Footwashing:
Only a Lesson
in Humility?

Once a year, Christians are commanded to follow the example
of Jesus Christ in performing the foot-washing ceremony He
instituted on the eve of His crucifixion. But why?

By Stephen K. Hart

hen men and women wore
sandals — shoes open at the
toes and on top — and com-

monly went barefoot as they walked
the dusty and sometimes muddy
roads and streets, the act of foot
washing was a hospitable amenity
extended to guests upon arrival at the
home of their host.

It was usually performed by a
servant or by the wife of the host,
while the guests reclined at the
table.

Jesus — the servant — performed
this lowly service for His disciples on
the night of His final Passover.

A humbling ordinance

John’s account of this event has
special significance when compared
with the parallel accounts by the
other gospel writers (John 13). The
synoptics (Matthew, Mark and
Luke) describe the partaking of the
bread and wine. John does not men-
tion this, but replaces it with the foot-
washing incident. The explanation is
that there is a deeper meaning in the
foot-washing episode than is at first
apparent.

The basic significance of foot
washing seems obvious. John 13:14-
17 states explicitly that Jesus’ wash-
ing of the disciples” feet was an
example of self-sacrificing humility
for them to imitate. Certainly this
lesson of service is not to be underes-
timated. In the first century — as so
often today — humility was despised
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as a sign of weakness rather than
being seen as a virtue.

But Jesus made it a requirement
for salvation. Thus the foot-washing
incident is an enactment of His
teaching:

“Whosoever will be great among
you, shall be your minister: And who-
soever of you will be the chiefest, shall
beservantofall” (Mark 10:43-44).

A deeper meaning

Yet there is more to it than this
simple interpretation. For example,
John 13:8 indicates that Jesus’ act of
washing the disciples’ feet was essen-
tial to them if they were to inherit
God’s Kingdom, “If I wash thee not,
thou hast no part with me.” In verses
10 and 11, Jesus seems to imply that
His action also represents a cleansing
from sin: “Ye are clean, but not all.
For he knew who should betray him;
therefore said he, ye are not all
clean.”

Moreover, if Christ only intended
foot washing to teach humility, then
why should He have stated in verse 7
that they would only understand it
later, presumably after His resur-
rection? For Christ immediately ex-
plained the lesson of humility that
could be learned from His actions in
verses 12 through 17. Clearly some-
thing more than a pattern of service
is being established here.

Besides being an example of hu-
mility, the foot washing was also a
prophetic indication of Christ’s ap-

proaching crucifixion. In lowering
Himself to wash His disciples’ feet,
Jesus anticipated His humiliation
in death, in the same way that
Mary’s actions in John 12:1-8 fore-
shadowed the anointing of His
body for burial. Notice verse 7,
“Then said Jesus, let her alone:
against the day of my burying
hath she kept this [ointment].”
Foot washing was an act of service
for others, symbolic of the service
Christ rendered to men in laying
down His life for them.

Christ “laid aside” His garments
to do the foot washing (John 13:4).
The same Greek word tithenai is also
used in John 10:11, 15, 17, 18, where
Christ spoke of “laying down” His
life for mankind. A deliberate paral-
lel? Perhaps, especially since the
same Greek verb lambenein, mean-
ing take up, is used in both John
13:12, in reference to Jesus’ gar-
ments, and John 10:17-18, in refer-
ence to His life.

A vital observance

Thus John’s rendering of the foot-
washing ceremony brings to mind
Christ’s sacrifice. And this would
explain why Jesus stated that the foot
washing was necessary if the disci-
ples were to share in His heritage
(verse 8), and why it would render
them clean (verse 10). Only His
death on the cross could reconcile
them to God the Father and Christ’s
resurrection and gain them salvation,
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through paying the price for their
sins and making it possible for them
to repent and be accepted by God as
righteous.

Naturally, the disciples wouldn’t
understand this symbolism until after
Christ’sdeath (verse 7),and asa result
Jesus met with resistance from Peter,
when it came His turn to have His feet
washed. Peter attempted to repudiate
Jesus’ humbling of Himself. But Jesus
insisted that if Peter refused to allow
Himtowash His feet —thatis, if Peter
didn’t accept the significance behind
Christ’s actions — then he could not
have a part in the destiny of his Master
(verse 8).

Why continue the ceremony?

Then, impulsively, Peter went to
the other extreme and asked that
Jesus wash his entire body in order to
show his devotion to Him. To correct
this second extreme, Jesus explained
(verse 10) that a man who has
bathed before going out to dinner
does not need to wash his entire body
again upon arrival at the home of his
host, but only his feet, which have
become dusty on the road.

But whyshould Johninclude this bit
of discourse? Is it a reference to the
state of cleanness from sin that believ-
ers, including Christians today,
share? The one nonbeliever there,
Judas, was not clean (verse 11). Was
Christ indicating that it was still nec-
essary for believers, though cleansed
by the sacrifice of Christ, to periodi-
cally be cleansed of the “travel stains™
that they have acquired throughout
the year? If so, the foot-washing cere-
mony was instituted to symbolize a
yearly renewal of and rededication to
one’s initial conversion and resulting
cleanness through baptism.

In other words, it represents the
constant renewal of grace required to
cover one’s daily sins after the initial
justification brought through
Christ’s sacrifice.

When the symbolism behind the
simple act of foot washing is seen, the
truth in Jesus’ statement is given
added emphasis, “If 1 wash thee not,
thou hast no part with me.” If we
refuse to have our feet washed year
by year, it could be viewed as a sym-
bolic refusal of further and continued
reliance on the sacrifice of Christ on
the cross and the resulting justifica-
tion offered to sinners by God. ©
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Old "Testament Personalities

JOB

hough there is much specula-

tion about who the patriarch

Job really was and where and

when he lived, there are, fortunately,

fewer questions about the central

theme of his remarkable book (as-
suming he was the author).

It seems safe to say Job lived
sometime between Abraham and the
exodus. He was extremely wealthy
— the richest man of the east.

Helivedintheland of Uz, but where
intheeast was Uz? Most placeitonthe

eastern edge of Palestine, somewhere
between Damascus on the north and
Petra on the south.

The outstanding characteristic of
Job was his degree of piety. He knew
the law of God and dutifully ob-
served it. He even offered burnt
offerings to God just in case his chil-
dren had sinned (Job 1:5).

God calls a meeting

Now God actively governs the uni-
verse, and at a prearranged time the
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