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General Introduction

The Fourth Gospel draws the reader into its world through its specific charac-
teristics, which include intricate metaphorical expression, ironic mystification,
narrative twists and turns and a vibrant network of contrasting pairs. The foot-
washing is one such event where the reader might think s/he has a clear percep-
tion of what John means, but in reality does not. On the one hand, John presents
an apparently clear-cut, straightforward narrative of the footwashing, on the
other hand, he engages the reader with manifold interpretations. The footwash-
ing has a reputation as one among the narratives that have insurmountable ef-
fects not only on believers but also on any reader of the Fourth Gospel. The
account of the footwashing in the Fourth Gospel exhibits a unique incident of
Jesus voluntarily washing the feet of his disciples, an action which has no prop-
er parallel in antiquity. This account fascinates not only biblical exegetes, but
also liturgists, sociologists, artists, and even people of other faiths.

In New Testament scholarship, a theology of humble service or radical in-
version of status and roles finds one of its primary supports from the Johannine
narrative of the footwashing (13:1–20) because Jesus, the Lord and the Teach-
er, sets himself as the ὑπόδειγμα to follow. While a theology of humble ser-
vice fascinates the Christian imagination, in-depth research shows that an ex-
planation of the footwashing as humble service or Christian humility or a rever-
sal of social roles fails to fully capture the Johannine presentation of Jesus
washing the feet of his disciples at the last supper. A number of features explain
the revelatory character of the footwashing: the solemn introduction to the
footwashing, the extraordinary emphasis on the authority of Jesus, the extraor-
dinary effect of the washing on the lives of the disciples, the unimaginable
inclusion of Judas, the self-affirmation of Jesus as the Master and the Lord of
the disciples, the extraordinary revelation of Jesus as ἐγώ εἰμι. That is to say,
the Johannine ὑπόδειγμα (cf. 13:15) implies more than an example for imita-
tion but a concrete and a fundamental sign of Jesus’ perfect form of love (cf.
εἰς τέλος ἠγάπησεν, 13:1) by which Jesus victoriously conquers the world,
completes the mission, and offers a part in his life (ἔχεις μέρος, 13:8) for ‘his
own’ (cf. οἱ ἴδιοι, 13:1).

In critical studies on the pericope of the footwashing, scholars wrestle with
three main problems. The first concerns the text of the footwashing. John 13:10
presents the difficult textual problem of the presence and absence of the phrase
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εἰ μὴ τοὺς πόδας. The question here is whether the phrase εἰ μὴ τοὺς πόδας
should be considered as an integral part of Jn 13:10. Scholarly opinion is divid-
ed. The second problem focuses on the question of the text’s unity. While stud-
ying the love relationships in the Fourth Gospel, Fernando Segovia assumes
certain important passages of the Gospel as later additions (Jn 13:1b–3,12–
20,31–14:31; 15:1–17:26; 21:1–25) and leaves them out.1 Accordingly, he
argues that the Johannine footwashing originally contains only Jn 13:1a, and
vv. 4–11. He is one among many scholars who hold that there were several
stages of redaction or many editions of the pericope of the footwashing before
it took its present form. The theories of multilayer composition assume the lack
of narrative unity and semantic integrity. Finally, the third problem concerns
the semantics. Among the canonical Gospels, only the Fourth Gospel contains
the account of Jesus washing the feet of the disciples (Jn 13:1–20). The act of
footwashing, loaded with meaning, exhibits a unique incident without parallel.
What is perplexing is the abundance of meanings given to the footwashing
pericope. These meanings can broadly be categorized into two: a sacramental
understanding and a non-sacramental understanding, each of them with numer-
ous sub-categories. A comprehensive study by Christopher Thomas proposes
that the footwashing was an additional ritual of the removal of the post-
baptismal sins practiced in the Johannine community.2 However, J. A. T. Rob-
inson observes that the primary meaning of the footwashing should be seen in
relation to Jesus’ ministry rather than that to a conjectural practice of the com-
munity.3 In the present research, we would like to address these three unsettled
areas in the interpretation of the pericope of the footwashing through an in-
depth analysis of the text of the footwashing.

A. Aim of the Study
A. Aim of the Study

This project aims to address the questions surrounding the footwashing narra-
tive, particularly the literary, structural, and semantic unity of the footwashing
pericope within the intra-textual contours of the Fourth Gospel. We have, there-
fore, formulated the following research questions in order to enter into the text
systematically.

1 Fernando F. Segovia, “‘Peace I Leave with You; My Peace I Give You’: Discipleship
in the Fourth Gospel,” in Discipleship in the New Testament (Philadelphia, Pa.: Fortress,
1985), 78–81.

2 See John C. Thomas, Footwashing in John 13 and the Johannine Community,
JSNTSup 61 (Sheffield: JSOT, 1991), 126–172.

3 See John A. T. Robinson, “The Significance of the Footwashing,” in Neotestamentica
et Patristica, ed. W. C. van Unnik, NovTSup 6 (Leiden: Brill, 1962), 145.
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(i) What is the present state of the research on the footwashing? What are the
proposals and counter-proposals concerning its meaning? Are they adequate to
interpret the text of John 13?

(ii) Since the reading of the footwashing is significantly affected by the text-
critical decision in 13:10, it is important to consider the implications of reading
the text with the phrase εἰ μὴ τοὺς πόδας or without the phrase. Therefore, an
important consideration would be: what is the earliest recoverable text? Along
with it, we consider the implications of two washings (λούω and νίπτω) pre-
sent in the long reading.

(iii) The appearance of the footwashing narrative in the central section of the
Gospel definitely points to its narrative importance to the entire Fourth Gospel,
with which the passion narrative in John commences. Such a dramatic introduc-
tion of the passion narrative naturally raises the question of the actual meaning
and function of the pericope of footwashing in the Fourth Gospel. This question
must take into account the apparent narrative problems involved in the perico-
pe, especially the long introductory verses (vv. 1–3), the implication of v. 10,
the seeming repetitions of the theme of betrayal (vv. 2,10b–11,18–19), the
apparent double interpretation of the footwashing (vv. 6–11 and 12–20), the
technique of misunderstanding (vv. 6–8), the Synoptic like logia (vv. 16,20),
etc. It is also important to know what meaning such an act conveyed to the
Johannine readership in the first century.

(iv) Since the pericope of the footwashing is one of the unique events rec-
orded within Jesus’ last supper narrative in the Fourth Gospel, a natural ques-
tion is what would have influenced John to record such an unparalleled instan-
tiation of the footwashing? As we will see, the footwashing pericope has a
strong connection with John’s own narration of the anointing of Jesus at Betha-
ny (Jn 12:1–8), the washing of the feet of Jesus in Lk 7:36–50, the servant
saying in Lk 22:27, the question of greatness in Mt 10:24, and the mission
saying in Mt 10:40. From these correlations, it is important to ask what the
fourth evangelist wants to convey to his readers. Is he connecting the act of
washing with Jesus’ death on the cross? Is he reinterpreting Jesus’ mission and
departure which are presented in the other Gospels? Or is he correcting the
Synoptic interpretation of Jesus’ mission and his passion?

(v) Jesus describes his act as a ὑπόδειγμα (v. 15), a word which is used only
once in the entire Gospel. We must, therefore, ask, how does John present Je-
sus’ act as a ὑπόδειγμα – is it a Christological term or an ethical term? What
are the analogical signs through which the reader understands Jesus’
ὑπόδειγμα? The question is, how does the footwashing become a sign of love
that interprets and transcends the act of washing the feet? What does it signify?
What are its implications for the lives of the disciples?

In this study, addressing these questions, we argue that the footwashing is a
symbolic prefiguration of Jesus’ death on the cross enacted during the last sup-
per to manifest his perfect love for his own (cf. εἰς τέλος ἠγάπησεν αὐτούς,
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v. 1). This loving action is Jesus’ gift of life to those who commit themselves to
this washing (cf. ἔχεις μέρος μετ᾽ ἐμου, v. 8), which is expected to flow out
from the participants (of the footwashing) to others unconditionally because the
source of such action is the normative action of the Master and the Lord (εἰ
ἐγώ … καὶ ὑμεῖς; καθὼς ἐγώ … καὶ ὑμεῖς, vv. 14–15). In this regard, the
mission proper in the Fourth Gospel is the call to become bearers of Jesus’ love
in the world; and such a manifestation of love in action is the only channel
through which future believers can come to receive or believe in Jesus and the
Father (v. 20). Indeed, the three main areas of the Fourth Gospel are artistically
entwined in the footwashing: Christology, soteriology and discipleship. As
John makes use of the setting of a meal and the ancient custom of the footwash-
ing, it is intriguing to explore the Johannine literary adaptations to explain
John’s ὑπόδειγμα of love. This research enters into critical dialogue with the
Johannine literature in order to explain the different influences, literary nuanc-
es, seeming disjunctions, and above all the meaning of the pericope of the
footwashing.

B. Structure of the Study
B. Structure of the Study

Taking into account the above questions, this project will be developed in nine
chapters. The first five chapters establish and clarify the preliminary questions
of the study. The remaining four chapters (chs. 6–9) offer an exegetical analysis
of the text.

In order to situate the study and understand the current status of the question
of footwashing, we shall look at the last 25 years of scholarly literature (1990–
2015). This preliminary investigation intends to present different scholarly
positions on the meaning of the footwashing, especially its sacramental or non-
sacramental understanding. This initial examination soon makes clear that one
needs to settle one of the most hotly debated issues concerning the footwashing,
namely, the question of the long or the short reading, that is, the presence or the
absence of the phrase εἰ μὴ τοὺς πόδας in 13:10. After a critical analysis of
the issue we further ask: what was the meaning of the practice of footwashing
in the ancient Jewish, Greek, and Roman cultures in the first century? A subse-
quent question is whether or not the Johannine footwashing is a corollary to this
ancient socio-cultural practice. Although some scholars undertook a survey of
the Jewish, Greek, and Roman practice of footwashing, we felt the need to
reconsider them in the present study in order to understand what the authentic
and inauthentic parallels are. Chapter four delimits the text of the footwashing
within the macro unit of ch. 13, which has been traditionally considered as part
of the so-called farewell discourse(s) (chs. 13–17). We highlight significant
connections that the footwashing has with the preceding chapters (chs. 1–12) as
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well as those following it (chs. 14–21). The result of this study will show that
there are three self-contained yet closely connected units in ch. 13, namely, vv.
1–20; 21–30; and 31–38. We consider ch. 13 in the immediate context of the
footwashing and argue that the first sub-division (vv. 1–20) is unique with its
references to the action of the footwashing. After making a detailed analysis of
the verbal and conceptual parallels in vv. 1–20, we propose a chiastic structure
(inverted parallelism) for the first unit, which explains ‘Jesus’ ὑπόδειγμα in
action;’ and the disciples’ obligation to carry out the ὑπόδειγμα in concrete
actions as the center of the chiasm. After critically analyzing the structure and
role of the footwashing pericope, we shift our focus to the last supper narratives
in the Synoptics and compare them to the Johannine footwashing. Although
various traditions are proposed to explain the inconsistencies in John, none of
them adequately explain the redactional activity behind the footwashing. We
take the so-called ‘Louvain Hypothesis’ as the most plausible approach to ex-
plaining the Johannine redaction of the footwashing. According to this ap-
proach, the Synoptic Gospels are the primary source of the Fourth Gospel. This
study will argue that the author of the Fourth Gospel is a creative thinker who
borrows the Synoptics material but reworks it creatively to present a new theo-
logical insight concerning the life and death of Jesus and their effect on the
lives of the disciples. The most plausible aim of this redaction is to present the
death of Jesus as the result of his unfailing love for ‘his own,’ such that his
disciples, being the partakers in his life, may follow and become his representa-
tives in the world. These five chapters form a preliminary background for the
study and they highlight the importance and relevance of the present study of
the Johannine footwashing.

We take each member of the proposed chiastic structure and analyse them
thoroughly. The A and Aꞌ members of the chiasm (vv. 1 and 20) are studied in
detail in chapter six based on the notion of the mission of Jesus and the mission
of Jesus’ disciples. We shall argue that the literary and theological meaning of
the Johannine footwashing emerges from the new interpretation of it as ‘love in
action.’ This mission of enacting love is to be continued through which the
future believers will incorporate themselves into the community of Jesus’ dis-
ciples. Chapter seven analyzes the B and Bꞌ members of the chiasm (vv. 2 and
18–19). In these verses, Jesus’ boundless love is contrasted to the devil’s
treacherous plan to thwart God’s plan through one of his own disciples, Judas.
The analysis will make clear that while Judas breaches the laws of table-
fellowship, Jesus, through the two exemplary acts ‘of the footwashing’ and ‘of
the giving of the morsel,’ bridges it and victoriously controls the events. We
will also see how John conveys the pain of breaching the code of friendship at
the table fellowship through Ps 41:10 in 13:18 and how the action of betrayal is
transformed into a moment of the highest Christological realization that Jesus is
ἐγώ εἰμι (v. 19). In chapter eight, C and Cꞌ members of the chiasm, namely, v.
3 and vv. 16–17 are studied in detail. The authority of Jesus is the central point
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of these verses and the subsequent blessings of the disciples. We argue that the
evangelist’s insistence on Jesus’ authority before and after the footwashing
eliminates any possibility of interpreting the footwashing as a mere slave-like
action. The text of the footwashing also answers the question about greatness.
In the context of the footwashing, the real great one is a ‘master’ who washes
the feet of the disciples or a ‘lord’ who washes the feet of his servants (v. 16).
This understanding of greatness is contrasted to the idea of the first century
master-servant or teacher-disciple inequality. ‘Being blessed’ in John depends
on doing the action of the Master (v. 17). The center of the chiasm (D and Dꞌ),
Jesus’ example of love (vv. 4–11) and the disciples’ obligation to ‘do’ the ex-
ample (vv. 12–15), will be analyzed in chapter nine. It is our contention that
each part of the chiasm achieves a deeper understanding of the footwashing
from a revelatory perspective. While both parts complement each other, we
argue that the first part of the chiasm is presented from Jesus’ perspective and
the second part is presented from the perspective of the disciples. Such a strate-
gic delineation of Jesus’ act heightens our understanding that the doers of
ὑπόδειγμα effectively possess a part (μέρος) in the life of Jesus, thus, they are
called μακάριοι (v. 17). This analysis will show how John creatively combines
Christological, soteriological, and ecclesiological concerns in the footwashing.
John presents the unique event of the footwashing in a unique location which
gives clarity to the meaning of Jesus’ death as the perfect form of his boundless
love. We shall indicate that the appropriation of this loving action in the hard
realities of life is the core of the Johannine discipleship. Moreover, this obliga-
tion to follow the ὑπόδειγμα itself is unique because, it is not concerned with
whose feet are to be washed, be it those of the deserters, the betrayer, and the
denier, or the Beloved Disciple. Thus, we will argue that the universal salvific
significance of Jesus’ death as the proof of his revelatory love for the world
will be continued through the disciples, the receivers of Jesus’ footwashing. By
this very reason, the ὑπόδειγμα of Jesus’ love is a gift and task for Jesus’ dis-
ciples.

C. Methodology of the Study
C. Methodology of the Study

Every piece of literature manifests historical and literary layers. The biblical
text, in addition to literary and historical dimensions, holds revelatory content.
Since the biblical text stands as the privileged medium of the divine-human
encounter any strict discipline of interpretation at times fail to encompass the
full realities of the text.4 In this study, we employ the historical-critical method.

4 See Sandra M. Schneiders, The Revelatory Text: Interpreting the New Testament as
Sacred Scripture, 2nd ed. (Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press, 1999), 97–174; Reimund
Bieringer and Mary Elsbernd, Normativity of the Future: Reading Biblical and Other
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The historical-critical method helps the researcher to analyze the text as objec-
tively as possible without sacrificing historical sensitivity, although the inter-
preter him/herself is the product of many influences.5 In this study we have
tried to see the possible parallel instances of footwashing outside and inside the
Bible in order to understand whether they can really be seen as parallels. We
have also given special attention to the method of textual-criticism to establish
the earliest recoverable text of Jn 13:10. A special attention has also been given
to the structure of the text which results in the proposal of a chiastic pattern of
Jn 13:1–20. We have made a detailed exegetical analysis of the text based on
the proposed chiastic structure.

D. Presuppositions
D. Presuppositions

As Rudolf Bultmann observes no one enters into a text as a tabula rasa but
with certain knowledge of the concerned text, with specific questions and par-
ticular ways of answering them.6 We enter into the text of the footwashing with
some ‘pre-understandings’ which will frame our understanding of and approach
to the text. These pre-understandings are not prejudiced ones, rather they are
reasonably defended using sound intellectual methods by Johannine scholars.

The first understanding is that the text of the footwashing is a piece of litera-
ture as well as a written document of and for faith. As a piece of literature, this
unique and distinct unit of the text shows the artistic and creative work of the
fourth evangelist. Any piece of literature shows the intricate connection be-
tween history, society, and imagination. Therefore, careful attention “to the
artful use of language, to the shifting play of ideas, conventions, tone, sound,
imagery, syntax, narrative viewpoint, compositional units,”7 can inform a
learned reader of the circumstances, purposes, and specific uses of language in
a composition. As we have mentioned, the biblical texts are not just any piece
of written text but are generated of and for faith communities, presenting a
religious worldview. The explanatory aspect of the biblical text is therefore
related to the environment of its composition. Since the author of the Fourth
Gospel precisely presents the purpose of his writing in 20:31 (cf. 1:12), stating
that it is written to awaken or sustain faith in Jesus, it should be interpreted

Authoritative Texts in an Eschatological Perspective, ANL 61 (Leuven: Peeters, 2010), 1–
91.

5 Cf. David R. Law, The Historical Critical Method: A Guide for the Perplexed
(London: T. & T. Clark, 2012), 1–24.

6 See Rudolf Bultmann, “Is Exegesis without Presuppositions Possible?,” in New
Testament and Mythology and Other Basic Writings, ed. selected edited and translated by
Schubert M. Ogden (London: SCM, 1985), 145.

7 Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative (New York: Basic Books, 1981), 12.
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within the framework of religious belief. The content of the writing is encapsu-
lated as σημεῖα (cf. 20:31),8 which expresses the inexhaustible richness of the
subject matter and the aim of generating or sustaining faith. Both of these un-
derstandings are inextricably entwined in the present study of the footwashing.

Secondly, we are not immediately concerned with debates about the author-
ship of the Fourth Gospel, place of origin and composition. We presume that
the entire Gospel is the work of a single author and his subsequent redactional
elaboration. In view of the ‘Louvain Hypothesis’ we consider that the Gospel is
the product of a single author, as that it exhibits unity of narrative, stylistic
strategies, and cohesive elements throughout the Gospel.9 In this project,
‘John,’ ‘Johannine,’ ‘the evangelist,’ ‘the fourth evangelist,’ ‘the Fourth Gos-
pel,’ represent either the Gospel or the evangelist without entering into the
debate on the original identity of the author.

Thirdly, we presume that the Gospel is formed and handed down in a specif-
ic community, traditionally known as the Johannine community,10 circle,11 or
school,12 with a specific theological agenda. However, we acknowledge that
since the term ἐκκλησία never appears in the Gospel, the community itself
should be understood as a conjectural term. As we will see, John employs οἱ
μαθηταί as a wider term which includes everyone who believes in Jesus irre-
spective of time, gender and place.

Fourthly, we presume that the Johannine last supper was not a Passover meal
in contrast to the same as the Passover meal in the Synoptics (Mk 14:22–25; Mt
26:20–26; Lk 22:15–20).13 In John there are three chronological indicators for
this view, namely: (i) the last supper is held before the feast of the Passover (cf.
Jn 13:1,2); (ii) the Jewish accusers of Jesus did not enter into praetorium be-
cause of fear of defilement, so that they might eat the Passover meal (cf. Jn
18:28); and (iii) the crucifixion is described to have occurred on the day of the
preparation for Passover (cf. Jn 19:14). Moreover, the author utilizes the meal

8 See chapter 9.
9 See chapter 4.
10 Raymond E. Brown, The Community of the Beloved Disciple: The Life, Loves, and

Hates of an Individual Church in New Testament (New York: Paulist, 1979), 25–58, 88–
91.

11 Oscar Cullmann, The Johannine Circle, trans. John Bowden (Philadelphia, Pa.:
Westminster, 1976).

12 Alan R. Culpepper, The Johannine School: An Evaluation of the Johannine School
Hypothesis Based on an Investigation of the Nature of the Ancient Schools SBLDS, 26
(Missoula, Mont.: Scholars, 1975).

13 There is disagreement over whether the Johannine last supper was or was not a
Passover meal. Annie Jaubert, “The Calendar of Qumran and the Passion Narrative in
John,” in John and Qumran, ed. James H. Charlesworth (London: Geoffrey Chapman,
1972), 62–75, argues that Jesus did celebrate the Passover following the Essene calendar.
See pp. 237ff.



E. Sources of the Study 9

context with the intention of setting the scene rather than giving a precise sig-
nificance to the meal itself.

Fifthly, we do not discuss the question of the unity of the farewell discourse.
However, we presume along with much scholarly opinion that a recognizable
stylistic unity can be seen in the entire farewell discourse.14 Although 14:31
raises a serious difficulty for the literary integrity of the farewell discourse, it
could also be a literary strategy to slow down the discourse.

E. Sources of the Study
E. Sources of the Study

Unless otherwise indicated, the Hebrew citations are from Biblia Hebraica
Stuttgartensia; The Septuagint citations are from the Göttingen edition of the
LXX, Septuaginta: Vetus Testamentum Graecum Auctoritate Societatis Lit-
terarum, in consultation with Alfred Rahlfs’ edition of Septuaginta: Vetus
Testamentum Graece; New Testament Greek citations are from Nestle-Aland
edition Novum Testamentum Graece (NA28); English quotations follow A New
English Translation of the Septuagint and Other Greek Translations Tradition-
ally Included under that Title (NETS) and the New Revised Standard Version
Bible (NRSV). We have made use of digital tools: BibleWorks 9: Software for
Biblical Exegesis & Research and Thesaurus Linguae Graecae: A Digital Li-
brary of Greek Literature. In this study, we make use of other sources, includ-
ing Greek lexica and other dictionaries, grammars, concordances, and other
current biblical studies related to the subject matter of the present research. We
use The SBL Handbook of Style for the abbreviations and Kate L. Turabian, A
Manual for Writers of Research Papers, Theses, and Dissertations styles for
bibliographical references. We make practical changes and variations whenever
required and use them consistently. Detailed bibliographical information can be
found in the bibliography. We have used gender-inclusive language throughout
the project.

14 See Fernando F. Segovia, The Farewell of the Word: The Johannine Call to Abide
(Minneapolis, Minn.: Fortress, 1991); Scott L. Kellum, Unity of the Farewell Discourse:
The Literary Integrity of John 13:31–16:33, JSNTSup 256 (London: T. & T. Clark, 2004).
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