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LESSON FOCUS: You are called to serve—go and love!

Serving Love

It’s a valid question for the church: How does the world per-
ceive us?

Will they know we are Christians by our ability to win 
an argument? By our cantankerous inclinations? By our con-
sistently contentious spirit? By our contrary outlook on the 
world? By our gossip? By our snide remarks and put-downs?

Or will they know we are Christians by our allegiance to 
the correct political party? By our covert racial or national 
prejudice? By our prayers for political leaders we chose and 
our cursing of those we did not choose? By our stand for our 
constitutional rights? By our tirades against the government?

Well then, will they know we are Christians by our belliger-
ence toward people who sin differently than we do? By our 
eschatological mastery of all things prophetic? By our exact rec-
itation of the four spiritual laws? By our in-depth knowledge of 
systematic theology? By our memorization of key Bible verses? 
By our interpretation of Scripture (as long as, of course, it’s con-
venient to what we already believe)? By our pinpoint accuracy 
of predicting the day and hour of Jesus’ return? By our singing 
of the most ancient hymns (or of the most contemporary praise 
songs)? By our speaking with human eloquence or even angelic 
ecstasy? By our spreading rumors about the church we used to 
go to? By our superior faith?

Actually, no. None of the above! There’s but one way they’ll 
know we’re followers of Jesus. Indeed, it was Jesus Himself 
who put it this way: “This is how everyone will recognize that 
you are my disciples—when they see the love you have for 
each other” (John 13:35, The Message).

1. What are some ways the world sometimes perceives 
Christians?

2. What are some consequences of this?

3. What should we be known for? Why?
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An Unexpected Act
John 13:1-5, KJV
1 Now before the feast of the 

passover, when Jesus knew that 
his hour was come that he should 
depart out of this world unto the 
Father, having loved his own 
which were in the world, he loved 
them unto the end.
2 And supper being ended, the 

devil having now put into the heart 
of Judas Iscariot, Simon’s son, to 
betray him;
3 Jesus knowing that the Father 

had given all things into his hands, 
and that he was come from God, 
and went to God;
4 He riseth from supper, and laid 

aside his garments; and took a 
towel, and girded himself.
5 After that he poureth water into 

a bason, and began to wash the dis-
ciples’ feet, and to wipe them with 
the towel wherewith he was girded.

On the night before He was crucified, Jesus spent time 
with His disciples explaining what was going to happen and 
providing some words of encouragement that would be of 
help in the difficult days that lay ahead.

When they arrived at the place where they were to share a 
Passover meal, no servant was waiting to wash their feet.  
That was a custom in those days when visitors arrived at a 
home with their feet covered from the dust of the roads  
they had traveled on. It seems that no one was willing to 
step forward to assume this role—no one except for Jesus. 
Sometime during the meal, Jesus removed His robe, wrapped 
a towel around His waist, and began washing the feet of  

John 13:1-5, NIV
   1It was just before the Passover 

Festival. Jesus knew that the 
hour had come for him to leave 
this world and go to the Father. 
Having loved his own who were 
in the world, he loved them to 
the end.

   2The evening meal was in prog-
ress, and the devil had already 
prompted Judas, the son of 
Simon Iscariot, to betray Jesus. 
3Jesus knew that the Father had 
put all things under his power, 
and that he had come from God 
and was returning to God; 4so he 
got up from the meal, took off 
his outer clothing, and wrapped 
a towel around his waist. 5After 
that, he poured water into a basin 
and began to wash his disciples’ 
feet, drying them with the towel 
that was wrapped around him.
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those reclining at the table with Him.
By all rights, Jesus could have demanded more honor, 

respect, and support from His disciples during what was to 
become a time of great personal need. He would soon face the 
most painful event someone in that day could experience; He 
would be betrayed by one reclining at the table and would be 
handed over to those who wanted Him killed; He would be 
tortured and would then die in agony, abandoned by those 
who hours earlier claimed to be among His followers. At a 
time when Jesus’ need for encouragement was the greatest, 
He showed the extent of His love by taking on the role of a 
servant and performing a task that only the lowliest of that 
time would typically do.

4. What was unusual about what did not happen when 
Jesus and His disciples arrived at the place where they were 
going to share a Passover meal?

5. Why was Jesus’ response unexpected? 

6. What did this reveal about Him?

A Spiritual Implication
John 13:6-11, KJV
6 Then cometh he to Simon 

Peter: and Peter saith unto him, 
Lord, dost thou wash my feet?
7 Jesus answered and said unto 

him, What I do thou knowest 
not now; but thou shalt know 
hereafter.
8 Peter saith unto him, Thou 

shalt never wash my feet. Jesus 
answered him, If I wash thee 
not, thou hast no part with me.
9 Simon Peter saith unto him, 

Lord, not my feet only, but also 
my hands and my head.
10 Jesus saith to him, He that is 

John 13:6-11, NIV
   6He came to Simon Peter, who 

said to him, “Lord, are you going to 
wash my feet?”

   7Jesus replied, “You do not realize 
now what I am doing, but later you 
will understand.”

   8“No,” said Peter, “you shall never 
wash my feet.” Jesus answered, 
“Unless I wash you, you have no 
part with me.”

   9“Then, Lord,” Simon Peter 
replied, “not just my feet but my 
hands and my head as well!”

   10Jesus answered, “Those who 
have had a bath need only to wash 
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washed needeth not save to wash 
his feet, but is clean every whit: 
and ye are clean, but not all.
11 For he knew who should betray 

him; therefore said he, Ye are not 
all clean.

Peter initially refused to let Jesus wash his feet. It’s unclear 
why. He may have been embarrassed that One he’d followed 
and respected was taking on such a menial task; he may have 
been too proud to believe he was unclean in some say—so 
dirty that someone of such a high position felt the need to 
clean him up a bit; or he may have felt the whole situation was 
a bit awkward and wanted to keep it from getting more so.

Those who came to an event such as this would often bathe 
themselves before traveling. If they’d done so, the only part 
of their body that would need additional cleaning when they 
arrived would be their feet. Even if they had bathed before-
hand, this final bit of cleansing was sometimes required before 
they could enter the place where the event was taking place. 

Jesus’ actions had a spiritual implication. Although those 
who followed Him could do some things on their own to con-
tribute to their spiritual cleanliness, before they could enter 
His house—the kingdom of God—they had to be washed of 
those things that only He could cleanse them of.

7. Why might Peter have initially been reluctant to let 
Jesus wash his feet?

8. Why was what Jesus did important from a social 
standpoint?

9. What did it symbolize spiritually?

A New Command
John 13:12-15, 34-35, KJV
12 So after he had washed their 

feet, and had taken his garments, 
and was set down again, he said 

their feet; their whole body is 
clean. And you are clean, though 
not every one of you.” 11For he 
knew who was going to betray 
him, and that was why he said 
not every one was clean.

KJV NIV

John 13:12-15, 34-35, NIV
   12When he had finished wash-

ing their feet, he put on his 
clothes and returned to his place. 
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unto them, Know ye what I have 
done to you?
13 Ye call me Master and Lord: and 

ye say well; for so I am.
14 If I then, your Lord and Master, 

have washed your feet; ye also 
ought to wash one another’s feet.
15 For I have given you an exam-

ple, that ye should do as I have 
done to you.
34 A new commandment I give 

unto you, That ye love one another; 
as I have loved you, that ye also 
love one another.
35 By this shall all men know that 

ye are my disciples, if ye have love 
one to another.

After hinting that there was spiritual significance to what 
He had just done (vs. 11), Jesus noted a more practical impli-
cation of His actions. Jesus wanted His disciples to love one 
another; one way they could do so was by serving others.

Earlier that evening, Jesus’ disciples were arguing about 
who among them was the greatest (Luke 22:24-30). Jesus told 
them that it is not those who lord it over others who are the 
greatest, but rather it is those who serve others. By washing 
their feet, Jesus was providing His disciples with an example 
of how this type of service is demonstrated. Jesus then told His 
disciples to do likewise, perhaps by literally washing the feet 
of others, but in some way demonstrating God’s love through 
practical acts of service.

10. What incident may have prompted Jesus to perform 
this act of service?

11. How did Jesus want His disciples to respond to His 
example? Why?

KJV NIV
“Do you understand what I 
have done for you?” he asked 
them. 13“You call me ‘Teacher’ 
and ‘Lord,’ and rightly so, for 
that is what I am. 14Now that I, 
your Lord and Teacher, have 
washed your feet, you also 
should wash one another’s feet. 
15I have set you an example that 
you should do as I have done 
for you.

   34“A new command I give you: 
Love one another. As I have 
loved you, so you must love one 
another. 35By this everyone will 
know that you are my disciples, 
if you love one another.”
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A Servant-Leader
I once had a boss who understood the concept of what 

it meant to lead by serving. Although he could have come 
around the office telling us what we needed to do, his 
approach was to ask us what he could do to make our jobs 
easier and to then do whatever he could to make that happen. 
The result of his approach to leadership was a happier and 
more productive work place. Ironically, his commitment to 
serve us resulted in our company becoming more profitable.

The day before he left for greener fields, I asked him about 
his philosophy of leadership. He said that he considered him-
self to be a servant-leader. Rather than driving us to succeed, 
he felt that we and the company’s interests were best accom-
plished when he served those put in his charge. 

I have thought about his example often in the years since I 
left the company. How might my own positions of leadership 
have been more effective if I had taken my responsibility to 
lead as an opportunity to serve rather than to lord over others? 
How might my relationship with my wife and children have 
been different if I had chosen to lead by serving them rather 
than being domineering toward them? Would more people in 
my neighborhood have been attracted to me and perhaps to 
Jesus if I had learned how to be a servant-leader?

I suspect that over the years more have seen the “I want to 
be in charge” attitude in me than the “I want to serve” one. 
Thankfully, I can now be more committed to serving others so 
that they can see Jesus more clearly through me and know that 
I am a follower of Him.

12. What does it mean to be a servant-leader? Share 
examples of someone you’ve observed being one.

13. Do you consider yourself to be one who wants to 
serve or one who wants to be in charge? What are some 
consequences of this?

14. What are some ways you can demonstrate what it 
means to love by serving?
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Demonstrate Love through Service
It’s easy to fall into the trap of wanting to be served rather 

than being the first to step up to serve; and sometimes when 
an opportunity to serve presents itself, we wait, hoping per-
haps that someone else will step forward so that we don’t 
have to. But as Jesus noted, others will know we are Christians 
by the love we have for one another, and one of the ways we 
can demonstrate His love is by serving others. Jesus has called 
us to serve. And so let’s go and do it—let’s go and love.

 � What can you do this week to demonstrate Jesus’ love by serv-
ing others?

KEY VERSE
For I have given you an example, that ye should do as I have 
done to you. —John 13:15, KJV

I have set you an example that you should do as I have done for 
you. —John 13:15, NIV

DAILY BIBLE READINGS
Week of November 2 through November 8
(See The Quiet Hour for devotionals on these passages.)
Mon. Isaiah 5:1-7—God Is Disappointed with Israel.
Tues. Isaiah 27:2-6—God Will Redeem Israel.
Wed. John 14:8-14—Believers Continue God’s Work.
Thurs. John 10:11-18—Jesus Freely Lays Down His Life.
Fri. John 15:18-25—Facing the World as Jesus Did.
Sat. John 15:1-3—Jesus Tends to His Vineyard.
Sun. John 15:4-17—Always Love One Another.


