Sometime Past Six on Maundy Thursday Evening … 

Sermon based on John 13:1-17

Saint Mark's, Watertown, WI

Pastor Karl Walther

March 12, 2003


Scripture says: Wicked is what some of you were.  But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God.  Amen.  

Introduction: This Lenten Season We Consider Hours of Jesus’ Passion

Dear fellow Christians—washed by Jesus Christ himself:

The solemn Season of Lent is upon us once again.  During this year’s midweek Lenten services, we are considering the hours of Jesus’ passion.  We will following the ticking of the clock two thousand years ago: to that late night darkness in which Jesus was arrested for us, to that very early hour when Jesus was condemned for us, to the middle morning during which Jesus was crucified for us, and to the early afternoon hours when Jesus went through hell in our place.  

Theme: Sometime Past Six on Maundy Thursday Evening …
Tonight the clock starts ticking at what might just have been something like: 
A BIT PAST SIX O’CLOCK, THURSDAY EVENING, APRIL SIXTH, THIRTY A.D.  At that time, in the account of Jesus washing his apostles’ feet, we get our reminder that (1) OUR FEET AND HANDS AND HEAD WERE DIRTY, that (2) JESUS WASHED US CLEAN, and that (3) IT’S NOW OUR DUTY TO WASH ONE ANOTHER.
Exposition: Jesus Washes His Apostles’ Feet
Allow me to read you the account and explain it as I go along.  God’s Word is through the Apostle and Evangelist John – his eyewitness account – chapter thirteen, verses one through seventeen….

It was just before the Passover Feast, in fact, the very first evening of the week-long feast of Unleavened Bread.  Jesus knew that the time had come for him to leave this world, having accomplished our salvation, and go to the Father, to await our arrival.  Having loved his own who were in the world, as a good-bye gift, as a farewell present, he now showed them the full extent of his love, words which encompass not just this footwashing, but also our Savior’s complete passion.  
 The evening meal was being served, the Passover Meal itself, sometime shortly past six.  And the devil had already prompted, literally “thrown it into the heart of”, Judas Iscariot, son of Simon Iscariot, possibly the only Judean apostle among the Twelve, to betray Jesus. 

Jesus knew that the Father had put all things under his power, no, literally, “had given all things into his hands”, the Father had entrusted Jesus with the accomplishment of the mission of our salvation.  And Jesus knew that he had come from God and was returning to God, some twenty-one hours hence.  

So he got up from the meal, took off his outer clothing, the sizeable cloak or heavy robe people commonly wore in the cold, and wrapped a towel around his waist, the only such towel in the entire New Testament.  After that, he poured water, probably from one of those big, free-standing, clay containers, into a basin, the only such basin in the entire New Testament, and probably also made of clay, and began to wash his disciples' feet, drying them with the towel that was wrapped around him.  It was the sort of thing that guests, who were invariably sandaled or barefoot, usually did for themselves—unless their host was being unusually kind.  

Well, then Jesus came to Simon Peter, who said to him, "Lord, are you going to wash my feet?"  Peter was surprised at this.  See, he addressed Jesus as Lord; he knew he was Jesus’ servant; Peter probably expected that he should be washing Jesus’ feet.  

Jesus replied, "You do not realize now what I am doing, but later you will understand."  And those words point out that there’s a lot more than just a foot-washing going on here.  
"No," said Peter, "you shall never wash my feet" but literally it’s even stronger, “Certainly not will you wash my feet—never ever!”  Don’t take that as rebellion on Peter’s part, however.  Jesus doesn’t rebuke him.  Instead, he explains.
Jesus answered, "Unless I wash you, you have no part with me."  And that’s where we find out this is no simple foot-washing.  Unless I wash you, you have no part with me.  This foot-washing is meant to point up the washing by which one is made a part of Christ himself—the washing away of trespasses, a complete cleansing from guilt.  
And Peter catches that now, because we read: "Then, Lord," Simon Peter replied, "not just my feet but my hands and my head as well!"  Spiritually speaking, Peter knows not only are his feet dirty, but so are his hands, and his head, and his heart.  

 Jesus answered, "A person who has had a bath needs only to wash his feet; his whole body is clean.”  Spiritually speaking: once Christ has bathed a soul – maybe as a baby, maybe over the basin of some ornate font – all a soul needs to do is to return there for the assurance of his forgiveness.  

And to the comfort of the apostles, Jesus adds: “You are clean,” but he must add the disclaimer: “though not every one of you." For he knew who was going to betray him, he had read the Old Testament prophecies of his betrayal, and with perfect powers of discernment (unmarred by mists of sin) he knew what Judas would do, and that was why he said not every one was clean. 

Finally: When he had finished washing their feet, he put on his clothes and returned to his place. "Do you understand what I have done for you?" he asked them.  

Right away, he explains: "You call me `Teacher' or “Rabbi”, the most common designation by which Jesus was addressed.  And you call me `Lord,' acknowledging that Peter had just thus titled him twice.  And rightly so, Jesus adds, for that is what I am. 

And then Jesus draws this application: Now that I, your Lord and God, your Rabbi and Teacher, have washed your feet, with overtones of the forgiveness of sins, you also should wash one another's feet, with overtones of the forgiveness of sins.  

I have set you an example that you should do as I have done for you.  And the language here describes it as an unending debt, to be worked on until the end.  I tell you the truth, no servant is greater than his master, so a servant must do as his master has done, washing others’ feet.  Nor is a messenger, literally an “apostle” greater than the one who sent him, so an apostle must do as Christ has done, washing others’ feet.  

And Jesus concludes with this encouragement: Now that you know these things, you will be blessed if you do them.

Appropriation: Jesus Washes Our Feet and Hands and Head

…And that’s the account of Jesus washing his apostles’ feet: at a bit past six, Maundy Thursday evening.  So, what’s the message to us? – Well, three things, if I might suggest them….

First of all: our feet and hands and head were dirty.  Peter knew that.  He pleaded with Jesus: Wash not just my feet, but my hands and my head as well!  And we’ve surely got to pray the same.  

Friend, your feet are dirty.  So are mine.  Your feet are dirty when they carry you to places where your eyes see what they’re not supposed to see.  Your feet are dirty when they bring you to places where your mouth speaks at the expense of brothers and sisters of yours in Christ, and scorns them.  Your feet are also dirty when they fail to move you places—maybe to study the Scriptures, maybe to benefit others.  So are mine.

Brother, your hands are dirty.  Sure, your hands are dirty if ever they’re holding an illegal substance or a woman that’s not your own.  But they’re also dirty when they’re clenching cash that should go to help someone else.  They’re also dirty when they’re not folded frequently in fervent prayer.  And my hands are dirty, too.  

Sister, your head is dirty.  Your head is dirty when it’s filled with things you just have to have for yourself.  Your head is dirty when you’re too quick to criticize your neighbor lady or your daughter’s classmate’s mom.  Your head is dirty when it’s filled with complaints against others doing their jobs—really, against God who arranged things that way.  And my head is dirty, too.  

We’re dirty, people!  And how do we get clean?  Jesus answered: When I wash you, you have part with me!  Thank God for that!  

Those sins of your feet?  Friend, Jesus has washed your feet—just as surely as he washed the apostles’ feet!  Do you see his feet: punctured for you, bloody for you?  The blood of his feet covers the sins of your feet.  And you are completely clean!

Those sins of your hands?  Friend, Jesus has scrubbed your hands—cleaner than any soap can scour!  Do you see his hands: pierced for you, bloody for you?  They’re reaching out to you.  And Jesus is saying, “I forgive you.  I love you.  I cherish you.  I’ve cleansed you.”  And you are completely clean!  

That head of yours?  Friend, Jesus has scrubbed your head—more effectively than any store’s shampoo!  Do you see his head: bruised for you, gashed for you, bashed for you, bloody for you?  He’s thinking, “You’ll be with me in paradise.”  And if his head is thinking it, your head can’t be doubting it.  Eternal life is yours!  

Conclusion: We Wash One Another’s’ Feet  

Our feet and hands and head were dirty.  Jesus washed us clean.  Eternal life is ours.  Don’t we just have to wash up one another?  

And before you agree too quickly, that’s tougher than it sounds.  Intellectually, we say, “Yes, yes, we forgive everyone’s sins against us.”  But do we – yes, we good solid Christians! – do we really, deep down, do it?  

Have you forgiven your sister her peskiness or pettiness?  Have you forgiven your brother his being mean or unclean?  Have you forgiven your Dad his harshness, your Mom where she did you wrong?  Have you forgiven your husband his neglect of you, your wife the aggravation she’s caused?  Have you forgiven that former friend who betrayed you?  Have you forgiven the boss or teacher who nearly ruined your life?  

Who has done you the most dirt in your life?  Have you sincerely pardoned that individual?  

Friend, take a look at Christ!  Take a look at his feet, crushed for you.  Take a look at his hands, reaching out to you.  Take a look at his head, bent to accept your pain, bowed to erase your pain.  

My brother, my sister: will you wash one another’s feet?  

Amen.


Scripture says: God saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit, whom he poured out on us generously through Jesus Christ our Savior, so that, having been justified by his grace, we might become heirs having the hope of eternal life.  Amen.  
