Here, there is at least four points we ought to bring up. 
 1) Part of “having loved his own who were in the world” shows us the whole span of 
Jesus’ earthly ministry as it is looked back on from the vantage point of when He will be at the 
right hand of the Father after His ascension. So with this it is important to recognize the 
foreknowledge of Jesus in perfectly knowing the timing and events of His mission in the world. 
This showcases again that He is 100% God while being 100% human. Also, we ought to 
recognize the guarantee of what is to take place, which is His death, His resurrection, His 
ascension, and His return to the position where He was before He came into the world, which is 
at the right hand of the Father as King and reigning on His throne. It’s with that too that we ought 
to recognize the perfect sovereign love and grace of God for His elect. So in this one statement 
we can see the span of the perfect plan and work of Jesus Christ in the redemption of His people 
as He fulfilled His Father’s will. This goes into the second point to bring up about this verse. 
 2) The statement, “Having loved His own who were in the world” goes against a couple 
of different popular, yet unbiblical beliefs. The first is the idea that everyone is a child of God 
and loved by God equally. This often has roots from the mainline liberalism that has plagued the 
church for some time and this feeds into the inclusive narrative of the progressive church that is 
far from true Christianity. There is a major difference between the love in which God has for 
everyone in His creation and the love He has for His people in His salvation. It is abundantly 
clear in Scripture that some remain in darkness and judgment, as we just heard just at the end of 
chapter 12 and many times before. So it is a gross error to ignore that judgment and lump 
everyone under a redemptive kind of love that is supposedly for every single person. We need to 
distinguish between God’s creating love in giving physical life to humans that has with it the 
judgment we are under, because of our sin and God’s redeeming love in giving spiritual life to 
His elect that has with it the taking away of that judgment of God, because of the work of our 
Substitute, Jesus. This is where we need to be able to think and discern in categories. 
 This statement further explains that, because at the beginning of this Gospel it was said 
that His own did not receive Him. In that statement in John 1 “His own” is referring to the 
Jewish people, God’s covenant people and now the distinction is made in John 13 where His true 
people, His own in the redemptive realm are His elect, those that the Father gave Him. This 



further acknowledges the second issue we can see here, which is something that we talked about 
not too long ago. Jesus did not die for every single human being and all their sin as the popular 
belief goes. When we approach this biblically we can see that He died for those that the Father 
gave Him (John 6:25-65), that He laid down His life for His sheep, which are those that the 
Father gave Him (John 10:7-30). And there are many other places that bring this out. Addressing 
this further, when we connect this statement, “having loved his own who were in the world, he 
loved them to the end” with John 3:16 clarity on God’s sovereign work in salvation comes and it 
puts John 3:16 in its proper context, which is a sovereign grace context. “Having loved his own 
who were in the world, he loved them to the end.” “For God so loved the world, that he gave his 
only Son, that the one believing in him should not perish but have eternal life.” When we have 
stability like this in God’s Word then it leads us to the third point to pull out of this verse.  
 3) It has to do with the time reference we see in, “He loved them to the end.” Again, 
God’s sovereign grace should be abundantly clear here, which means that according to the time 
reference we should see this love of Christ spanning from foreknowledge to glorification. This 
special, redeeming love of Christ for His own began before time began, when the Father set His 
love upon some sinners in His foreknowledge, fore-knowing, fore-loving, and then elected, 
chose them to be in Christ, which then He acted on that sovereign choice of grace and actually 
put them in Christ, predestined them. This grace then goes all the way to the fruit of Jesus’ 
substitutionary work for those that His Father gave Him where they are regenerated, effectually 
called, saved and converted, then sanctified for the rest of their life as they are kept and grown by 
God’s preserving grace, and that brings them all the way to the time where they pass from this 
life to glorification in the next. This describes what William Perkins called the “golden chain of 
redemption” where there is an unbreakable link from before the foundation of the world all the 
way to glorification for God’s own, His elect. And this love, this grace, this mercy that is given is 
not on the basis of anything that we could do or would do, otherwise it would no longer be grace. 
It’s in this understanding of grace that I mention again, fundamental to loving God is knowing 
how He has loved us and fundamental to loving neighbor is also knowing how God has loved us. 
This first loving God expands when we come to this fourth point.   
 4) The personal reference that should be seen in, “He loved them to the end.” The grace 
of God is always working for our greatest good, if we are His own. And the love of God in Christ 
that is practically worked out by the Spirit during our lives magnifies the anchor we have that our 
Triune God will never leave us nor forsake us. Our deepest needs are met in Christ, preserved in 
Christ, and nurtured in Christ. Our unworthiness should, in reality, leave us in despair and leave 
us deserted, but the love of Christ is sheer mercy on the unworthy and He delights in this love. 
What this means for us is that this should be very personal to us as we have seen in the truth of 
the gospel our utter wickedness in such real ways and we’ve seen our utter guilt of sin as we 
stand before our Judge and, by God’s grace, we’ve then seen our Righteous Advocate who stands 
in for us before the Judge and our Sin-bearer taking our place on the cross of justice that through 
His selfless love for His own, for us, mercy comes flooding our way and we are washed by His 
blood. In all of this personal application sovereign grace is a must, because without it, it is 
actually not personal.  
 Now coming back into this very supper, Jesus shows how He loves His own to the end by 
serving them then, in that moment in a special and purposeful way. In contrast to the self-interest 



and ego that His disciples struggled with, Jesus comes to serve in selflessness and humility. It 
was customary for a servant to wash the feet of travelers, but here lies a basin, pitcher of water, 
and towel. No one gets up to do what they know ought to be done. Most likely many thought too 
much of themselves, that they were too good for such a job. They often squabbled about who 
was the greatest amongst them, so it only goes to show that they didn’t see their role being that 
of washing someone else’s dirty feet. The supper even began and still no one had done what was 
customary to do. So Jesus showing how he would love them to the end, he emptied Himself in a 
practical sense and served them. The Word incarnate washed their feet. This shows the greater 
truth that spans His whole work of redemption that Philippians 2:3-8 talks about in how Jesus 
emptied Himself and took on the form of a servant. And see how this reference is applied to 
those who follow Christ. 
 3Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility count others more 
significant than yourselves. 4Let each of you look not only to his own interests, but also to the 
interests of others. 5Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, 6who, 
though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, 7but 
emptied himself, by taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. 8And being 
found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even 
death on a cross. 
 This brings a practical application to us that should be mentioned, that no task should be 
beneath us, no service should be excluded from our job description. Now, this doesn’t mean that 
if I can’t literally do something for someone else that I should do it anyway. If someone is having 
car trouble then I’m probably the last person that should jump in and fix their car. If I did then 
I’d probably make it worse. But when we see a need and we can meet that need, then we ought to 
do what we can. This takes an honesty about our self-interest, a sacrifice on our self-busyness, 
and an examination on our self-motives. Am I more interested in what I am doing or wanting to 
do? Am I more consumed by my schedule and busyness? This doesn’t mean that if we have an 
honest commitment elsewhere that we forsake that. We must consider our schedule honestly. So 
we must have a reasonable balance with this. And what about my motives? Why do I do what I 
do? And is a task below me? Am I too good for that? This could even speak to me serving, but 
my motivation in that serving is to boost my ego or my appearance before man. There are a lot of 
considerations here of how to serve, why to serve, and when to serve that require us to know 
ourselves in honesty and to have a genuine desire to love others in light of God’s love for us.  
 This comes to a greater issue that should be at the core of our life in Christ. I am not my 
own. I follow Christ, I serve Christ, which means that I have a growing attentiveness to loving 
my neighbor as myself. I should have a growing desire to serve the needs of my neighbors, 
which recognizes that their deepest need is Jesus and the truth that is in Him. That is where the 
root of loving neighbor begins. Love never is at the expense of truth. They go hand in hand with 
a discernment that navigates every situation accordingly with an effort for biblical balance. This 
deliberate lifestyle comes from being a servant and subject of the King. And this King has gone 
before us, so in my new life I put an effort in to follow His example. So serving is core to the 
Christian life and that serving is lived out in so many ways and it happens under the umbrella of 
desiring to live like Christ, which is by a selfless love that is shown to others.  
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 In addressing this, Jesus gives us one fundamental service that should be primary through 
all our serving and displays true love at the core. This is the example of the washing of Christ. 
The way in which Jesus serves His disciples, by washing their feet, has a trajectory forward that 
applies to their future. This is clear when we go to those contextual notes we mentioned at the 
beginning. Jesus is only washing their feet. Feet signifies how we walk, our path in life. And who 
is Jesus? He is the Word that became flesh, the Truth that came to life, the very embodiment of 
the gospel message. So here is where we ought to put all this together. Jesus is the Word and 
speaks the very words of eternal life. He came to proclaim the gospel of the kingdom, the truth of 
sin and salvation. This truth was central to His mission, because as it is proclaimed within the 
context of life it is used by God to bring life to the dead and lawless. So He then shows that there 
is sanctification by the truth and the work of the Spirit in His people is a washing of water with 
the word. In this there is a practical washing of the feet in how God’s people walk, which this 
washing is through the ministry of the word. And Jesus is sending them out to do just that, wash 
with the word, so that sinners can come to life and walk in the newness of life. Remember what 
verse 20 says, “Truly, truly, I say to you, whoever receives the one I send receives me, and 
whoever receives me receives the one who sent me.” This receiving is through a receiving of the 
Word of Christ, the message about life in Christ as Lord and Savior. This, where Jesus is washing 
their feet, is an example for them of what they are to do in their ministry of the word where the 
word is to wash the feet of those who are added to the body of Christ. As Jesus notes that His 
disciples are already clean, we need to recognize that this ministry of the word is primarily about 
sanctification, living on every word that comes from the mouth of God, which is laboring in the 
ministry of the word. This is what they will be doing. Isn’t that what all the letters of Paul, Peter, 
John, and others are? Isn’t this ministry of the Word what we see all through the book of Acts? 
We already know, and have talked a lot about, how salvation comes by the Spirit through the 
Word and this is the same when we talk about the ongoing Christian life, right after someone is 
saved then on to glorification, this living on His Word. We live by the Word and the ministry of 
the Word washes our feet, so that we know how to walk. Our feet need to be continually washed 
by the Word, which is to be a service of faithful followers of Christ. This should bring to mind a 
passage I’ve mentioned a lot lately, Ephesians 5:15-17, "15Look carefully then how you walk, 
not as unwise but as wise, 16making the best use of the time, because the days are evil. 
17Therefore do not be foolish, but understand what the will of the Lord is.” 
 In many cases this active service of Jesus washing His disciple’s feet is a prologue for the 
coming Great Commission. This encompasses the full-orbed Christian mission out in the world, 
which is to be the means that God uses to judge, to save, and to sanctify. When you go out to 
make disciples there will be some who remain in the darkness and therefore they are and will be 
judged by the Word of Christ. On the other side there will be some that truly come to Christ for 
life and that will be when God works through His Word to regenerate and save. When that 
happens there is the following reality that sanctification will be guaranteed where they will walk 
in the newness of life and grow by God’s grace, which will be by the use of God’s Word as well. 
Seeing this should give us a really good picture as to how important the Word of God is. So we 
must endeavor to live on it and know it, so that we can grow and be a vessel used by God to 
proclaim the gospel to sinners and to wash the feet of those who walk in paths of righteousness. 
Every Christian has a duty to the ministry and washing of the Word as a servant of Christ and 
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others. Every Christian is called to be a servant of the gospel in some measure. And as we are 
active in this great calling we trust in the sovereign plan and work of God. The gracious God 
who does the actual washing of the heart in regeneration and of the feet in sanctification. Let us 
glorify Him in all of life knowing that our labor in the Lord is not in vain. And let us look for 
what this would apply to in the context of what our lives look like, what our mission looks like 
right now. 


