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There is so much that happens to Jesus in the few days that follow I think it is important to try to

cover them all. We have looked in detail at the raising of Lazarus, the triumphal entry into Jerusalem

and the anointing by Mary of Jesus at Bethany. We move forward a little now to Jesus’ Last Supper

with his disciples. I have gone back a little from the reading set because it’s important to put

passage in its context. Tomorrow I will look at the Passover meal portrayed by the writers of the

other three gospels. Chapter 13 begins,

‘Now before the festival of the Passover, Jesus knew that his hour had come to depart from this

world and go to the Father.’

We have seen Jesus say this to his disciples when Philip and Andrew, a few days before Passover,

brought the message to him that some Greeks were asking to see him, 23‘The hour has come for the

Son of Man to be glorified.’ The time is ripe now and Jesus is gathered with his disciples to share his

Last Supper with them. Chapter 13 continues.

‘Having loved his own who were in the world, he loved them to the end.’

This is a passage about love and service. The Synoptic Gospels, Mathew, Mark and Luke, have Jesus’

Last Supper as the Passover meal. In John it is not, it is before the festival of unleavened bread. John

has Jesus dying on the cross as the Passover lambs are being slaughtered. Jesus is the ‘Lamb of God

who takes away the sin of the world’ and he is at pains to stress this. Once again we are warned

that,
2The devil had already put it into the heart of Judas son of Simon Iscariot to betray him.’

This has been mentioned by John when he recounts the story of Mary pouring the perfume over

Jesus’ feet that we looked at yesterday. The Synoptics are specific as to details of Judas’ plot; this is

Matthew 26,13.
14 ‘Then one of the twelve, who was called Judas Iscariot, went to the chief priests 15and said, ‘What

will you give me if I betray him to you?’ They paid him thirty pieces of silver. 16And from that

moment he began to look for an opportunity to betray him.’

The point is that Jesus is aware of the fact that Judas will betray him. What Jesus does next is told

only in John’s gospel he ‘got up from the table, took off his outer robe, and tied a towel around



himself. 5Then he poured water into a basin and began to wash the disciples’ feet and to wipe them

with the towel that was tied around him.’

This was an amazing action. It would be something that a host would always see was done for

guests but only a servant would do this menial task. Feet are not the prettiest of things and dusty

ones in particular. This is a symbolic act of service. Here is Jesus, God, Messiah, and Lord of all taking

a towel and beginning to wash the feet of his disciples, twelve poor men.

During Holy Week in my first year of training, when I was at Queen's College, I was privileged to be

one of the twelve people who had our feet washed in the chapel.  It was an experience that was so

moving I shall never forget it. Three years later as we were ordained we were each given a towel as a

symbol of our servant ministry: as a reminder that priesthood is not about status but service. As a

reminder too that anyone in a position of authority should be a servant, first and foremost.

That is what Jesus is teaching his disciples here but his action has deeper meanings. To wash

someone’s feet is an intimate thing. It echoes back to Mary at Bethany; she washes Jesus’ feet and

dries them with her hair. That was an act of love. Jesus' action here is about love. The chapter begins

with the words, ‘Having loved his own who were in the world, he loved them to the end.’ In the next

verses after the reading set for today Jesus says,
34’I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you also

should love one another. 35By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for

one another.”

The deep love Jesus has for his disciples and for humanity is shown in this symbolic act of service.

This new commandment is central to our behaviour as Christians. Jesus gives very few

commandments but here is one, ‘love one another.’ That means care for one another, serve one

another. It is not soppy or sentimental is deeply profound and real love can be costly.

‘Greater love has no one than this that they lay down their life for their friends.’ Who is my

neighbour? The young man asks Jesus, and Jesus' answer is everyone! Jesus will give up his life in

humility, love and service. He will love to the end and by his death and resurrection he will save

humanity.

Now as he progresses along the disciples he comes to Peter,
6He came to Simon Peter, who said to him, ‘Lord, are you going to wash my feet?’ 7Jesus answered,

‘You do not know now what I am doing, but later you will understand.’ 8Peter said to him, ‘You will

never wash my feet.’

Peter always the outspoken, always the impetuous, once again speaks out while the others probably

equally shocked remain silent. Peter simply sees the surface action; his Lord and Messiah doing such

a menial thing for him who is not worthy. None of us are ‘worthy’; God’s love is an act of grace. We

simply accept in awe and wonder.

Peter has to learn another lesson because he still doesn’t understand. Jesus is washing him clean of

his sin. It is a new beginning as a baptism is because in a couple of days Jesus won’t be with them

and at his Ascension they really will have a new beginning and will have to walk alone.

‘Jesus answered, ‘Unless I wash you, you have no share with me.’ 9Simon Peter said to him, ‘Lord,

not my feet only but also my hands and my head!’ 10Jesus said to him, ‘One who has bathed does

not need to wash, except for the feet, but is entirely clean. And you are clean, though not all of you.’

It is important to remember that Jesus washes all the disciples including Judas. That is the ultimate

act of love, as with his prayer for those who are knocking in the nails. Jesus still forgives and loves

while condemning Judas’ action. He continues to teach of love when he returns to the table.



‘Do you know what I have done to you? 13You call me Teacher and Lord—and you are right, for that

is what I am. 14So if I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one

another’s feet. 15For I have set you an example that you also should do as I have done to you.’

As with the beautiful action of Mary at Bethany when ‘the house was ‘filled with the fragrance of

the perfume,’ so here the room is made beautiful by Jesus’ self-giving love. The former scene was

ruined by Judas. Here too it is Judas and his evil that breaks in upon the scene. It is a scene of love

and tragic sadness. Jesus knows he will be betrayed not by a stranger but by one of his trusted

friends.

Just imagine the dimly lit room, faces illuminated by the flickering flames of the lamps, shadows all

around. The disciples are listening in doubt and amazement.
18’I am not speaking of all of you; I know whom I have chosen. But it is to fulfil the scripture, “The

one who ate my bread has lifted his heel against me.” 19I tell you this now, before it occurs, so that

when it does occur, you may believe that I am he’.

Jesus is saying that this is more than just a betrayal. This action fulfils the prophecy and the man

who betrays the Son of God is an agent of evil. He is quoting from psalm 41,’ Even my bosom friend

in whom I trusted, who ate of my bread, has lifted the heel against me.’

Once again we are told Jesus was, ‘troubled in Spirit,’ one can only imagine the feelings he has now

when he knows what lies ahead. The disciples ask one another who would do such a thing, and even

John ‘the beloved disciple’ asks if it is him. It is the one who receives the piece of bread dipped into

wine. Actually in a Seder meal, a Passover meal, the sop is given to the person the leader feels

closest to. Is it too much to imagine then that Jesus’ in handing the bread to Judas is not just

identifying the betrayer but is also saying I forgive you?
27 ‘After he received the piece of bread, Satan entered into him. Jesus said to him, ‘Do quickly what

you are going to do.’

‘Satan’ literally means ‘accuser’, it is the force for evil. This isn’t just about Judas it is about cosmic

forces of evil against Jesus. Judas acts as their agent as do the rest of those who falsely accuse him.

We are reminded by John once again that this is not the Passover meal because the disciples think

that as Judas goes out he is going to ‘buy what is needed for the festival.’

The next words are full of symbolism,
30 ‘So, after receiving the piece of bread, he immediately went out. And it was night.’

Anyone who has read Shakespeare will know the significance of night and Jesus has said I am the

light of the world. Night represents evil and darkness and danger. We know, though the disciples

don’t, what Judas is going to do. Jesus’ next words underline it. Judas is the instrument of evil that

will begin the turning of the wheels which will lead to the cross.
31’ When he had gone out, Jesus said, ‘Now the Son of Man has been glorified, and God has been

glorified in him. 32If God has been glorified in him, God will also glorify him in himself and will glorify

him at once.’

The clouds of darkness and evil are gathering but his death on Calvary will lead to triumph over

death and evil forever. Jesus is slaughtered just as the Passover lambs were which saved Israel at the

Exodus. Jesus is the ‘lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world’ he will save humanity. Jesus

will win eternal life for all who believe in him. Nothing that can be done to him will vanquish him.

No, Jesus reigns from the cross as king of the cosmos.’

Lord of eternity dwells in humanity, kneels in humility and washes our feet. Graham Kendrick
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