22 April 2012 : John 13 : 1-17  
One of the more poignant scenes of the Passion is found in these verses of John 13 as the hands that shaped the universe and flung stars into space washed the sweaty smelly feet of His ministry team. Context? V.1 : Jesus knew that the time had come for him to leave this world and go to the Father. There was just one job left for Jesus to do, and it was the most important of all, the glue that held His entire ministry together.
He was about to face the final frontier of death, and tear it down. Man’s mortal enemy was to be disarmed. Permanently. There remained only a few brief hours before Jesus would deliver the work of the Kingdom of God here on earth into mortal hands. Time with the disciples was short, and it was precious. A few final lessons had to be learned.

v.1 continues : Having loved his own who were in the world, Jesus now showed them the full extent of his love. We can use many words to describe the ministry of Jesus, but, as Paul would say, the greatest of them all is love. It was for the love of His children, His silly disobedient, rebellious children that the Father sent His Son, and it was for the same love that the Son laid down His perfect life in exchange for our imperfect lives. 
When Paul wrote that wonderful hymn to love in 1 Corinthians 13, it was not the love of a newly-wed couple it was describing, though it is often, very appropriately, used at wedding services. It was the love of God that sent Jesus to this earth and led Him to the cross. We read in 1 John 4.8 that God is love. It’s not just what He does, it’s who He is.

And so we can say with integrity : God is patient, God is kind. God does not envy, God does not boast, God is not proud. God is not rude, God is not self-seeking, God is not easily angered, God keeps no record of wrongs. God does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. God always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres. God never fails. The ministry of Jesus, a ministry of love, proves all that.

God is not proud. Nothing could be further from proud than Jesus, the Son of the Most High God, getting down on His divine knees to do a menial job that was normally left to the lowest of the household slaves. In those days, people didn’t have Nike trainers or other comfortable footwear, just sandals. If you wanted to go somewhere, you didn’t have a car and there were no buses, so you had to walk on bumpy, dusty tracks. Imagine how your feet would be after a long hard day in the hot sun. Imagine how uncomfortable it would be to sit down for your evening meal with your feet still manky. 
But imagine how washing feet, other people’s feet, would put you right off your dinner. It was a job that none of the 12 disciples felt the least bit inclined to do. Did they think it was beneath them – literally – or did it just never occur to them? Either way, they were mortified by this act of Jesus. Especially, true to form, Peter. He just about laid an egg when Jesus came round to him with the bowl and the towel. No way, Jesus, am I going to let you wash my feet. Pigs will fly first. Only one problem. If Jesus didn’t wash them, no-one else was in a hurry to do it, and it needed done.
Jesus had no pride. But maybe Peter had. Maybe we have. And maybe the 95% of our parish population who, as we said last week, have chosen not to connect with the Kirk in any meaningful sort of way, maybe they have. But they, and we, face the exact same dilemma Peter faced. Whether we like it or not, however we spin it or dress it up, all of us who live in this world have a problem with dirt. That’s true in a physical sense.

Every single one of us needs a bath or a shower, and I don’t mean just once or twice a year on special occasions either. If anyone here hasn’t yet got a revelation of that truth in the natural world, perhaps you would be kind enough to remain downwind of the rest of us! We don’t actively go out and about with the avowed intention of getting as filthy as we possibly can – at least most of us don’t I hope – but it just happens. 

Just as on the dusty streets of Palestine 2,000 years ago, so too in Scotland today, getting dirty and sweaty as we go about each day is inescapable collateral damage of living. It’s not something we plan to happen, it just is. And it’s pretty much the same in the spiritual realm. Most human beings, whatever their faith or lack thereof, don’t get up in the morning with the intention of causing as much trouble and making as many people’s lives a misery as they possibly can. Not even football referees!!!

But we all know from our own experience that it can happen. And it happens a lot more than we’d like it to. With the best will in the world, we make mistakes, we say stupid things, we think unkind thoughts. These are all symptoms of an underlying ailment the Bible calls sin, but for our purposes this morning we’ll call it dirt. We get dirty, and that dirt needs washed away. And here’s where the pride but becomes a problem.

Unfortunately, we are not capable of washing away the dirt of sin by ourselves – not by tying ourselves in knots trying to do enough good deeds to create a credit balance in our personal account, not by giving to this or that good cause in the hope of buying some form of absolution from somebody. In and of our own efforts, we have no answer to the problem of sin, no man-made ethical detergent strong enough to wash it away.

That’s the bad news. The Good News of Easter is that God has provided a way out, that God has made available a way for us to be washed clean, and, even more astonishing, to stay clean. That cleansing comes, free of charge and without precondition, to anyone who will simply receive it. But that’s where pride gets in the way. It sticks in the throat of sophisticated worldly-wise go-getters like us to receive something for nothing.

But let me tell you the uncomfortable truth, that’s the only way God’s cleansing comes. We can’t buy God’s love. It comes only as a gift. We can never deserve God’s love.    It comes only by grace. We can bring nothing in exchange for it – nothing, that is, but our humble acknowledgement that we need it. Just like Peter and the disciples, you and I, as well as all the people out there who make fun of our faith or smile patronisingly at us as they play Russian roulette with their future, must let the Lord Jesus wash our feet. 
The thought of the Lord of Heaven and earth kneeling at our feet to wash us clean from our wrongdoing may be deeply embarrassing, threatening, even offensive to us. As we see in today’s lesson, we wouldn’t be the first to feel like that. No, said Peter, you shall never wash my feet. Jesus answered, Unless I wash you, you have no part with me.
The offence of the cross is that there is no avoiding it. There is no Calvary bypass that offers a short-cut to true life. It’s Jesus or it’s nothing. One of the slickest deceptions to have taken root in the church is the touchy-feely falsehood that there are many ways to God. We’ll see in the next chapter of John’s gospel that Jesus dismisses that dangerous lie in a sentence : I am the way and the truth and the life. No-one comes to the Father except through me – John 14.6. We have lost Kirk members because they simply can’t or won’t accept those words of Jesus, and that illustrates the devil’s desperation.
Please understand why Jesus said that. It’s not narrow-minded restraint of religious trade, nor jealousy over a denominational franchise. It’s the fact that Jesus, and only Jesus, has done what it takes and paid what it costs to offer forgiveness, salvation, eternal life to you, to me, to the PC-prattling politicians, media moguls and other poor deluded souls who, in the words of Lawrence Housman’s hymn “Father eternal, ruler of creation”, go on building proud towers which shall not reach to heaven.
Mohammed did not wash your feet. Buddha did not die on the cross in your place. The various Hindu gods were not wounded for your healing. No trendy philosophy with odd oriental names promises life, in abundance, to the full, till it overflows. Only Jesus, and His stern warning that salvation comes through Him and Him alone is there to protect you from deception and following a spiritual wild-goose chase to the accompaniment of demonic laughter. We need Jesus, and Jesus is all we need. It’s as simple as that.

We need to let Him wash our feet, and we will be clean, and we will be clean not just for that one day, but forever. The foot-washing on the Thursday was a foretaste of the cross on the Friday, when Jesus paid the price of His own perfect life to take away all sin and all guilt from all people for all time. Jesus excludes no-one from the scope of His saving love. If anyone excludes themselves, it is always by their deliberate choice.

Please note that among those whose feet were washed was Judas Iscariot. I haven’t a clue what was going through his little head as Jesus moved along the row and came to him. I can’t begin to imagine how Judas felt when the Jesus had had just arranged to betray got on his knees and washed his feet even as he prepared to put on his sandals and head out into the night to do what he did. But what we do see is the love of Jesus that offered to Judas, even then, a way out, a way back on track with God’s plan.

Think of the biggest rogues, vagabonds and charlatans you’ve ever come across, the vilest tyrants, terrorists and thugs you’ve ever heard about, and Jesus died for them too. The cross bought their salvation just as surely as it did ours. Who knows how many of the most surprising people we will find in Heaven because, at their dying breath, they saw the face of Jesus and accepted Him. That’s what the love of God is all about.

But each and every one of us has a choice to make. In that saddest of conversations in John 13.11, Jesus remarks wistfully : And you are clean, though not every one of you. For he knew who was going to betray him, and that was why he said not every one was clean. Why was Judas not clean? Because he chose not to accept the cleansing. He sat there with his face a picture of distaste as the Jesus he rejected offered him life.

Here’s the thing. God has done, in Jesus, all that is required for us to receive life in all its rich fullness here on earth and in eternity to come. Each of us has total responsibility to receive, or not, for ourselves, that new life, that true life, that Jesus offers – bearing in mind that it comes only one way, by agreeing with God that we need His cleansing through the blood of Jesus and accepting it as a free and undeserved gift of grace.

And, having made that decision, we then have another glorious opportunity to honour the Lord by devoting the rest of this life on earth to sharing that new life with others. Jesus says we are to wash each other’s feet, following His example. But bear in mind that Jesus taught in pictures. I don’t think He’s telling us we need to go around all the time clutching a basin, a towel, and a bottle of aloe vera and camomile liquid soap.

I’m not saying it may never be right to physically wash feet, but perhaps we need to be a bit more imaginative. What’s really at stake is presenting the love of Jesus to people as we seek to meet their needs in Jesus’ name, as an act of witness. Maybe the starting point is going about our life in a constant attitude of prayer – I don’t mean in the sense of hands clasped and eyes closed, especially not when you’re driving, but in the sense of constant openness to hear from God : Speak, Lord, for Your servant is listening.

Let God show you when your neighbours have just had a massive car repair bill, and are struggling to buy food for their family – maybe a wee anonymous envelope of banknotes through the door with a message “Jesus loves you”? Dare I say, maybe God will show you the young couple that haven’t had a night out together for a long time because they’ve no-one to look after the children … or that elderly buddy that might actually like to come to church with you but has no-one to give her a lift? 
Get the picture? Wee things like that? 21st century foot-washing? These are the simple things that point to the love of Jesus, and I know they’re going on among you without me telling you, but let’s see if we can become even more alert to the voice of Jesus. Now that you know these things, you will be blessed if you do them
