
 

1 

Basin Theology 

 

The apostles had a problem.  In Mark 10:35-45 we see James and John asking Jesus to let them sit on His left hand 

and on His right hand in heaven, and this made the other ten apostles mad at them.  On another occasion in Matthew 

20, we see the mother of James and John coming to Jesus and asking the very same thing for her boys.  Then, finally 

at the Last Supper, Luke 22:24 tells us that, “Now there was also a dispute among them, as to which of them 

should be considered the greatest.”   

 

Can’t you hear them?  Andrew says, “I was called first!”  John says, “I’m the favorite!”  Judas says, “I’ve got the 

money bag!”  Peter says, “But I was given the keys to the kingdom!”   

 

John 13:1-5: “Before the Passover celebration, Jesus knew that his hour had come to leave this world and 

return to his Father. He had loved his disciples during his ministry on earth, and now he loved them to the very 

end. It was time for supper, and the devil had already prompted Judas, son of Simon Iscariot, to betray Jesus. 

Jesus knew that the Father had given him authority over everything and that he had come from God and 

would return to God. So he got up from the table, took off his robe, wrapped a towel around his waist, and 

poured water into a basin. Then he began to wash the disciples’ feet, drying them with the towel he had around 

him.” 

 

Washing feet was a very important part of the social scene of that time.  When a person would be invited to a dinner, 

he would take a complete bath - however, the foot paths of Palestine were dirty, filled with refuse (animals also used 

these paths).  If it rained, the roads would also be muddy.  Since all of them wore sandals, by the time they would get 

to the house they were going to, their feet would be dirty again.   

 

A good host kept a large container of water at the entrance to his house, along with a jar, a basin, and towels.  When 

someone entered the house as a guest, he took off his sandals and someone would wash his feet. 

 

Normally, foot washing was done by a slave, for it was considered the most degrading task in the house.  It was so 

degrading that a Hebrew slave could not be made to do it, only a gentile slave would be made to do it.  If there was no 

servant, then the host did it. If there was no host (like this scene), the guests washed each other’s feet.  Why did they 

do this? 

 

You have probably seen the portrait of the Last Supper painted by Leonardo Da Vinci.  In real life, however, they 

weren’t sitting in chairs around a table - they were lying on their left sides on a thin mat or rug, leaning on their left 

elbows, eating with their right hands.  They would break off pieces of bread and dip it in the dishes in front of them.  

Their feet would have been in each other’s faces.  It was unthinkable to eat with unwashed feet, yet, for some reason, 

they had not washed anyone’s feet yet. 

 

The room was filled with proud hearts and dirty feet.  They were perfectly willing to fight for a throne, but not a 

servant’s towel - so they were lying there, with everyone’s face full of someone else’s dirty feet.  There were 13 

people in that room, one Lord and 12 servants.  But the disciples were acting like there were 12 Lords and one servant.   

 

John 13:6-9: “When Jesus came to Simon Peter, Peter said to him, “Lord, are you going to wash my feet?”  

Jesus replied, “You don’t understand now what I am doing, but someday you will.”  “No,” Peter protested, 

“you will never ever wash my feet!” Jesus replied, “Unless I wash you, you won’t belong to me.” Simon Peter 

exclaimed, “Then wash my hands and head as well, Lord, not just my feet!”  
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As Jesus was washing their feet, I imagine that the apostles quit arguing about which one of them was greater than the 

other or even thinking about it.  As He continued, He came to a pair of 13D’s.  Peter of course did not want Jesus to 

wash his feet. Whatever else he knew or didn’t know - he knew his Master was serving, and a serving Lord wasn’t to 

his liking. 

 

Jesus taught Peter a very valuable spiritual lesson that day which also applies to us.  If Peter did not allow Jesus to 

wash him, he could have no fellowship with Him.  Unless we are washed in the blood of Jesus, we will have no part 

with Him either.  As sinners, we need to be baptized into Christ so that He can wash us in His blood: 

 

Acts 22:16 – “And now why are you waiting? Arise and be baptized, and wash away your sins, calling on the 

name of the Lord.’” 

 

Revelation 1:5 – “…from Jesus Christ, the faithful witness, the firstborn from the dead, and the ruler over the 

kings of the earth. To Him who loved us and washed us from our sins in His own blood…” 

 

As Christians, we need to be continually cleansed with Jesus blood (1 John 1:7 – “But if we walk in the light as He 

is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus Christ His Son cleanses us from all 

sin”).   

 

But Jesus had something else in mind as well - submission and humility and servanthood.  If Peter was to be clean, 

he had to submit to the will of the Lord - even if he did not like it, agree with it, or understand it.   

 

Jesus was saying this, “What you see is what you get.  This is the kind of Messiah I am, and if you reject the spirit 

you are seeing here and want none of it, so be it.  If you don’t want this, you don’t want Me, for this is Who I am, 

not just what I do.”   

 

Peter saw a gulf between who Jesus was and what He was doing, between service and lordship.  For Jesus, there was 

no gulf.   

 

John 13:10-17: “Jesus replied, “A person who has bathed all over does not need to wash, except for the feet, to 

be entirely clean. And you disciples are clean, but not all of you.” For Jesus knew who would betray him. That 

is what he meant when he said, “Not all of you are clean.” After washing their feet, he put on his robe again 

and sat down and asked, “Do you understand what I was doing? You call me ‘Teacher’ and ‘Lord,’ and you 

are right, because that’s what I am. And since I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you ought to 

wash each other’s feet. I have given you an example to follow. Do as I have done to you. I tell you the truth, 

slaves are not greater than their master. Nor is the messenger more important than the one who sends the 

message. Now that you know these things, God will bless you for doing them.” 

 

When Jesus said that we should wash one another’s feet, did He mean that we should have foot washing ceremonies 

as part of the worship service?   

 

No, foot washing was never part of the worship service - but it was the humiliating task of a first century servant.  

The modern day equivalent would be our willingness to serve others - no matter who they are, what the cost, or 

unpleasant the task: 

 

Matthew 25:34-36: “Then the King will say to those on his right, ‘Come, you who are blessed by my Father, 

inherit the Kingdom prepared for you from the creation of the world. For I was hungry, and you fed me. I was 

thirsty, and you gave me a drink. I was a stranger, and you invited me into your home. I was naked, and you 

gave me clothing. I was sick, and you cared for me. I was in prison, and you visited me.’” 
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That means reaching out to people whose lives are stained with sin, it means getting our hands dirty as we work to 

bring God’s healing gospel into the lives of people we usually want to avoid. 

 

Mark 2:16-18: “And when the scribes and Pharisees saw Him eating with the tax collectors and sinners, they 

said to His disciples, “How is it that He eats and drinks with tax collectors and sinners?” When Jesus heard it, 

He said to them, “Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick. I did not come to call 

the righteous, but sinners, to repentance.” 

 

Matthew 11:4-6: “Jesus told them, “Go back to John and tell him what you have heard and seen - the blind see, 

the lame walk, the lepers are cured, the deaf hear, the dead are raised to life, and the Good News is being 

preached to the poor. And tell him, ‘God blesses those who do not turn away because of me.’” 

 

Mark 1:40-42: “Now a leper came to Him, imploring Him, kneeling down to Him and saying to Him, “If You 

are willing, You can make me clean.” Then Jesus, moved with compassion, stretched out His hand and touched 

him, and said to him, “I am willing; be cleansed.” As soon as He had spoken, immediately the leprosy left him, 

and he was cleansed.” 

 

1 Corinthians 9:22-23: “When I am with those who are weak, I share their weakness, for I want to bring the 

weak to Christ. Yes, I try to find common ground with everyone, doing everything I can to save some. I do 

everything to spread the Good News and share in its blessings.” 

 

I. Our Basin 

 

In life the most important choice we ever make is either to do the will of God, or don’t do the will of God.  Each one 

of us has to decide.  But Jesus wants us to understand that discipleship means servanthood!   

 

Mark 10:42-45: “So Jesus called them together and said, “You know that the rulers in this world lord it over 

their people, and officials flaunt their authority over those under them. But among you it will be different. 

Whoever wants to be a leader among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first among you must 

be the slave of everyone else. For even the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve others and to give his 

life as a ransom for many.” 

 

We are called to serve – where we can, when we can, how we can, as wisely as we can and for who we can, all 

without broadcasting it to the world.  We must learn to serve without applause! We must understand, “People don’t 

care how much you know until they know how much you care!” 

 

It was once said that, “The greatness of a man is not measured by the number of people who serve him, but by the 

number of people he serves.”   

 

Too many people, though, are standing in dignity, hands folded, when they should be kneeling in service, washing 

feet.   

 

Some have the attitude of, “I’ll not help that person, he got what he deserved.”  Don’t forget that Jesus also washed 

Judas’ feet, and in less than a day both would be dead. 

 

The most miserable people in the world are those who want to be served.  They think they have not been treated fairly, 

that they have not gotten what they deserve, that they do not have what they want.  They are waiting for someone to 

give it to them, and they are miserable.   
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The consistently happy people are those who are not concerned about whether they are happy or not, but are more 

concerned about the happiness and welfare of others. 

 

Example: Jack had been president of a large corporation, and when he got cancer, they ruthlessly dumped him.  He 

went through his insurance, used his life savings, and had practically nothing left.   

 

One day a deacon and the preacher from a local congregation that knew Jack visited him.  The deacon said, “Jack, 

you speak so openly about the brief life you have left.  I wonder if you’ve prepared for your life after death?”   

 

Jack stood up, livid with rage.  “You sorry Christians.  All you ever think about is what’s going to happen to me 

after I die.  If your God is so great, why doesn’t He do something about the real problems of life?”   

 

He went on to say that he was leaving his wife penniless and his daughter without money for college.  Then he 

ordered them out.   

 

Later the deacon insisted on another visit.  “Jack, I know I offended you,” he said.  “I humbly apologize.  But I want 

you to know I’ve been working since then.  Your first problem is where your family will live after you die.  A 

realtor in our church has agreed to sell your house and give your wife his commission.  I guarantee you that, if 

you’ll permit us, some other men and I will make the house payments until it’s sold.  Then, I’ve contacted the 

owner of an apartment house down the street.  He’s offered your wife a three-bedroom apartment plus free utilities 

and an $850 monthly salary in return for her collecting rents and supervising plumbing and electrical repairs.  

The income from your house should pay for your daughter’s college.  I just wanted you to know your family will 

be cared for.”   

 

Jack cried like a baby.  He died shortly thereafter, so wrapped in pain he never obeyed Christ.  He experienced God’s 

love even while rejecting Him.  But his widow, touched by the caring Christians, responded to the gospel message! 

(Death and the Caring Community, Larry Richards and Paul Johnson).   

 

II. Pilate’s Basin 

 

The alternative to being a servant - Pilate’s basin (Matthew 27:24 – “Pilate saw that he wasn’t getting anywhere 

and that a riot was developing. So he sent for a bowl of water and washed his hands before the crowd, saying, 

“I am innocent of this man’s blood. The responsibility is yours”)! 

 

III. Conclusion 

 

Our Christian service all comes down to basin theology.  “Which basin are we willing to use!”  Do we wash our 

hands of Jesus or do we serve Jesus, and how far do we go in our service to our fellow man?  How far did Jesus go?  

You’ll find your answer in the cross! 


