
Radical Service 

John 13:1-17 

 
Whenever we join something we need to know what is expected of us and what will be 
provided for us. This is true whether we are talking about… 
 

 A new company 

 A sports team 

 A new rental contract or mortgage agreement 

 The list could go on and on… 
 
The principle is simple: whenever we join something we need to know what is expected of us 
and what will be provided for us, 
 
The same is true with Christianity. It’s not fundamentally about rules and rituals but about a 
relationship with Jesus where he is our Saviour and Lord. To become a Christian is to join 
his team. Or his enterprise. His kingdom.  
 
We need to know what is expected of us and what will Jesus provide for us. 
 
How? Quite simply, we need to listen to what God says in the Bible. It is his book. It is where 
he clearly and unmistakably reveals what we need to know for how we live our lives.  
 
We face danger at this point because we may have the wrong expectations. Perhaps we 
have never really been taught. Or maybe we’ve been incorrectly taught in the past or 
misheard what has been said.  
 
Our challenge is to ensure that our expectations are in sync with the Bible. Often we 
need to retune or recalibrate our views so that they are accurate.  
 
Today we start a new teaching series on John 13-17. This is a brilliant section for helping us 
get the right view of what a normal Christian life looks like and feels like. The reason is 
because this is why it was written. Its purpose is to tell us what is expected of Christians 
and what is provided for Christians. Look at verse 1. Read verse 1.  
 
Jesus was returning to his Father. It says that his hour has come – this is code in John’s 
Gospel for his death on the cross. He was returning via the cross. All because of love.  
 
So, in the light of this, he prepares his disciples for what life will be like when he is reigning 
from his throne in heaven.  
 
The focus in these verses is on the dramatic foot washing that Jesus performed for his 
disciples during the Last Supper. 
 
Before we dive in and look at the detail I want to highlight one crucial verse that we need to 
know if we are to understand what is in front of us. And its verse 7. Listen to this. Read 
verse 7. 
 
Jesus says that Peter won’t really understand the significance of what is happening to him at 
that moment. But later he will understand. Later refers to after the cross. In short, the death 
of Jesus explains what this foot washing is all about. Or put another way, the foot washing 
is all about the cross.  
 
In light of this, there are two comforting and challenging truths that I want to mention today. 
 
 



 Jesus’ death results in complete cleansing (Vs 2-11) 

 Jesus’ death results in radical service (Vs 12-17) 
 

First, Jesus’ death results in complete cleansing (Vs 2-11) 
 
Look at verse 3. Read verses 3 to 5. 
 
Why are we told that Jesus knew that the Father had put everything under his power and 
that he was returning to his Father? Why not just tell us what Jesus did? 
 
The reason is to emphasise just how radical an act of service this is. 
 
Foot washing in the 1st century was reserved for those the society considered the lowest. It 
doesn’t take a genius to work out why. Sandals were open. Roads were dusty and dirty. 
Think of all the animals and everything they left behind them. So it would often be left to 
slaves to wash the feet of travellers. 
 
Do you see why we are told about what he knew? It is a reminder just how big an act of 
sacrificial service this was. Jesus is the greatest and most significant king in the universe. 
The grandest and the most glorious. And it was him who picked up the towel and the basin 
to serve his disciples.  
 
If anything it should have been the other way around. Disciples serving their master. But in 
the case of Jesus, it’s a radical turning of the tables. The one who deserves to be served 
becomes the one who lowers himself to serve those least deserving.  
 
We discover in verse 8 that this is something that one of the disciples cannot handle. Listen 
to this. Read verse 8.  
 
Peter has an appreciation of who Jesus is. And he knows just how lowly a task this is. As a 
result, he can’t believe it could be right for Jesus to do this for him. 
 
Jesus’ response is clear. Unless I serve you Peter, you cannot have a part with me.  
 
What does he mean? Remember that it’s all about the cross. His blood will cleanse 
people from their sin. Jesus is saying that unless Peter allows Jesus to serve him by dying 
on the cross to provide spiritual cleansing then Peter cannot have a part in Jesus kingdom.  
 
This is how important the death of Jesus is. It is the only way of salvation from our sins. 
 
There are still some like Peter today who cannot believe that God would, should or could 
do this kind of thing.  
 
I agree that it goes against the way things normally happen. VIPs usually have servants who 
serve them rather than they themselves becoming the lowly servant of others.  
 
Think of the North Korean President, Kim Jung-un, and his bodyguards. They run beside the 
car, not him. 
 
But King Jesus is wonderfully different. He came to die on a cross to provide cleansing for 
our sin. The master serves his followers.  
 
How effective is his cleansing? The answer is found in verses 9 to 11.   
 
Look at verse 9. Read verses 9 to 11. 
  



Peter now shifts from one extreme to the others. From wanting Jesus to do nothing to 
wanting Jesus to do everything.  
 
This allows Jesus to make an extra point. Previously, his point was simply that his death 
would be a humble, purposively way of cleaning sinful people and making them presentable 
to God. Now he stresses that his cleansing sacrifice for sins is completely effective.  
 
Peter says I need to be clean all over. Jesus says, ”You are clean Peter.” Already. When you 
trusted in me, you were cleaned up. You were born again. The blood of Christ not even shed 
was applied to your soul.  
 
What’s all this about the need to wash his feet? This refers to the ongoing sins of a believer. 
We are still clean and safe. It’s a way of talking about the fresh application of the blood of 
Christ for our guilty consciences. 
 
We continue to say sorry to God, both personally and corporately.  
 
1 John 1:8-9, “If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us. 
If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all 
unrighteousness.” 
 
Let me apply this wonderful truth of Jesus’ complete cleansing in three ways. 
 

 We all need cleansing. Let Jesus clean you up. 
 

 Let’s be assured that we are clean if we have trusted in Jesus. 
 

 Let’s keep on applying the blood to our recent sins.  
 
We need to know what is expected of us and what will Jesus provide for us. 
 
This is what Jesus has provided for us. What is expected of us? 
 
Second, Jesus’ death results in radical service (Vs 12-17) 
 
Jesus’ death is first a unique saving act done for us. But then it is also an example.  
 
Look at verse 12. Read verses 12 to 16. 
 
The point is not that we all go about and literally wash the feet of other Christians. The point 
is that we all have the same attitude as Jesus when it comes to serving our brothers and 
sisters. 
 
Our lives are to be defined by purposeful, costly, servant-hearted love. 
 
How much of your life does Jesus want? There comes a point when others begin to worry 
about the impact Jesus is having on a family member or a friend. When it all seems to be 
getting a bit too serious. It’s okay as a hobby but surely the brakes need to be put on to 
anything more serious. How much of our lives does Jesus want? All of them. Every part. 
Don’t misunderstand this. This doesn’t mean that he wants us to stop doing all the things we 
currently do and retreat into a religious monastery or simply come to church activities all 
week. No, he wants to enhance our leisure and our work, whether that is paid or not. He 
wants to help us be better friends and family and neighbours and mums and dads, and 
husbands and wives. He also wants us to show committed sacrificial love for our brothers 
and sisters in the church family.  
 



Or to put it like this, Jesus expects this of all his followers. Not just for the super keen or 
some inner core. No, everyone on Jesus’ team is expected to love their fellow team mates in 
practical ways.  
 
I want to give us some examples of what this will look like in just a minute but first let me 
emphasise that…our actions flow from our attitude. 
 
Let’s pray that we will see afresh what Christ has done for us and pray that the Holy Spirit 
will embed this on our hearts and cement the command in our minds. He did this for me, and 
he expects me to do this for my spiritual family.  
 
What does this look like in practice? 
 
My experience is that rather than trying to think of one huge sacrificial act, like leaving a 
church family a substantial legacy in your will or perhaps retiring deliberately to help a small 
church grow, it is found in a hundred little decisions every week. In fact, the big ones 
normally only get made after a series of little ones. 
 
So let me give you some examples of those little decisions that we can make to love our 
brothers and sisters in purposeful, costly and servant-hearted ways? 
 

 Visiting people who are more isolated. Developing an attitude when we don’t wait until 
we are asked. 

 Picking people up to bring them to church – especially when it is out of your way. 

 Getting to church early.  

 Sitting in a different place 

 Staying behind to talk 

 Not instantly talking to our best friends after the service 

 Joining a Sunday Ministry Team. Will that involve commitment? Yep. But see the 
example of Christ. If he did that for me, why would I not do it for others? 

 When you are part of a team. Be reliable. Turn up on time. Do what is expected. It’s 
about love. 

 We might start to plan other commitments around our church commitments and not the 
other way round.  
 

I know we have a conflict with our culture at this point. Our culture wants to do life with as 
little commitment as possible. Whether that’s in relationships or gym memberships. All over 
the place, voluntary organisations are struggling with recruiting.  
 
Our instinct is to seek personal comfort rather than personal commitment. 
 
Let me give us a great motivation from Jesus to help us either get started or to keep going in 
this sacrificial love. Look at verse 17. Read verse 17. 
 
This is the way to happiness. It doesn’t happen if we simply hear these words but if we do 
them.  
 

 If you have started – keep going. 
 

 If you have resisted getting committed – get started.  
 
In Conclusion 
 
The death of Jesus is both comforting and challenging.  
 
It results in complete cleansing. And it results in radical service. Let’s pray.p 


