
“Embracing the Character of Discipleship”!
John 13:1-17!

A person’s character is the most important part about him or her.  We are often more concerned 
about our reputation than we are our character.  Reputation is what you are on the stage.  
Character is who you are in the dark.  Reputation is what others say about me, which may or 
may not be true.  Character is what God knows about me, which is always true.  Character is 
more important, and it always precedes reputation.!

Jesus said that His disciples are men and women of character.  That character is not their own, 
but is His character being reproduced in the disciple’s life.!

These chapters in the gospel of John reveal the final instructions that Jesus gave His disciples 
prior to His crucifixion.  Perhaps nowhere in Scripture can we find a more close knit 
conversation that Jesus had with His disciples than in these passages.!

Within these chapters, He explains the character of true discipleship.!

After having spent nearly three and a half years with Jesus, these disciples have now come to 
the end of Christ’s earthly ministry.  As He spends His final hours with them, Jesus comforts 
their hearts and teaches them about the true character of those who belong to Him. According 
to what Jesus says, His disciples are known by their:!

• Servant attitude!

• Consistent obedience!

• Spiritual fruit!

• Love for others!

The character that Jesus describes in these chapters is the kind of character that He produces 
in the lives of His followers.  As we take on more of Christ’s character and likeness, the 
character traits that Jesus describes here will be more noticeable in our lives.!

1.  A character that SERVES willingly!

What we read in this text is truly one of the most shocking pictures that we find in all of 
Scripture.  It is here that we find the very Son of God on His hands and knees, washing the dirty 



feet of His disciples.  The Lord Jesus Christ—the One who flung the stars into space, who 
keeps the planets in orbit, the One worthy of nothing but infinite worship, the One who can 
name every molecule in your body and the very One who keeps every particle held together—is 
assuming the role of a humble servant.  The One who deserves to be served is demonstrating 
in a vivid and humiliating way what it means to truly be great in the Kingdom of God.!

I want to show you three things about service and discipleship:!

Serving is ESTABLISHED upon love!

“Now before the feast of the Passover, when Jesus knew that His hour had come to depart out 
of this world to the Father, having loved His own who were in the world, He loved them to the 
end.  During supper, when the devil had already put it into the heart of Judas Iscariot, Simon’s 
son, to betray Him, Jesus, knowing that the Father had given all things into His hands, and that 
He had come from God and was going back to God, rose from supper.”!

John describes the context that surrounds this event.  Jesus has gathered with His disciples in 
the upper room to observe the Passover meal.  Just a few hours later, He will be betrayed by 
one of those who had been closest to Him.  Then, He would be falsely tried and condemned to 
die on a cross in a very public, horrific, and humiliating way.!

He knew precisely what was about to happen in just a few hours.!

• He knew that His hour had come!

• He knew that He would be departing out of the world to be with the Father!

• He knew that He would be forsaken by His disciples!

• He knew that one of those who had been the closest to Him would betray Him and turn Him 
over to the chief priests!

The key to understanding the selfless and sacrificial actions of Jesus in this text is seen in verse 
1:!

John 13:1 - “…having loved His own who were in the world, He loved them to the end.”!

Our world speaks the language of love, but it doesn’t know the true definition of love.  It reduces 
love to mere sentiment, to a feeling that comes and goes like a bad case of indigestion.  Love is 



not a feeling.  Love is a verb.  True love is not demonstrated by one’s words, but through one’s 
actions.  These actions are not based on feeling, but are based upon truth.  I imagine that Jesus 
didn’t ‘feel’ like getting on the floor and washing the feet of these men, but love for His Father 
and love for His disciples compelled Him to do so.!

Sacrificial service is the supreme sign of love, for we serve what we love.  Before serving others 
will be characteristic of your life, love for others must first be evident within.  Service is nothing 
more than tangible evidence of love for others.!

John MacArthur - “The modern world’s version of love is unabashedly narcissistic, totally self-
focused, and shamelessly manipulative.  It sees others merely as a means of self-gratification.  
Not surprisingly, relationships between selfish people usually do not last.  If a current partner 
fails to live up to expectations (or they find someone more exciting), they move on.  People are 
takers, not givers; humility is considered a weakness; selfishness is a virtue.” !

Hence the consumer-driven mindset that has crept into the local church.  Selfish people are 
content to consume the religious product that they think the church provides, rather than roll up 
their sleeves and get their hands dirty.  Our flesh would much more prefer another Bible study 
than an outlet to actually do something with that knowledge.!

Knowledge alone is not the end goal of discipleship—Christlike obedience is.  We don’t study 
the Word simply to know it.  We study it and desire to know it so we can obey it.  Jesus said the 
Law and Prophets can be summed up in this way:!

• Love God with all your heart, soul, and mind!

• Love others as you love yourself!

This love for God and love for those made in His image manifests itself through acts of willing 
and humble service.  It is hard to show selfless love to someone if all you do as a Christian is 
attend another class or study for the sake of knowledge alone. !

John 8:31 - “If you abide in My word, you are truly My disciples, and you will know the 
truth, and the truth will set you free.”!

Jesus goes on to say in that passage that an authentic knowledge of the truth results in 
obedience and practice of it.  The works of a person’s life will reveal whether or not they have 



truly believed and embraced the truth.  The litmus test of true discipleship is not doctrinal 
knowledge alone.  It is the fruit of obedience to the truth, love for God and love for others that is 
manifest through self-sacrifice.  Consider:!

• instead of tearing other people down, true love builds others up!

• instead of pursuing its own good, true love pursues the good of other people!

• instead of seeking to have its own needs met, true love focuses on meeting the needs of 
others!

1 Corinthians 13:4-8 - “Love is patient and kind; love does not envy or boast; it is not 
arrogant or rude.  It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it does 
not rejoice at wrongdoing, but rejoices with the truth.  Love bears all things, believes all 
things, hopes all things, endures all things.  Love never ends.” !

What Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 13 is the supreme description of love, and what Jesus does 
here in John 13 is the supreme depiction of love.  It is a precursor of the supreme display of love 
that we see just a couple of chapters later as Jesus is nailed to a cross.!

Serving is EVIDENCE of humility!

“He laid aside His outer garments, and taking a towel, tied it around His waist.  Then He poured 
water into a basin and began to wash the disciples’ feet and to wipe them with the towel that 
was wrapped around Him.  He came to Simon Peter, who said to Him, ‘Lord, do You wash my 
feet?’  Jesus answered him, ‘What I am doing you do not understand now, but afterward you will 
understand.’  Peter said to Him, ‘You shall never wash my feet.’  Jesus answered him, ‘If I do not 
wash you, you have no share with Me.’  Simon Peter said to Him, ‘Lord, not my feet only but 
also my hands and my head!’  Jesus said to him, ‘The one who has bathed does not need to 
wash, except for his feet, but is completely clean.  And you are clean, but not every one of you.’  
For He knew who was to betray Him; that was why He said, ‘Not all of you are clean.’”!

This is the mind of Christ that Paul describes in Philippians 2, that of a humble, selfless attitude 
that puts others before self:!

Philippians 2:1-11 - “So if there is any encouragement in Christ, any comfort from love, 
any participation in the Spirit, any affection and sympathy, complete my joy by being of 



the same mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind.  Do nothing 
from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility count others more significant than 
yourselves.  Let each of you look not only to his own interests, but also to the interests 
of others.  Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, who, 
though He was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, 
but emptied Himself, by taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men.  
And being found in human form, He humbled Himself by becoming obedient to the point 
of death, even death on a cross.  Therefore God has highly exalted Him and bestowed on 
Him the name that is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should 
bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus 
Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.”!

In humility, Jesus ‘emptied Himself’ by taking on the form of a servant and by being born in the 
likeness of men.!

“Emptied” - literally means to make no reputation of oneself !

It means that though He had eternally existed, by coming to where we were, the Son of God laid 
aside His robes of glory and grandeur.  His glory was veiled and He took on the form of a 
servant.!

C.S. Lewis - “In the Christian story, God descends to re-ascend.  He comes down, down from 
the heights of absolute being into time and space, down into humanity, down to the very roots 
and seed bed of the humanity which He Himself created.  But He goes down to come up again 
and bring ruined sinners up with Him…one has the picture of a strong man, stooping lower and 
lower to get himself underneath some great complicated burden, he must stoop in order to lift.  
He must almost disappear under the load before he incredibly straightens his back and marches 
off with the whole mass swaying on his shoulders.” !

The language of Philippians 2:6 is very important:!

• “Form” - word is ‘morphe’; essential form of something that is true to its nature and cannot 
be altered!

• “Equality” - word is ‘isos’ and means perfectly equal in number, size, or quality!

• “Grasped” - word is ‘harpagmos’; robbery or the act of seizing !



Jesus in the very being of God in every sense equal with God refuses to cling to that equality, 
refuses to cling to the privileges and the rights that go along with that equality, refuses to grasp 
and clutch those wonderful, heavenly glories.  The incarnation then begins with humility and 
unselfishness.  It begins with Jesus being willing to let go of the glory that He had with the 
Father before the world began.!

In humility, Jesus Christ laid aside His heavenly glory which He had known for eternity past and 
came to where we were.!

If the Son of God could lay aside His glory and come all the way to where we are, then we 
should embrace the posture of a servant in our relationships with others.!

Do nothing from selfish ambition, but in humility, esteem others better than yourself.  Think of 
how this mindset will transform the home, the marriage relationship, the church, and even our 
culture.!

Serving is ESSENTIAL to discipleship!

“When He had washed their feet and put on His outer garments and resumed His place, He said 
to them, ‘Do you understand what I have done to you?  You call Me Teacher and Lord, and you 
are right, for so I am.  If I then, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to 
wash one another’s feet.  For I have given you an example, that you also should do just as I 
have done to you.  Truly, truly, I say to you, a servant is not greater than his master, nor is a 
messenger greater than the one who sent him.  If you know these things, blessed are you if you 
do them.’”!

Verse 12 has overtones of what the writer of Hebrews says:!

Hebrews 10:12-14 - “But when Christ had offered for all time a single sacrifice for sins, 
He sat down at the right hand of God, waiting from that time until His enemies should be 
made a footstool for His feet.  For by a single offering He has perfected for all time those 
who are being sanctified.”!

Jesus tells His disciples that they are to imitate Him.  They must serve one another the way that 
He served them.  There’s no growth in Christlikeness apart from service.  To say it another way, 
maturity only comes through ministry.  Sanctification comes through service.!



Ministry is always “minus me.”!

Bill Hull - “Some people just don’t get it.  They want to be Christian without being Christlike.  
They want a scholarship—a full ride—through life.  We can’t receive rewards we don’t deserve 
or positions we don’t earn.” !

Discipleship is not about “what’s in it for me.”  Such an attitude thinks only about self, and it is 
more than content to grab onto the winner’s coattail rather than get its own hands dirty.!

There’s an interesting illustration of this in Mark 10.!

In order for His disciples to serve like Jesus served, we need to face up to our own pride and 
ego.  Pride serves itself.  Pride wants to be served rather than serve, and it is incompatible with 
discipleship. !

Bill Hull - “Then and now, Jesus calls His disciples to ‘drink this cup’ is we want to be like Him.  
But what’s in the cup?  It’s ‘doulos’—becoming a slave for Christ.  This means giving up my right 
to run my own life.” !

The cup of service for Jesus meant giving His life in sacrifice.  It meant being rejected and 
despised by the very ones He came to save.  It meant the way of the cross over the way of 
convenience.!

He is the Servant-King, and we are to follow His example.  Jesus even said so:!

Mark 10:45 - “For even the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give 
His life as a ransom for many.”!

In the kingdom of God:!

• the way to live is to die!

• the way up is down!

• the way to be exalted is to be humble!

The way to eternal satisfaction is the delay of temporal satisfaction.!



Divine truth is paradoxical in nature, which means that it doesn’t make sense from an earthly 
perspective.  It is counter intuitive to the ways of the world.  It is this wisdom that makes the 
church so different.!

If it is recognition and satisfaction that you want, Jesus said the way to truly find it is to go to the 
back of the line.  Those who go through life insisting to be first, to be heard, to be right, to be 
served, these are among those who will one day stand before Jesus, the Servant King, and 
hear Him say, “I never knew you.”  The first shall be last, and the last shall be first.!

Christ’s disciples think of others before they think of themselves.  Their aim in life is to serve 
others for the glory of God.!

Two or three decades ago, the songwriter Graham Kendrick captured this truth in a beautiful 
anthem that he wrote:!

From heaven You came helpless babe  
Entered our world, Your glory veiled  

Not to be served but to serve  
And give Your life that we might live!

This is our God, The Servant King  
He calls us now to follow Him 

To bring our lives as a daily offering  
Of worship to The Servant King!

There in the garden of tears 
My heavy load He chose to bear 
His heart with sorrow was torn  

'Yet not My will but Yours,' He said!

Come see His hands and His feet 
The scars that speak of sacrifice  
Hands that flung stars into space  

To cruel nails surrendered!

So let us learn how to serve  
And in our lives enthrone Him 



Each other's needs to prefer 
For it is Christ we're serving!

Sometimes, I think we forget why we ultimately are to do the things we do.  It is so easy for us to 
get stuck in a rut.  Service becomes conditional.  Burn out and fatigue takes its toll.  Whenever 
this is the case, we simply need to be reminded of our Servant-King.  If accolade is the reason 
we serve, we've missed the point.  If appreciation from others is the precondition of our service, 
we’ve totally missed the heart of God.!

If we are not extremely careful, a subtle desire to be served can taint and corrupt our service.  If 
the desire to serve was widely embraced by every person in our church, the dynamic of our 
church would drastically change.  When everyone wants to be served, service dies, and 
discipleship dies with it.  When that happens, what were once vibrant churches that were full of 
life become country clubs, and what once was a beautiful aroma becomes a foul stench of 
death.!

True joy is found in a life of serving God and others.  The way to true happiness and fulfillment 
is not to make self the center, but Christ and other people.  A self-centered life is an empty life.!

2.  A character that OBEYS consistently!

3.  A character that ABIDES continually!

4.  A character that LOVES unconditionally


