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LESSONS ON SERVANTHOOD 
John 13:1-20 

By Andy Manning 
 

I. INTRODUCTION 
1. How do you define success?  Is it winning?  Reaching the top of the ladder?  

Accomplishing your goals?  Wealth?  Fame?   
2. Jesus has a very clear definition of success, but it’s nothing like the world’s?  To 

Jesus, a successful person is someone who has embraced the role of a humble 
servant.  They live their life in service to God and others.   

3. Mark 10:43 “Whoever wants to become great among you will be your servant, and 
whoever wants to be first among you will be a slave to all.” 

4. As we’ll see this morning, the Christian life is about servanthood.  So today we’re 
going to learn how to be better servants. 

II. TEXT 
Before the Passover Festival, Jesus knew that his hour had come to depart from this 
world to the Father. Having loved his own who were in the world, he loved them to the 
end. 

i. We have made it to the night before Christ’s death – Thursday night. 
ii. Jesus and His disciples were reclining in an upstairs room for the Last Supper, 

or the very first Lord’s Supper. 
iii. Matthew, Mark, and Luke recorded Christ instituting the Lord’s Supper.  John 

doesn’t talk about this.  Instead, John records Jesus washing the disciples’ 
feet and some final words to His disciples called the Upper Room Discourse, 
or the Farewell Discourse.  So, in the next few chapters, we are going to read 
about things that are unique to John.   

2 Now when it was time for supper, the devil had already put it into the heart of Judas, 
Simon Iscariot’s son, to betray him. 3 Jesus knew that the Father had given everything 
into his hands, that he had come from God, and that he was going back to God. 4 So he 
got up from supper, laid aside his outer clothing, took a towel, and tied it around 
himself. 5 Next, he poured water into a basin and began to wash his disciples’ feet and 
to dry them with the towel tied around him.  

iv. Jesus is in a room eating dinner with twelve grown men, His disciples. 
v. In that part of the world, the roads were unpaved, people wore sandals, and 

they walked everywhere.  So, their feet got dirty.  When people would arrive 
at a banquet or a feast, the host would usually provide water so the guests 
could wash their feet when they arrived.  And if the owner had a slave, then 
the lowest slave would wash the guests’ feet.  Peers (equals) would never 
wash one another’s feet.  In fact, foot-washing was a task usually reserved 
for non-Jewish slaves.  If there was no servant, then you were responsible to 
wash your own feet. 

vi. On this occasion, Jesus washed their feet during the meal.  This means there 
was probably no water set out near the entrance for foot-washing; there was 
no servant offering to wash feet; and none of the disciples offered to wash 
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feet, not even the feet of the rabbi.  So, Jesus volunteered and washed their 
feet. 

6 He came to Simon Peter, who asked him, “Lord, are you going to wash my feet?”  
7 Jesus answered him, “What I’m doing you don’t realize now, but afterward you will 
understand.”  
8 “You will never wash my feet,” Peter said. 
Jesus replied, “If I don’t wash you, you have no part with me.”  

vii. Peter first showed humility.  He did not think it proper for Christ, the Son of 
God, to wash His feet.  But Jesus explained it was necessary.  Then Peter 
showed his pride by trying to give orders to Christ. 

viii. Christ uses the act of foot-washing to teach four lessons.   
1. The first is that we must have our sins washed away by Jesus Christ in 

order to have a relationship with God.  Verse 8.  “If I don’t wash you, 
you have no part with me.” 

a. Titus 2:14 “He gave himself for us to redeem us from all 
lawlessness and to cleanse for himself a people for his own 
possession, eager to do good works.” 

b. When we put our faith in Jesus, God forgives us, and we are 
reconciled to God. 

9 Simon Peter said to him, “Lord, not only my feet, but also my hands and my head.”  
10 “One who has bathed,” Jesus told him, “doesn’t need to wash anything except his 
feet, but he is completely clean. You are clean, but not all of you.” 11 For he knew who 
would betray him. This is why he said, “Not all of you are clean.” 

2. The second lesson symbolized by foot-washing is that you only need 
to be saved once.   

a. When Jesus told Peter that it was necessary for His feet to be 
washed in order to have a relationship with Christ, he told 
Jesus to wash his hands and head, too.  But Jesus told him that 
if someone has already bathed, then they only need to wash 
their feet, and they are clean. 

b. Back then, a person would bathe before going to a banquet.  
Upon arriving, all he would need to do was wash his feet, and 
he would be clean again. 

c. Jesus was saying that you don’t need to be saved multiple 
times.  You only need to be saved once.   

d. Why?  Because you cannot lose your salvation.  Once you get 
saved, truly born again, then you never lose your salvation.   

e. John 10:27-29 “27 My sheep hear my voice, I know them, and 
they follow me. 28 I give them eternal life, and they will never 
perish. No one will snatch them out of my hand. 29 My Father, 
who has given them to me, is greater than all. No one is able 
to snatch them out of the Father’s hand.” 



3 
 

f. What if you commit a really bad sin?  God didn’t save you 
because you were a good person; why would lose your 
salvation for failing to be good? 

g. You have to stop connecting your salvation to your 
performance.  The only thing that you contributed to your 
salvation, and the only thing that you continue to contribute 
to your salvation are the sins that Christ died for. 

3. The third lesson symbolized by foot-washing is that you must 
regularly confess your sins. 

a. John 13:10 “One who has bathed,” Jesus told him, “doesn’t 
need to wash anything except his feet, but he is completely 
clean.” 

b. Even though you can’t lose your salvation, when you sin, you 
lose fellowship with God.  You lose God’s power.  You lose 
God’s full anointing.  You lose God’s full blessings.  You lose 
intimacy with God.  To be restored to fellowship, you must 
confess your sins. 

c. 1 John 1:9 “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and righteous 
to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all 
unrighteousness.” 

d. It is similar to a parent-child relationship.  When I sin against 
my daughter (i.e. saying something hurtful), I don’t stop being 
her father.  But my sin has caused a rift in our relationship.  
We’re not good terms.  We’re not close.  We’re not intimate.  
My sin has caused a distance, a coldness in our relationship.  
So, what do I need to do to restore the relationship?  I don’t 
need to readopt her; I need to apologize. 

e. That’s what it means to confess your sins to God:  Admit your 
sin by name; Apologize; Affirm your commitment to 
obedience; and ask for forgiveness. 

12 When Jesus had washed their feet and put on his outer clothing, he reclined again 
and said to them, “Do you know what I have done for you? 13 You call me Teacher and 
Lord—and you are speaking rightly, since that is what I am. 14 So if I, your Lord and 
Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet. 15 For I 
have given you an example, that you also should do just as I have done for you.  
16 “Truly I tell you, a servant is not greater than his master,, and a messenger is not 
greater than the one who sent him. 17 If you know these things, you are blessed if you 
do them. 

4. The fourth lesson symbolized by the foot-washing is that following 
Christ means embracing a life of humble servanthood. 

a. John 13:15 “For I have given you an example, that you also 
should do just as I have done for you.” 

b. Some Christian denominations believe that Jesus was 
instituting a third ordinance for the church – foot-washing.  
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But most Christians throughout history believe that Jesus was 
illustrating the importance of servanthood, and the only two 
ordinances are baptism and the Lord’s Supper. 

c. Following Jesus is all about humble servanthood.  It is about a 
life of service to God and others. 

d. Jesus came to earth to serve.  Mark 10:45 “For even the Son 
of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his 
life as a ransom for many.” 

e. He went around helping people spiritually and physically, and 
in the end performed the ultimate act of servanthood by dying 
for our sins on the cross.  Philippians 2:5-8 “Adopt the same 
attitude as that of Christ Jesus, who, existing in the form of 
God, did not consider equality with God as something to be 
exploited.  Instead, he emptied himself by assuming the form 
of a servant, taking on the likeness of humanity.  And when he 
had come as a man, he humbled himself by becoming 
obedient to the point of death – even to death on a cross.” 

f. Jesus taught us how to achieve greatness in God’s eyes.  Mark 
10:43 “Whoever wants to become great among you will be 
your servant.” 

18 “I’m not speaking about all of you; I know those I have chosen. But the Scripture must 
be fulfilled: The one who eats my bread has raised his heel against me., 19 I am telling 
you now before it happens, so that when it does happen you will believe that I am he. 
20 Truly I tell you, whoever receives anyone I send receives me, and the one who receives 
me receives him who sent me.” 

ix. Jesus knew that he was going to be betrayed, and by whom.  He knew it was 
going to be Judas Iscariot.  So, when he says, I’m not speaking about all of 
you, he means he is not speaking about His betrayer.  His betrayer is not 
going to follow His example.  His betrayer is not clean (saved). 

x. “I know those I have chosen.”  Jesus chose the twelve, and He knew them 
inside and out.  He knew those who had true faith, and the one who was a 
hypocrite. 

xi. With the rest of our time I want us to talk about servanthood.  In the account 
of Christ washing the disciples’ feet, we can find nine lessons about 
servanthood. 

III. 8 LESSONS ABOUT SERVANTHOOD 
1. Servanthood flows from a heart of love. 

i. John 13:1 “Before the Passover Festival, Jesus knew that his hour had come 
to depart from this world to the Father. Having loved his own who were in 
the world, he loved them to the end.” 

ii. Christ was able to perform such a humble, menial act of service because of 
His love for His disciples. 

iii. To become a great servant, you must have great love.  If you don’t love 
people, then you won’t serve them.  If your love is small, your service will be 
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small.  If your love is great, then your service will be great.  Christ performed 
the ultimate act of servanthood on the cross because He has ultimate love 
for us. 

iv. To grow in servanthood, you must grow in love. 
v. How do we grow in love? 

1. You must learn what love is (Phil 1:9).  Where?   
a. Through God’s word.  The Bible teaches us all about love.  

There is an entire chapter about love (1 Cor 13). 
b. The world is very confused about love.  Don’t get your 

definition of love from the media, or Hollywood, or politicians.  
Only God’s definition is the true definition of love, and we 
learn that from God’s word.   

2. You must remember your neighbor’s value.  Your neighbor is infinitely 
valuable because God created them in His image, He loves them, 
Christ died for them, God watches over them all time, and they will 
live for eternity. 

3. You must ask God to fill you with His love (1 Thess 3:12).  In 1 
Thessalonians 3, Paul prayed that their love would increase. 

2. Servanthood never retires. 
i. John 13:1 “Before the Passover Festival, Jesus knew that his hour had come 

to depart from this world to the Father. Having loved his own who were in 
the world, he loved them to the end.” 

ii. Jesus knew that He was going to be crucified in less than twenty-four hours, 
and yet He still used His time in humble service of others.   

iii. As you get older, it can be easy to say, “I’ve spent years serving others; now 
I’m just going to focus on playing.” 

iv. It’s okay to play, but as a Christian, you should never retire from 
servanthood.  You must be a servant the rest of your life. 

v. Our church has several older folks who are retired from their job, but they 
are not retired from serving.  They serve more now than they did before they 
retired.  They are a blessing to everyone they encounter.   

vi. In fact, servanthood never takes a day off.  I’m not saying that you never rest; 
but you should never take your servant-hat off.  Even when you are on 
vacation, be ready and willing to serve others.   

3. Servanthood requires humility. – no task, no job, no person is beneath you.  13:2-3 
i. John 13:2-3 “2 Now when it was time for supper, the devil had already put it 

into the heart of Judas, Simon Iscariot’s son, to betray him. 3 Jesus knew that 
the Father had given everything into his hands, that he had come from God, 
and that he was going back to God.” 

ii. Join points out that Jesus knew two things: 
1. He knew that the Father had given everything into His hands.  He 

knew God made Him King of kings and Lord of lords. 
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2. He knew He had come from the Father, and was returning to the 
Father.  He knew He was God.  He was not just a human being.  He 
was much more important that human beings. 

3. Yet even with this knowledge, He served His disciples.  That is 
humility. 

iii. Christ showed humility in two ways. 
1. No person is beneath you.  He served not only His disciples, who 

should be serving Him, but even His enemy, Judas.  To be a servant, 
you can’t see anyone as beneath you.  You can’t see yourself as too 
important, too prestigious, to high to serve someone.  Everyone 
deserves your service, because all people are God’s children, and you 
are God’s servant. 

2. No job is beneath you.  Even though foot-washing was normally 
reserved for non-Jewish slaves, and it was a dirty, gross job, He did it.  
To be a servant like Jesus, you must be willing to do anything for 
Jesus.  Anything for others.  No matter how dirty; how unrewarding.  
We tend to think that we are overqualified for some jobs.  Nope.  If 
you have an opportunity to serve someone, you are not overqualified. 

iv. Philippians 2:3-4 “3 Do nothing out of selfish ambition or conceit, but in 
humility consider others as more important than yourselves. 4 Everyone 
should look not to his own interests, but rather to the interests of others.” 

1. This passage teaches us how to be humble: 
a. Don’t be selfish. 
b. Treat others as more important than yourself. 
c. Don’t think about what is best for yourself, but what is best 

for others.   
v. Humility is nothing thinking less of yourself; it is thinking of yourself less.  It is 

not putting yourself down; it is lifting God and others up. 
vi. Robert Jeffress “Servanthood means putting the needs of other people 

above your own needs.  It means making meeting the needs of others your 
priority in life.  Every day we meet people with needs.  The struggle is are we 
going to meet their needs or our own?” 

4. Servanthood requires that you know your own value. 
i. Dawon Trotman “How do you know if you are a servant?  By how you react 

when someone treats you as one.” 
ii. If you want everyone to bow down to you, to be impressed with you, to see 

you as very important, then you can’t be a servant. 
iii. A servant doesn’t need credit.  He doesn’t need to be rewarded.  He doesn’t 

need to be recognized.  He just wants to serve.  But how do you get to that 
point?  How do you get to the place where your ego and pride don’t get in 
your way of serving others?  You have to know your own value.  You have to 
be secure in who you are, so that you won’t be afraid of letting others see 
you in the role of a servant. 
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iv. The prideful person says, “I’m important.  I’m valuable.  And if I do a menial 
job, then people won’t see me as important or valuable anymore.” 

v. The servant says, “I’m important and valuable regardless of the task I do, or 
what people say about me.”  In fact, the servant says, “The very thing that 
makes me valuable is not how many people serve me, but the fact that I am a 
servant of the King of kings and Lord of lords.” 

vi. If you know your value, if you are secure in who you are, then you won’t be 
afraid of others seeing you acting like a servant. 

vii. John 13:3 “Jesus knew that the Father had given everything into his hands, 
that he had come from God, and that he was going back to God.” 

viii. Jesus knew His value.   
ix. So, what is your value?  Who are you?  You are loved by God; infinitely 

valuable; fearfully and wonderfully made; you are just as important, and just 
as special as anyone else in this world; you are a child of God; you are a 
servant of God; you are a valued member of God’s family, a spiritual brother 
or sister to every other Christian in the world.   

x. Your value is not determined by your net worth; it is not determined by what 
people think of you or say about you.  Your value is not determined by the 
job that you do.  Your value is not determined by how smart or beautiful you 
are.  Your value is determined by the fact that you are a child of God.  And 
your significance is determined by the fact that you are a servant of God.  
You must know and believe this to be a servant.   

5. Servanthood requires an eternal perspective.   
i. John 13:3 “Jesus knew that the Father had given everything into his hands, 

that he had come from God, and that he was going back to God.” 
ii. Jesus was able to servant because He knew He was going back to God where 

He would once again sit on the throne and be treated with all the reverence 
and awe that He deserves. 

iii. Hebrews 12:2 “For the joy that lay before him, he endured the cross, 
despising the shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God.” 

iv. What was the joy that lay before Him?  The fact that His death was going to 
save so many souls.  And that after He died, He would get to return to the 
Father in heaven.   

v. To embrace a life of humble servanthood, you must keep your eyes on your 
heavenly reward.  God promises that for every act of service done in Jesus’ 
name you will be rewarded in heaven.  The size of your heavenly reward is 
determined by your earthly service. 

vi. Galatians 6:9 “Let us not get tired of doing good, for we will reap at the 
proper time if we don’t give up.” 

vii. 1 Corinthians 15:58 “Therefore, my dear brothers and sisters, be steadfast, 
immovable, always excelling in the Lord’s work, because you know that your 
labor in the Lord is not in vain.” 
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viii. Robert Jeffress “We will never consistently put the needs of others above 
our own until we are convinced that there is a payoff down the line for doing 
that.” 

6. Servanthood is required for leadership. 
i. John 13:4 “So if I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also 

ought to wash one another’s feet.” 
ii. Jesus was the leader, and yet He served His disciples.  This is a other-worldly 

concept of leadership; but it is the best form of leadership. 
iii. A leader’s job is not just to give orders and hold people accountable.  A 

leader’s job is to empower His people so they can do their best work.  To 
create the conditions for excellent service.  To meet your people’s needs so 
that they can produce a quality product.   

iv. Andy Stanley “God wants those in authority to leverage their authority for 
the benefit of those under their authority.” 

v. The term leader is mentioned only six times in the King James Version of the 
Bible, while the term servant is mentioned more than nine hundred times 
(Ken Blanchard, Lead Like Jesus). 

vi. James C. Hunter (The Servant) “A leader is someone who identifies and 
meets the legitimate needs of their people, removes all of the barriers, so 
they can serve the customer.”   

7. Servanthood is a command. 
i. John 13:4 “So if I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also 

ought to wash one another’s feet.” 
ii. Being a servant is not optional.  The life of a Christian is a life of humble 

service to God and others. 
iii. The Bible tells us to imitate Christ in all we do.  He is our model.  He is our 

example.  What is Christ like?   
iv. John 13:15 “For I have given you an example, that you also should do just as I 

have done for you.” 
v. To be an obedient, Christlike Christian, you must embrace servanthood.   

8. Servanthood leads to joy. 
i. John 13:17 “If you know these things, you are blessed if you do them.” 

ii. The word blessed can simply be translated “happy.”   
iii. If you want to live a blessed life; a happy life; a life of joy; then servanthood 

is the path. 
iv. The world will tell you something different.  They will tell you what they have 

learned from their father, the devil:  Happiness is found in physical pleasure, 
and in wealth, and in possessions, and in being admired, and in being in love.   

v. But the Bible says that you are blessed if you embrace a life of servanthood. 
vi. Acts 20:35 “It is more blessed to give than to receive.” 

IV. CONCLUSION 
1. In his book, Holy Subversion, Trevin wax identifies two kinds of Christians. 

i.  ‘Sink Christians’ view salvation as they would a sink.  The water of salvation 
flows into the sink so that Christians can soak up all the benefits:  eternal life, 
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assurance in the presence of God, and strength in times of trial.  Those who 
adopt this mind-set concentrate solely on what the Bible says God has done 
and will do for them. 

ii. ‘Faucet Christians’ view salvation differently.  They look at the world as the 
sink and themselves as the faucet.  The blessings of salvation flow to them in 
order to flow through them out to wider world.  They rightly see that the 
Bible describes salvation as something God not only does for them, but also 
through them.” 

2. You were not saved to sit and soak.  You were saved to serve.   


