NAVS Discipleship materials

Being like Christ – Servanthood
Aim – To help us to understand that as Christians we are by nature servants of Christ and subsequently of those around us. To help us to appreciate what it means to be a servant and ultimately that at the heart of servanthood is Christlikeness. 

Introduction – What we are going to do in this session is to think about the example that Jesus gave to us and about how we can practically follow that example in our own lives. Clearly servanthood is not the only defining characteristic of Jesus, but it is certainly an essential element in Jesus’ character. In Philippians 2:6-7, Paul says that Jesus took the very nature of a servant. The Greek word for ‘nature’ that is used here is ‘morphe’. The word means someone is inwardly what they are outwardly. Jesus was not pretending to be a servant, He did not just appear to those around Him as a servant, but His very nature was that of a servant. I am sure that we all know people who serve, simply because it flows from who they are. Yet I am sure that we know others who serve, but who seem false. This is a difficult subject as for some of us, serving others will come more naturally while for others it will come face to face with our natural tendency to look out for ourselves. Either way there is much that we all have to learn about serving both God and those around us. Jesus reversed the cultural norms of His day and so must we if we are to become more like the Lord Jesus Christ and follow His example of servanthood. 

Why was Jesus’ act of washing His disciple’s feet so amazing? What was Jesus trying to teach them? In what sense did Jesus demonstrate that He had taken the very nature of a servant? What can we learn from the Jesus’ example?

· In John 13:1-17, the setting is a meal shared by Jesus and the disciples. The proper etiquette of that time was that a guest should have his feet washed by a slave on arrival from his journey. This act was a particularly humble task which Jewish slaves were required to do for their master’s guests. As the meal gets under way it becomes apparent that none of the disciples were prepared fulfil the duty and Jesus Himself removes His outer clothing, wraps a towel around Him and begins to wash their feet. The very idea of the guest of honour getting down and washing the feet of those with Him sounds unbelievable, let alone when we appreciate just whom the guest of honour really was!

· This act of humble servanthood demonstrates the incomparable love that underlies it. In verse one, John tells us that in this act Jesus showed them the full extent of His love. Jesus wasn’t just giving them an example, He was doing that which flowed naturally from His character. In John’s first letter, he says ‘this is how we know what love is; Jesus Christ laid down His life for us” (1 John 3:16). Mark tells us that Jesus did not come to be served but to serve (10:35-45) and that is exactly what He did in His life, His ministry and in His death. Jesus demonstrated that He had taken the very nature of a servant. There was nothing false about His servanthood, because He displayed outwardly that which characterised Him inwardly. 

· In verse 14, Jesus picks up on the fact that they had called Him their teacher and their Lord. Jesus explains that they had been right to do so and that the very fact that He, their teacher and Lord had washed their feet, should teach them to do likewise. If God the Son stooped so low in humility to wash firstly the feet disciples in that room and subsequently all who trust in Him through His death on the cross, how much more should we be ready to serve even the least of His followers.  If we proudly refuse to do so, we effectively proclaim ourselves superior to our Lord!

· We should not conclude that Jesus is saying that we should all start washing each other’s feet, as that was clearly a cultural thing. Rather we need to adopt the same attitude of humbly serving one another in love. The way that this attitude is expressed will depend on the circumstances and situations that we face.

What can we learn from the example of the servant in the parable? What in practice does it mean to be not our own? Is it apparent from our lives that we are the ‘Doulos’ of the Most High God? In what sense are we not only servants but also workers? What implications should there be in our lives of recognising this truth?

· The Greek word ‘Doulos’ means one who has been bought by someone else and who is therefore not their own. This word is used in Luke 17:7-10, where we find a servant who has been working in the fields all day. That servant has no rights and if the master asks him to prepare his supper when he gets in, he has to just get on and do it and forget about his own needs. 

· In Acts 16:17, Luke tells us that a young girl was shouting about Paul and his companions that ‘these men are the ‘Doulos’ of the Most High’ She recognised that they were not their own, but God’s servants by the way that they lived. In 1 Corinthians 6:20, Paul says that the Corinthians are not their own. We should live as if we are not our own, we should serve others regardless of whether we get thanked for it. We so easily can find excuses as to why we cannot serve others but it is exactly what God has called us to do whoever we are and whatever situation that we are in. Interestingly the same word is used of Jesus in Philippians 2:6-7, when Paul says that Jesus took the very nature of a servant. Jesus set the ultimate example of forgoing His rights, He gave up everything in order to die in our place at the hands of sinful men. 

· Another word that the Bible uses for servants is the Greek word ‘Ergates’ which means a worker or a hired labourer. In Matthew’s gospel, Jesus uses this word on several occasions in the parable of the workers in the vineyard (20:1-16) and when He says that the harvest is plentiful but the workers are few (9:36-38). Just as we are servants, so we are also workers, indeed we are God’s co-workers in sharing the gospel. Workers should be characterised by hard work and we as God’s workers must work hard in the Kingdom. 

What are impure motives for service? What should be our motivation for serving God and others? In what sense is our service part of our worship to God? Why should Jesus’ return be an encouragement to serve both Him and others?

· For those of us to whom serving others is a struggle, it is easy for our motives to become distorted. Perhaps we feel we should serve others out of some kind of duty or perhaps it’s because we want others to think highly of us, when really our heart is not in the things that we are doing. At the heart of servanthood is an unselfish, sacrificial desire to put others before ourselves. We should be careful that our reasons and motivations for serving others do not become entangled with our selfish desire for people to appreciate us. 

· We should be servants because that service is part of our worship to God. Jesus said that if we feed, cloth or help one of His people, it is as if we do it for Him (Matthew 25:34-45). The biblical understanding of servanthood has its foundation in people serving God in worship. The terms for service and worship are often used interchangeably. Peter says that we should use the gifts we have been given to serve others (1 Peter 4:9-11). Peter says that the ultimate motivation of our service is to bring glory to God. We need to work at giving God the glory through the things that we do rather than ourselves. In order to do this we need to trust in God for the strength in order to serve Him, for it is He who enables us and equips us to serve at all.

· Jesus tells a parable in Luke 19:12-27, because people supposed that the Kingdom of God would appear immediately. On the contrary Jesus explains that the Kingdom would appear after an unspecified but far from negligible period. During that time He expects us, as His servants to be labouring to establish His Kingdom. The knowledge that he could return at any time should have implications for the way that we liven now. Jesus is looking for the same steady faithful service whenever he returns. Paul says that we should regard ourselves as servants of Christ entrusted with the secret things of God, he goes on to say that those entrusted must prove faithful (1 Corinthians 4:1-2).
What can hinder us from developing a servant attitude? What can we do to overcome the problems of having an inflated opinion of ourselves or of deeply rooted pride in our lives? What opportunities do we have to serve others? 
· Our natural tendency is to look out for ourselves before other people. Paul says that we shouldn’t look to our own interests but to the interests of others (Philippians 2:4). If we are to be able to truly serve others then we must seek to put others before ourselves and to be less selfish in all that we do. I think that there are three reasons why we find this a hard thing to do;

· Firstly, we think (perhaps only subconsciously) that we are better that others and can we have an inflated opinion of ourselves. Jesus spent much time with those who society looked down on – He saw people for who there were as people. God loves all of us for we are – we are all created in his image. Paul suggests that we should consider others better than ourselves (Philippians 2:3), but we will only be able to do so if we cease to think of ourselves as not our own. 

· Secondly, we are often too proud to serve others. Paul says that we should be humble (Philippians 2:3). The opposite of humility is pride, the notion that certain things are below us. Jesus is fully God, yet He was willing to wash the feet of the disciples – the job of but a lowly servant. There shouldn’t be anything that we are unwilling to do for other people.

· Finally, a further problem that we face is that we are often poor observers. A servant is someone who is not only willing to serve but who looks for opportunities to serve others (see quote). We can learn a lot about serving from observing other people and following their examples. 

Conclusion - God the Father will honour our service to our Lord Jesus Christ. Jesus says in John 12:26 that whoever serves Him, His father will honour. Serving God is about being like Christ and an element of being like Christ is about being a servant. Our service to God will one-day be rewarded. In Malachi 3:14, the people harshly complained they could see no point in serving God, because there was no special reward. God told them that He keeps a ‘scroll of remembrance’ (3:16), on which He records those who fear Him, and that sometime in the future he will come as judge, destroying the wicked and preserving those who fear him. The value of serving Him will be obvious someday, even if it is not visible clear to us today. Furthermore, one day we will serve God forever in Heaven (Revelation 22:3). Serving God and others will often be hard and there will certainly be a cost. Yet scripture tells us that God is storing up a reward for us in Heaven (Ephesians 6:7-8), until then we should seek to be characterised by servanthood in everything that we do. 
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Mark 10:35-45 “Instead, whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be slave of all. For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.”
Philippians 2:3-8 “Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves. Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others. Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death--even death on a cross!”

John 13:1-17 “Having loved his own who were in the world, he now showed them the full extent of his love. The evening meal was being served, and the devil had already prompted Judas Iscariot, son of Simon, to betray Jesus. Jesus knew that the Father had put all things under his power, and that he had come from God and was returning to God; so he got up from the meal, took off his outer clothing, and wrapped a towel around his waist. After that, he poured water into a basin and began to wash his disciples’ feet, drying them with the towel that was wrapped around him. He came to Simon Peter, who said to him, ‘Lord, are you going to wash my feet?’ Jesus replied, ‘You do not realize now what I am doing, but later you will understand.’ ‘No,’ said Peter, ‘you shall never wash my feet." Jesus answered, ‘Unless I wash you, you have no part with me.’ ‘Then, Lord,’ Simon Peter replied, ‘not just my feet but my hands and my head as well!’ Jesus answered, ‘A person who has had a bath needs only to wash his feet; his whole body is clean. 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. When he had finished washing their feet, he put on his clothes and returned to his place. ‘Do you understand what I have done for you?’ he asked them. ‘You call me Teacher’ and ‘Lord,’ and rightly so, for that is what I am. Now that I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also should wash one another's feet. I have set you an example that you should do as I have done for you. I tell you the truth, no servant is greater than his master, nor is a messenger greater than the one who sent him. Now that you know these things, you will be blessed if you do them.”

1 John 3:16 “This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us. And we ought to lay down our lives for our brothers.”
Luke 17:7-10 “Suppose one of you had a servant plowing or looking after the sheep. Would he say to the servant when he comes in from the field, Come along now and sit down to eat’? Would he not rather say, Prepare my supper, get yourself ready and wait on me while I eat and drink; after that you may eat and drink’? Would he thank the servant because he did what he was told to do? So you also, when you have done everything you were told to do, should say, we are unworthy servants; we have only done our duty.”

Acts 16:17 “This girl followed Paul and the rest of us, shouting, ‘These men are servants of the Most High God, who are telling you the way to be saved’.”
1 Corinthians 6:20 “You are not your own; you were bought at a price.”
Matthew 20:1-16 “For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to hire men to work in his vineyard. He agreed to pay them a denarius for the day and sent them into his vineyard. ‘About the third hour he went out and saw others standing in the marketplace doing nothing. He told them, ‘You also go and work in my vineyard, and I will pay you whatever is right.’ So they went. ‘He went out again about the sixth hour and the ninth hour and did the same thing. About the eleventh hour he went out and found still others standing around. He asked them, ‘Why have you been standing here all day long doing nothing?’ ‘Because no one has hired us,’ they answered. ‘He said to them, ‘You also go and work in my vineyard.’ ‘When evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his foreman, ‘Call the workers and pay them their wages, beginning with the last ones hired and going on to the first.’ ‘The workers who were hired about the eleventh hour came and each received a denarius. So when those came who were hired first, they expected to receive more. But each one of them also received a denarius. When they received it, they began to grumble against the landowner. ‘These men who were hired last worked only one hour,’ they said, ‘and you have made them equal to us who have borne the burden of the work and the heat of the day.’ ‘But he answered one of them, ‘Friend, I am not being unfair to you. Didn't you agree to work for a denarius? Take your pay and go. I want to give the man who was hired last the same as I gave you. Don't I have the right to do what I want with my own money? Or are you envious because I am generous?’ ‘So the last will be first, and the first will be last.”
Matthew 9:36-38 “When he saw the crowds, he had compassion on them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd. Then he said to his disciples, ‘The harvest is plentiful but the workers are few. Ask the Lord of the harvest, therefore, to send out workers into his harvest field’.”
Matthew 25:34-45 “Then the King will say to those on his right, ‘Come, you who are blessed by my Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the world. For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me.’ ‘Then the righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you something to drink? When did we see you a stranger and invite you in, or needing clothes and clothe you? When did we see you sick or in prison and go to visit you?’ ‘The King will reply, ‘I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me.’ ‘Then he will say to those on his left, ‘Depart from me, you who are cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels. For I was hungry and you gave me nothing to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me nothing to drink, I was a stranger and you did not invite me in, I needed clothes and you did not clothe me, I was sick and in prison and you did not look after me.’ ‘They also will answer, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or needing clothes or sick or in prison, and did not help you?’ ‘He will reply, ‘I tell you the truth, whatever you did not do for one of the least of these, you did not do for me.”

1 Peter 4:9-11 “Offer hospitality to one another without grumbling. Each one should use whatever gift he has received to serve others, faithfully administering God's grace in its various forms. If anyone speaks, he should do it as one speaking the very words of God. If anyone serves, he should do it with the strength God provides, so that in all things God may be praised through Jesus Christ.”
1 Corinthians 4:1-2 “So then, men ought to regard us as servants of Christ and as those entrusted with the secret things of God. Now it is required that those who have been given a trust must prove faithful.”
Luke 19:12-27 “While they were listening to this, he went on to tell them a parable, because he was near Jerusalem and the people thought that the kingdom of God was going to appear at once. He said: A man of noble birth went to a distant country to have himself appointed king and then to return. So he called ten of his servants and gave them ten minas. ‘Put this money to work,’ he said, ‘until I come back.’ But his subjects hated him and sent a delegation after him to say, ‘We don’t want this man to be our king.’ He was made king, however, and returned home. Then he sent for the servants to whom he had given the money, in order to find out what they had gained with it. The first one came and said, ‘Sir, your mina has earned ten more.’ ‘Well done, my good servant!’ his master replied. ‘Because you have been trustworthy in a very small matter, take charge of ten cities.’ The second came and said, ‘Sir, your mina has earned five more.’ His master answered, ‘You take charge of five cities.’ Then another servant came and said, ‘Sir, here is your mina; I have kept it laid away in a piece of cloth. I was afraid of you, because you are a hard man. You take out what you did not put in and reap what you did not sow.’ His master replied, ‘I will judge you by your own words, you wicked servant! You knew, did you, that I am a hard man, taking out what I did not put in, and reaping what I did not sow? Why then didn’t you put my money on deposit, so that when I came back, I could have collected it with interest?’ Then he said to those standing by, ‘Take his mina away from him and give it to the one who has ten minas.’ ‘Sir,’ they said, ‘he already has ten!’ He replied, ‘I tell you that to everyone who has, more will be given, but as for the one who has nothing, even what he has will be taken away. But those enemies of mine who did not want me to be king over them--bring them here and kill them in front of me.’ ”

Ephesians 6:7-8 “Serve wholeheartedly, as if you were serving the Lord, not men, because you know that the Lord will reward everyone for whatever good he does, whether he is slave or free.”

Malachi 3:14-16 “You have said, ‘It is futile to serve God. What did we gain by carrying out his requirements and going about like mourners before the LORD Almighty?’ But now we call the arrogant blessed. Certainly the evildoers prosper, and even those who challenge God escape.’ Then those who feared the LORD talked with each other, and the LORD listened and heard. A scroll of remembrance was written in his presence concerning those who feared the LORD and honored his name.”

John 12:26 “Whoever serves me must follow me; and where I am, my servant also will be. My Father will honour the one who serves me.” 

Revelation 22:3 “No longer will there be any curse. The throne of God and of the Lamb will be in the city, and his servants will serve him.”

“Submission is an act of the will which must be repeated every time an opportunity to serve appears” Called to serve, Ray Hoo, 1976, pg 24-25
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