Jesus Loved Them to the End
John 13:1–17
Introduction
It is easy to love someone when that person is lovable. The real test comes when that person disappoints us. When someone close to us hurts us, keeps making the same mistakes, or gives nothing back after we have served them, thoughts rise in our hearts: ‘Why doesn’t this person change? Why am I the only one serving?’ This can happen at home, in church, and in our mokjangs. Service that began with joy can slowly start to feel like a burden.
But today’s passage does not begin by telling tired people, ‘Serve harder.’ John takes us to one scene. It is the night before Jesus goes to the cross. Jesus knows that He will soon be arrested, mocked, beaten, and crucified. He knows that the disciples will run away, Peter will deny Him three times, and Judas will betray Him. Humanly speaking, this is the moment when Jesus should be comforted and served. But Jesus gets up, wraps a towel around Himself, and kneels in front of His disciples’ feet.
When we look carefully at this scene, we see who Jesus is, how deep His love is, and how people who receive that love should live. Before anything else, we need to see one truth: love does not begin with how well I serve Jesus. It begins with how Jesus has loved me.
1. Jesus Loved Them to the End — Verses 1–5
Verse 1 opens the whole story: ‘Having loved his own who were in the world, he loved them to the end.’ The Greek verb for ‘love’ is ἀγαπάω (agapaō). The forms ἀγαπήσας and ἠγάπησεν appear close together. Both are aorist forms, and the passage shows Jesus’ continuing love. The important phrase ‘to the end’ is εἰς τέλος (eis telos). It can mean until the very end, completely, fully, or ‘to the uttermost.’ Jesus did not love the disciples because they had done well. He knew that within several hours Peter would deny Him three times, the other disciples would run away, and Judas had already decided to betray Him. Still, Jesus loved them to the end.
When people face great suffering, it is easy to fall into self-pity. When I am hurting, I often stop seeing the needs of other people. My heart says, ‘Do you know how hard this is for me?’ But even with the cross before Him, Jesus did not turn inward. The weakness and failure of His disciples did not stop His love.
Verse 3 is even more surprising. Jesus knew that the Father had put all things into His hands. He knew that He had come from God and was returning to God. Jesus did not humble Himself because He was unsure of who He was. He knew His identity and authority completely. Then, in the very next verse, He stood up, took off His outer clothing, and wrapped a towel around Himself.
In verses 3–4, everything was in Jesus’ hands. The authority to rule heaven and earth was in those hands. Yet with those same hands, He washed the dirty, smelly feet of His disciples. In this world, the more power people have, the more they often expect others to serve them. Jesus uses power in the opposite way. The highest One does the lowest work. The Lord takes the place of a servant.
In those days, people walked on dusty roads in sandals, so washing feet was necessary. It was usually the work of a servant. But none of the disciples took that job. While they were thinking about who was greater, Jesus Himself picked up the towel. He did not only teach them about true greatness; He showed it with His body. The world often measures success by how many people serve me. Jesus redefines greatness by asking how many people I am willing to serve.
In verse 4, the verb used for ‘laying aside’ His outer garment is τίθημι (tithēmi). The same verb is used in John 10 when Jesus says that He ‘lays down’ His life for the sheep. This does not mean that taking off His robe is itself the cross, but in the flow of John’s Gospel, the picture is powerful: Jesus lays aside His clothing and takes the place of a servant, and this points toward the cross where He will lay down His life.
This also shines light on our lives. When we are not secure about who we are, we keep looking for approval from people. When nobody notices our service, we feel hurt. When someone else is praised, we compare ourselves. But when we know deeply that we are God’s beloved children and that Jesus bought us with His blood, we do not need to fight to be higher or to be noticed. We are precious enough for the Creator to give His blood for us. When we are sure that Jesus loves us, we can humble ourselves before other people.
2. Jesus Washes Me First — Verses 6–11
As Jesus was washing the disciples’ feet, He came to Peter. Peter said, ‘Lord, are you going to wash my feet?’ For Peter, the roles were reversed. He thought he should wash Jesus’ feet. How could the Lord wash his feet?
Jesus answered, ‘You do not realize now what I am doing, but later you will understand.’ For ‘you do not know now,’ the word οἶδα (oida) is used. For ‘later you will understand,’ the word comes from γινώσκω (ginōskō), in the form γνώσῃ. At that moment, Peter could only see water, a basin, and a towel. After the cross and resurrection, he would understand that this was more than foot washing. It was a picture of the gospel: the Lord lowering Himself to make sinners clean.
But Peter strongly refused: ‘You shall never wash my feet.’ It sounds humble: ‘How could I make my Lord do this?’ Yet another kind of pride can hide inside that response. Peter wanted to do something for Jesus, but Jesus first said, ‘I must wash you.’ True humility is to bring our feet to Jesus and let Him wash us.
Look at verse 8: ‘Unless I wash you, you have no part with me.’ This means, ‘If I do not wash you, you have no share with me. You cannot belong to me.’
This is the order of the gospel. Christianity does not begin with what I do for Jesus. It begins with receiving what Jesus has done for me. Service is important. Evangelism is important. Serving our mokjang is important. But before all of these, we must do something more basic: bring our dirty feet to Jesus.
We can pray, ‘Lord, there is pride in me. There is hatred in me. There is greed in me. There are wounds and sins in me. I cannot wash these things away by my own power. Lord, please wash me.’ This is true humility. True humility does not say, ‘I am fine. I do not need help.’ It brings our dirty and hidden parts into the presence of Jesus.
Then Peter went to the other extreme: ‘Not just my feet but my hands and my head as well!’ Jesus said that a person who has already had a bath only needs to wash his feet. Two different words are used here. λούω (louō) means washing the whole body, taking a bath. νίπτω (niptō) means washing part of the body, such as the feet. The word λελουμένος (leloumenos), ‘one who has bathed,’ is a perfect participle. It describes someone who has been washed and remains in that clean state.
There are two sides to this picture of salvation: a basic washing that does not need to be repeated, and the ongoing washing of our feet. A person who belongs to Christ does not need to be saved from the beginning again and again. But as we live in this world, we still sin and get dusty, so we still need the Lord’s cleansing in our daily life.
Jesus says, ‘You are clean, though not every one of you.’ The word ‘clean’ is καθαρός (katharos). In John 15:3, the same word family is used when Jesus says, ‘You are already clean because of the word I have spoken to you.’ So this is more than having clean feet. It points to being made clean in their relationship with Jesus.
But Jesus says, ‘not all of you.’ He is speaking about Judas. Judas was physically there, and he was part of the foot-washing scene, but his heart had already turned away from Jesus. This gives us a serious question. Being in church for many years does not automatically make us clean. Having a church position or doing much service does not automatically mean that we belong to Christ. What matters is whether we have received Jesus’ word and grace and have been washed by Him, and whether we keep bringing our dirty places to Him in confession.
Peter also failed. Soon he would deny Jesus three times. But there was a difference between Peter and Judas. After Peter failed, he came back to Jesus. A Christian is not a person who never fails. A Christian is a person who, even after failure, returns to the grace of Jesus and lives as someone washed by Him. Jesus is always our answer.
3. People Who Have Been Washed Wash the Feet of Others — Verses 12–17
After washing their feet, Jesus put on His clothes again and returned to His place. Then He asked, ‘Do you understand what I have done for you?’ The disciples had seen Him wash their feet, so He was not asking, ‘Did you see what happened?’ He was asking, ‘Do you really understand why I did this and what it means?’
Jesus said, ‘Now that I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also should wash one another’s feet.’ The word translated ‘should’ is ὀφείλετε (opheilete). It is a strong word. It carries the sense of owing a debt or having a duty. Jesus was not saying, ‘Serve one another if you feel like it.’ He was saying, ‘Because I have served you like this, you also should serve one another.’
But again, we must not miss the order. Jesus did not first say, ‘You wash.’ Jesus washed them first. Grace comes first; then duty follows. We are loved first, and then we love. This is the difference between gospel-shaped service and service done to prove ourselves.
The love Jesus asks for is not only a warm feeling or natural attraction. It moves into action. It is easy to care about people we naturally like. But Jesus’ love looks at what another person needs and then moves toward that need. Love gives time, uses energy, and sometimes gives up comfort. And this love is not something we squeeze out of an empty heart. It flows from the love we have already received from Jesus.
This is why we need to think about why service sometimes makes us tired. If we secretly think, ‘I have done this much, so that person should treat me well too,’ we will soon become exhausted. If people do not notice us, we feel hurt. If they do not thank us, we want to stop. But when we are filled with the love of Jesus, our calculation changes. We stop asking, ‘What will this person give me?’ and start asking, ‘What have I already received in Christ?’ Because the grace we have received is so great, service becomes not a transaction but a response of gratitude.
In verse 15 Jesus says, ‘I have set you an example that you should do as I have done for you.’ The word ‘example’ is ὑπόδειγμα (hypodeigma), a pattern to follow. The main point is not simply to repeat the ceremony of washing feet. The main point is to lower ourselves as Jesus did and to carry the real needs of other people.
So a healthy church and a healthy mokjang are not communities where only a few people serve. They are not places where only the leader serves and everyone else receives. They are communities where people wash one another’s feet, where each person looks for what he or she can do, and where people do what is needed even when nobody notices.
Why did Jesus choose the feet? Feet are parts of the body people do not usually want to show. They collect dust and can smell. We also have ‘feet’ in our lives: repeated mistakes, weak parts of our character, wounds, selfishness, immaturity, and things that make others uncomfortable. We want to wash only clean feet. It is easy to love people who fit us, understand us, and treat us well. But love is not only liking the good parts of a person. Love also carries that person’s weakness and prays for them.
Washing feet today may not look dramatic. It may mean calling a lonely person first, visiting someone who is sick, listening for a long time to someone who is hurting, preparing food carefully for the mokjang, speaking first to someone new at church, making time for a VIP, quietly cleaning when nobody notices, reaching out first to someone who is hard to forgive, or saying, ‘I am sorry,’ when needed. These may be the feet Jesus is asking us to wash today.
Of course, loving someone and washing their feet does not mean accepting sin or evil without question. True love includes truth. Even when we must say that something is wrong, love refuses to hate or give up on the person. Jesus did not throw away truth in order to love. He loved to the end in truth.
In verse 16 Jesus says, ‘No servant is greater than his master, nor is a messenger greater than the one who sent him.’ If our Lord knelt down, we cannot say, ‘That kind of work is below me.’ No disciple is greater than the Lord. If the Lord picked up the towel, His disciples must also pick up the towel.
Verse 17 is very practical: ‘Now that you know these things, you will be blessed if you do them.’ Knowing is not enough. When we truly kneel in front of one person who is difficult to serve, when love becomes action, we begin to experience the blessing Jesus promised.
Conclusion
Let us return to the scene one more time. Everything was in Jesus’ hands. But He did not hold a king’s scepter in those hands. He held a towel. He knelt before the disciples’ feet. Peter tried to refuse those hands, but Jesus said, ‘I must wash you.’ Then He said to those who had been washed, ‘Now you also wash one another’s feet.’
So the first thing we need today is to bring our feet to Jesus. Is there a sin hidden in your heart? Is there a wound or shame you do not want to tell anyone about? Is there a part of yourself you do not even want Jesus to see? Jesus wants to wash that very place. We do not clean ourselves first and then come to Jesus. We come to Jesus dirty and let Him wash us.
And when we have been washed by the Lord, the way we look at other people begins to change. Instead of only asking, ‘Why is that person like that?’ we begin to ask, ‘If the Lord washed the feet of someone like me, whose feet am I refusing to wash?’ Do I only want to wash clean feet? Do I only want to serve people who are kind to me and easy to love? The person I most want to avoid may be the very person the Lord has placed near me.
Jesus did not love us because we loved Him first. He loved us when we were still weak, knowing all the ways we would fail. That love washes us, raises us again, and teaches us to kneel before others.
Decisions
• Every day, I will bring my dirty feet to Jesus. I will not hide my sin, wounds, or shame. I will receive cleansing through the grace of Jesus’ cross.
• I will remember that I am already loved to the end. I will not serve to gain human approval or reward. I will serve from the love and grace I have received from Jesus.
• I will really wash the feet of one person whom the Lord has placed near me—in my small group, church, school, home, or workplace. I will not serve only people who are easy to love. I will also take the first step toward people I want to avoid: listening, forgiving, and serving them in love.
