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WASHING ONE ANOTHER’S FEET
JOHN 13:1-14.—APRIL 30.

Golden Text:—”By love serve one another.”—Gal. 5:13.
OUR lessons can only be properly understood by taking note of the surroundings. The feast at
Bethany, followed by our Lord’s triumphal entry on the ass amid the shoutings of the multitude,
his several days’ preaching in the Temple to large crowds, and the coming of the Greeks to inquire
for him, all seemed to indicate a growing popularity; and the disciples, thoroughly unable to
comprehend the Master’s declaration that he was shortly to be put to death by the chief priests,
were full of ambitious thoughts respecting the future—respecting their identity with the Lord, and
how his exaltation as a king would bring them into prominence and honor with him, as well as
confer upon them the coveted opportunity of accomplishing a large amount of good, blessing a
larger number of people, etc.
The thirteenth of Nisan apparently was spent by our Lord in quiet retirement, and the evening
following, beginning the fourteenth, was the time appointed for the celebration of the Passover
Supper in the upper room. Some of the apostles had, by the Lord’s instruction, made ready
beforehand; and now, as they assembled without a host to appoint them their places at the
Supper, a discussion as to their prominence and their rights to the most honorable places, nearest
to the Master, is not surprising. Our Lord twice before had rebuked them on this very line, assuring
them that unless they cultivated and attained a spirit of meekness like little children they could
have no part in the Kingdom. And only a week before, while en route to Jerusalem, James and John
had made the request that in the Kingdom, when established, they might sit the one on the right
hand and the other on the left hand of the Master, in closest proximity to his person. It was this
spirit that controlled on this occasion, and led up to our Lord’s washing of the disciples’ feet as a
lesson of humility and willingness to serve one another even in the humblest capacity.
SELFISHNESS EVEN IN LOVE
Nor are we to think of the apostles as each striving for the highest position merely from a selﬁsh
standpoint. Rather we should suppose that Peter, James and John, whom the Lord had in various
ways specially favored in times past and who seemed to be specially close to him, loved the
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positions nearest his person, not merely because of the honor thus implied, but largely because of
their love and esteem for the Master himself, and perhaps with the feeling that they appreciated
this privilege more than some others could appreciate the same. Indeed we may suppose that a
considerable number of the other apostles strove on their behalf, insisting that they should have
the most honorable position. But however we view the matter, it is evident that a wrong spirit had
been engendered, one very inappropriate to the occasion, especially inappropriate to the Memorial
Supper which our Lord intended to institute after the Passover Supper.
It is diﬃcult for us to gage our own hearts thoroughly and hence we should use great charity in
measuring the hearts and intentions of others, and should err rather on the side of too great
sympathy and leniency than on the side of too strong condemnation. Doubtless had the apostles
been inquired of respecting the matter they would have denied any elements of selﬁshness in
their motives and conduct, and would have thought and spoken only of their zeal for the Lord and
desire to be near him. This illustrates to us, what the Scriptures declare, that the human heart is
exceedingly deceitful—that it needs scrutinizing carefully lest, under the cloak of something good,
it might harbor qualities which without that cloak we would despise or spurn.
As further illustrating this subject, and as helping us each and all to apply the lesson personally,
we relate a dream told by a Scotch minister, Horatius Bonar, shortly
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before his death. He dreamed that his zeal was represented in a package of considerable size and
weight, and that some angels came to it and weighed it and assured him that it was full weight, an
hundred pounds—all that was possible. In his dream he was greatly pleased with this report. They
next determined to analyze it. They put it into a crucible and tested it in various ways and then
reported the result thus: “Fourteen parts selﬁshness; ﬁfteen parts sectarianism; twenty-two parts
ambition; twenty-three parts love to man; twenty-six parts love to God.” Awakening he realized
that it was but a dream, yet felt greatly humbled, and doubtless was proﬁted by it throughout the
remainder of life. That dream may be equally proﬁtable to each of us in leading us to a close
inspection of the motives which lie beyond our words and thoughts and doings—especially beyond
our service for the Lord and for the brethren.
The ﬁrst verse of our lesson calls attention to our Lord’s love as the basis of all his dealings with
“his own.” Because of his love he laid aside his glory and became a man; because of his love he
devoted himself as the man Christ Jesus; because of his love he was now anxious to help his dear
disciples over a diﬃculty which, if not conquered, would hinder their usefulness as his followers
both in the present and future. This love not only led our Lord to administer the reproof necessary,
but led him to do it in the wisest and best and kindest manner. His example in this respect should
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be observed and copied by all his followers, especially those who in any public capacity or service
are his representatives in the Church.
Had our Lord and his disciples been the guests of some host on this occasion, it would have been
considered the duty of the host to have sent some menial
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to wash their feet. This was the custom of the country, and very necessary to comfort. The open
sandals or imperfectly sewed shoes allowed the dust of the highway to soil the feet, and really
made washing a necessity after every journey, but particularly on a festal occasion of this kind. As
the Lord’s company were not guests, but merely had the use of the room, no servant appeared to
wash their feet, and it would have been properly the duty and custom for one of the number to
have performed the menial service for the others. As we have just seen, however, the spirit of
rivalry was warm in their hearts, and no one volunteered to render the service, nor had any one
the right to demand it in a company in which the Lord had made no special rank and appointed
none as menials. This, however, rightly understood and appreciated, would have left the greater
opportunity for some of them to have volunteered this service to the others. What an opportunity
they all lost!
A FAVORABLE OPPORTUNITY LOST
Our Lord apparently let the matter go to the full limit to see whether or not any of them would
improve the opportunity and make himself servant of all: he waited until the supper was being
served (not ended, as in our common version;) then arising from the table he laid aside his outer
garment or mantle and took a towel and girded himself—that is to say, tightened the girdle worn
around the waist, which would hold up the ﬂowing under-garments and keep them out of the way
of his activity. We can well imagine the consternation of the apostles as they watched this
procedure, and then saw the Lord go from the feet of one and another as they protruded from the
couches on which they reclined (as illustrated in a previous lesson). The method of washing feet
was diﬀerent from ours: the basin was merely a receptacle for holding the soiled water, the water
being poured from the pitcher in a small stream while the foot was being washed, rubbed, rinsed.
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Apparently the apostles were so astonished at our Lord’s procedure, and so felt the condemnation
which his course implied, that they knew not what to say, and so silence reigned until it came
Peter’s turn. Peter had a peculiar combination of character, part of which was extremely good. He
objected to having his feet washed by the Lord, saying, “Dost thou wash my feet?—It is not
appropriate, Lord, that one so great as you should serve a person of my standing, a poor
ﬁsherman.” But our Lord answered that although Peter did not discern the full meaning of the
matter, he would explain to him later when he had ﬁnished the washing of all. Peter’s second
remark was less praiseworthy than his ﬁrst. He said, “Thou shalt never wash my feet.”
It was hard for Peter to realize that he was the disciple and the Lord was the Teacher,—that it was
for him to obey and not to dictate; but Jesus’ answer, “If I wash thee not, thou hast no part with
me,” at once brought out the better side of Peter’s impulsive nature. If his washing had anything
to do with his nearness to the Master and his relationship to him, then he wanted it. Going even to
the other extreme again, fearing to leave matters in the Lord’s care, he cried, “Lord, not my feet
only, but also my hands and my head.” There is a lesson for us in this matter: We are not to
dictate to the Lord, not to attempt to be wise or good or obedient in ways that he has not directed.
This is a hard lesson for some dispositions to learn,—continually they want to do more than is
written in the Scriptures. Such a course indicates either a lack of reverence for the Lord and his
Word and the wisdom thereof, or else a too great self-conﬁdence, too much self-esteem. A humble
and trustful heart should learn to say, Thy will, O, Lord, thy way and in thy time—”Thy will, not
mine be done.”
WASHING THE FEET OF THE BATHED
Our Lord’s answer in our common version is somewhat obscure; the revised version is better—he
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that is bathed needeth not save to wash his feet to be clean every whit. Properly they had all
bathed in accordance with the Jewish requirement of the putting away of all ﬁlth at the beginning
of the Passover season. Our Lord’s
::R3543 : page 120::

intimation, then, signiﬁed that having bathed they merely now needed the rinsing of their feet, the
cleansing of the members that had come in contact with the earth. Our Lord added, referring to
Judas, “Ye are clean, but not all.” This expression shows us clearly that he had in mind a higher
cleansing, of which this washing of their feet and their previous bath were but ﬁgures.
The Lord knew that the hearts of his disciples were loyal. He had accepted them as his disciples
and had reckonedly imputed to them the merit of his sacriﬁce as a covering of their blemishes, the
full testimony of which would be given them by and by at Pentecost, the holy Spirit testifying that
the Father had accepted the Lord’s atoning sacriﬁce on their behalf. But there was one in the
number whose heart was not clean. Our Lord did not pass him by, but washed the feet of Judas
with the rest, knowing the while of his perﬁdy, and that he had already bargained with the chief
priests, and was merely awaiting the opportune moment for the carrying out of his malevolent
scheme.
Our Lord’s words, although not understood by the rest, must have been appreciated by Judas, as
were also his subsequent words recorded in verses 18,26,27,28. Our Lord went so far as to quote
the very prophecy which marked Judas and his disloyalty, his violation of even the common
hospitality. None of these things moved Judas; none of these things appealed to his heart in such a
manner as to change his course. We have thus strong evidence of the willful intention which
marked his crime and enforced the meaning of our Lord’s words when he called him the “son of
perdition,” and declared that it would have been better for him that he had never been born. The
quotation from the Psalm was, “He that eateth bread with me hath lifted up his heel against me.”
PATIENCE TO ITS LIMIT
We may be sure that our Lord’s conduct in dealing with Judas is not only a proper outline of what
our conduct should be to any of a similar class, but additionally we should note the lesson that the
Lord is long suﬀering toward all who become his disciples, not willing that any should perish, but
disposed to do for them until the very last, and to bring to their attention the error of their ways
repeatedly, in hope that thus they may be turned therefrom. The latter lesson has associated with
it the thought that those who have received the Truth, and who in spite of all the favors connected
therewith encourage and develop in themselves the spirit of selﬁshness, are apt to become so
hardened, so calloused, that not even the Master’s reproofs and the words of the Scriptures will
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inﬂuence them. This reminds us of the Apostle’s words, “It is impossible to renew them again unto
repentance”—to a proper course—if once the Spirit of the Lord has been fully subjected to the
spirit of selﬁshness in their hearts.
In harmony with what he told Peter—that he should know later on the signiﬁcance of the
washing—our Lord explained the matter after he had gone the rounds of all the apostles. He said,
“Know [understand] ye what I have done to you? Ye call me Master and Lord, and ye say well; for
so I am. If I then, your Lord and Master, have washed your feet, ye ought also to wash one
another’s feet.”
THE MEANING OF THE LORD’S ACTION
Here we have the entire lesson explained. In their fear to be the least, all the disciples had
shunned the opportunity of service for the Master and for each other. Our Lord, their
acknowledged Head and Master, the Messiah, had humbled himself to serve them all, and had
thus rebuked their inhumility, and at the same time set them an example that would apply to
every aﬀair of life, namely, that they should be glad to serve one another on every proper
occasion, in the high things or in the common aﬀairs of life. This washing of one another’s feet we
may readily see applies to any and every humble service of life, any and every kindness, though
specially to those services and kindnesses which would be along the lines of spiritual assistances
and comfort.
From this standpoint it will be seen that we do not understand that our Master here enjoined a
form or ceremony as our Dunkard friends and others believe. We do not even see in the matter
the groundwork for the custom of the pope of Rome, who once every year, at this season washes
the feet of twelve poor men, perhaps beggars, who are ﬁrst prepared by a general washing and
then brought in while the pope performs the special public service in the washing of their feet. We
see no such formality in our Lord’s intention. Indeed so far from it being a comfort or necessity to
literally wash feet in our day and under our conditions, the reverse would be true. On the contrary,
the Apostle points out, to wash the saints’ feet in olden times was a mark of special hospitality,
and entitled the performer to a loving respect in the Church.—1 Tim. 5:10.
How many blessed opportunities we have for comforting, refreshing, consoling one another and
assisting one another in some of the humblest aﬀairs of life, or in respect to some of the
unpleasant duties, experiences or trials of life. As our Golden Text expresses it, we are in love to
serve one another and not through formality. Any service done or attempted to be done in love,
with the desire to do good to one of the Lord’s people, we may be sure has the divine approval
and blessing. Let us lose no opportunities of this kind; let us remember the Master’s example; let
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us, like our Master, not merely assume humility or pretend it, but actually have that humility which
will permit us to do kindness and services to all with whom we come in contact, and
proportionately enjoy this privilege as we ﬁnd the needy ones to be members of the Lord’s
body—the Church.
As our Lord said to the disciples, “He that is bathed need not save to wash his feet,” even so we
may realize that all who are justiﬁed and consecrated members of his body have already had the
bath, the washing of regeneration, and are already clean through the word spoken unto them.
(John 15:3.) Nevertheless, although thus cleansed and sanctiﬁed, so long as we are in contact with
the world we are liable to a certain degree of earthly deﬁlement, and it especially behooves each
one not only
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to look out for himself but to help one another to get rid of earthly deﬁlements, thus serving his
brethren, helping them in the weaknesses, trials and imperfections of the ﬂesh, assisting them to
become overcomers. In these respects he is cooperating in the great work of washing the saints’
feet, cleansing from all ﬁlthiness of the ﬂesh and spirit, and perfecting holiness in the reverence of
the Lord.—2 Cor. 7:1.
====================
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