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SERVANTHOOD 

1. Opening Questions. 
a. Who is the best example of servant leadership you have ever known? 
b. Who is someone you know personally whose life is characterized by service? 

2. Background. 
a. Slavery degrades human beings into subhuman goods to be used, exploited, and 

traded, often accompanied by great cruelty. 
b. Slavery was universal in the ancient world. 

(1) There were an estimated 60 million slaves in the Roman empire.  1

(2) Plato didn’t need to mention slavery in The Republic. It was simply there. 
(3) “A slave is living tool, just as a tool is an inanimate slave.”  2

(4) The Roman state left the problem of the discipline of slaves totally to their 
owners. The pater familias had complete control over all slaves and the right to 
execution of the death penalty.  3

c. African-American slavery was worse than Roman, Roman than Greek, and Greek 
than Hebrew.  4

d. The New Testament does not explicitly condemn slavery, but it does not condone it 
either. 
(1) Slavery was an indispensable part of the fabric of Roman society. Ancient society 

was economically as dependent on slavery as modern society is on machinery.  5

(a) To counsel the emancipation of slaves on a general scale would have been to 
confirm the suspicions of many in authority that the Christian gospel aimed at 
the subversion of society. It was better, however, to state the principles of the 
gospel clearly and leave them to have their own effect in due course on the 
institution of slavery. Slavery could not survive where the gospel had free 
course.  6

(2) The freeing of slaves was consent and easy.  7

(a) 1 Co 7:21 21 Were you a bondservant when called? Do not be concerned 
about it. (But if you can gain your freedom, avail yourself of the opportunity.) 

(b) Philem 15-16 15 For this perhaps is why [Onesimus] was parted from you 
[Philemon] for a while, that you might have him back forever, 16 no longer as 
a bondservant but more than a bondservant, as a beloved brother—especially 
to me, but how much more to you, both in the flesh and in the Lord. 

 W. L. Westermann, The Slave System of Greek and Roman Antiquity (1955), 215.1

 Aristotle, Nichomachian Ethics, viii.11.6.2

 W. L. Westermann, The Slave System of Greek and Roman Antiquity (1955), 75-76.3

 John R. W. Stott, The Message of Ephesians, 255.4
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(3) The Roman government was already improving the treatment of slaves in the 
empire. Christianity accelerated and extended the process.  8

(4) Paul probably would have been for the total abolition of slavery, would that have 
been possible. In master-slave relations, he specifically addresses the concepts of 
equality (Eph 6:9), justice (Eph 6:9), and brotherhood (Philem 16; Ga 3:26-28). In 
fact, in his context, Paul’s words were revolutionary.  9

(a) Ga 3:26-28 26 …For in Messiah Jesus you are all sons of God, through faith. 
27 For as many of you as were baptised into Messiah have put on Messiah. 28 
There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is no male 
and female, for you are all one in Messiah Jesus. 

(b) In the 2nd and 3rd centuries, Christians led the way in freeing slaves 
throughout the Roman empire.  10

(c) By the 12th century, slaves in Europe were rare. By the 14th century, slavery 
was almost unknown in Europe.  11

(d) The revival of slavery in by Europeans, including the British, during the 
Reformation and Enlightenment periods was absolutely unacceptable and 
abhorrent. 

(e) Christians led the way, though, in abolishing slavery in both Britain (William 
Wilberforce) and the United States (Lyman Beecher, Charles Finney, Harriet 
Beecher Stowe, William Lloyd Garrison). 

(5) Life between Fall and the Restoration will never be what it should be. 
(a) The master-slave relationship belongs to the passing temporal order. It is a 

relationship according to the flesh. In the spiritual realm, Christian masters 
and slaves are co-servants of one Lord, Jesus the Messiah.  12

3. Problem. 
a. We live in a world of entitlement, not a world of servanthood. 
b. Why should we serve as a slave when you only live once (YOLO)? 
c. “[S]ome believe the Bible teaches that the primary purpose of the church is to take 

care of them. Others believe that the pastor’s job is to do the ministry, and their 
primary role is to support the church with their presence on Sunday morning along 
with their finances.”  13

d. Even if we want to serve, we may be stuck in a negative mindset: 
(1) “I could never do that.” 
(2) “That’s a bit over the top.” 
(3) “I’ve never done anything like that before.” 
(4) “My spouse won’t go along with that.” 

 John R. W. Stott, The Message of Ephesians, 256-57.8

 Alvin J. Schmidt, How Christianity Changed the World, 273.9

 Alvin J. Schmidt, How Christianity Changed the World, 274.10

 Alvin J. Schmidt, How Christianity Changed the World, 275.11
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(5) “I don’t have what it takes to follow through on that.” 

4. Reality. 
a. We are “saved to serve.”  14

b. “Slavery to Jesus is perfect freedom.” 
c. “Field Marshal Montgomery said that his war experience taught him that the staff 

must serve the troops and that a good staff officer must serve his commander while 
remaining anonymous himself. In his book Training of the Twelve, A. B. Bruce wrote: 
‘In other kingdoms they rule, whose privilege it is to be ministered unto. In the Divine 
commonwealth, they rule who account it a privilege to minister.’”  15

d. “The church needs saints and servants, not ‘leaders,’ and if we forget the priority of 
service, the entire idea of leadership becomes dangerous. Leadership training must 
still follow the pattern our Lord used with His twelve.”  16

5. God has set us free in order to serve Him. “We have been released from the law so 
that we serve (δουλεύω) in newness of the Spirit” (Ro 7:6). Our justification gives us 
a license to serve, not a license to sin. “You were called to freedom, brothers; only do 
not turn you freedom into an opportunity for the flesh, but through love serve 
(δουλεύω) one another” (Ga 5:13). “Though you were slaves (δοῦλοί) of sin, you 
became obedient from the heart to that form of teaching to which you were 
committed, and having been freed from sin, you were enslaved (δουλόω) to 
righteousness.” (Ro 6:17-18). We have turned “to God from idols to serve (δουλεύω) 
a living and true God” (1 Th 1:9). Paul said, “I thank Christ…because He considered 
me faithful, putting me into service (διακονία), even though I was formerly a 
blasphemer and a persecutor and a violent aggressor” (1 Ti 1:12-13). 

6. Church leaders are expected to be servant-leaders. “Whoever wishes to become great 
among you shall be your servant (διάκονος), and whoever wishes to be first among 
you shall be your slave (δοῦλος)” (Mt 20:26-28). “If anyone wants to be first, he shall 
be last of all and servant (διάκονος) of all” (Mk 9:35). “If I, the Lord and Teacher, 
washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet. I gave you an example 
that you should do as I did to you” (Jn 13:14-15). “A slave (δοῦλος) is not greater 
than his master” (Jn 13:16). The apostles viewed themselves as Christ’s bond-
servants (δούλοι) (Ac 4:29). Paul (Ro 1:1), James (Jas 1:1), Peter (2 Pe 1:1), Jude 
(Jud 1) and John (Re 1:1) all begin their letters by addressing themselves as bond-
servants of Christ. Paul even considers himself a bond-servant (δοῦλος) of the 
Corinthians: “We do not preach ourselves but Christ Jesus as Lord, and ourselves as 
your bond-servants for Jesus’ sake” (2 Co 4:5). 

7. Angels are all ministering (λειτουργικός) spirits, sent out to render service (διακονία) 
for the sake of those who will inherit salvation (Heb 1:14). Angels are our fellow 
servants (σύνδουλοι), so we may never worship them (Re 19:10; 22:9). 

8. Servant leadership — “The Bible is just a human book that can’t be taken at face 
value. It’s insufficient. We need to study leadership scientifically to really understand 

 Eleanor Anderson, Miracle at Sea (Bolivar, MO: Quiet Waters Publications, 2001), 118.14

 Oswald J. Sanders, Spiritual Leadership. 15

 Oswald J. Sanders, Spiritual Leadership. 16
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it.” — Leadership must be this. Leadership must be that.” — “Wow, our scientific 
approach arrives at the principle, “servant leadership. The Bible was right all along.” 

5. Basis. 

6. Master. 
a. “No one can serve two masters” (Mt 6:24). We cannot serve God and at the same time 

serve God’s enemies—the world, the flesh and the devil. “You cannot serve God and 
Mammon” (Mt 6:24). At any given time, we are serving God or someone or 
something else. “No solider in active service (στρατεύω) entangles himself in the 
affairs of everyday life, so that he may please the one who enlisted him as a soldier” 
(2 Ti 2:4). Paul asks, “Am I seeking the favor of men or of God? Or am I striving to 
please men? If I were still trying to please men, I would not be a bond-servant 
(δοῦλος) of Christ” (Ga 1:10). 

b. Bob Dylan, “Serve Somebody” 

7. Biblical Examples. 
a. Joseph. 
b. Jesus. 

(1) Php 2:7 7 …But emptied himself, by taking the form of a servant (δοῦλος), being 
born in the likeness of men. 

(2) Jn 13:14-16 14 If I then, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also 
ought to wash one another’s feet. 15 For I have given you an example, that you 
also should do just as I have done to you. 16 Truly, truly, I say to you, a servant 
(δοῦλος) is not greater than his master, nor is a messenger greater than the one 
who sent him. 

(3) Mt 12:18; cf. Ac 3:13, 26; 4:27; Mt 20:28; Lk 22:27 

(4) “To preach and teach about service is important; however, to model it is critical. 
We can learn about service by reading a book on the topic or listening to a 
sermon, but we learn far more by observing a living servant. And that is what 
Jesus’ life provided for his disciples and provides for us. If you want to know 
what Jesus was talking about, if you want to get an idea of what it means to live a 
life of selfless service, then follow and observe the Savior.”  17

(5) “Jesus notices that the disciples, who were likely reclining around a table, had 
dirty feet. Customarily a slave or servant would wash the guests’ feet when they 
entered a home. Some would say this was the responsibility of the lowliest slave 
in the household. Perhaps this is the reason Peter at first refuses to let Jesus wash 
his feet (vv. 6, 8). Regardless, no slave was present to serve the disciples that 
evening, and none of them was willing to assume that role for the others. To have 
done so, in their minds, would have settled their argument about who was the 
greatest by identifying who wasn’t the greatest. For them, this would have been an 

 Aubrey Malphurs, Being Leaders, 38.17
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act of leadership elimination. So there they all proudly reclined around the table 
with dirty feet. And I suspect that it was most obvious. So the Savior assumed the 
servant’s role and washed their feet for them (vv. 4– 5), setting the example (vv. 
12– 17) as well as illustrating what he had taught them earlier in Matthew 20.”  18

(6) “The subjects of the Kingdom must submit to the life of a slave, but the King [i.e., 
Jesus] submits to the death of a slave; the higher the position, the greater the 
sacrifice. The self-surrender which the service of the Kingdom requires is to be 
learnt from the example of the King, which goes beyond what is required of His 
subjects.”  19

c. Paul. 
(1) 1 Co 9:19 19 For though I am free from all, I have enslaved myself (δουλόω) to 

all, that I might win more of them. 
(2) 2 Co 4:5 5 For what we proclaim is not ourselves, but Jesus Messiah as Lord, 

with ourselves as your slaves (δοῦλος) for Jesus’ sake. 

8. Historical Examples. 
a. John Wesley. 

(1) “The great purpose of [John Wesley’s] life was doing good. For this he 
relinquished all honor and preferment; to this he dedicated all his powers of body 
and mind; at all times and in all places, in season and out of season, by gentleness, 
by terror, by argument, by persuasion, by reason, by interest, by every motive and 
every inducement, he strove, with unwearied assiduity, to turn men from the error 
of their ways and awaken them to virtue and religion. To the bed of sickness or the 
couch of prosperity; to the prison or the hospital; to the house of mourning or the 
house of feasting, wherever there was a friend to serve or a soul to save, he readily 
repaired. He thought no office too humiliating, no condescension too low, no 
undertaking too arduous, to reclaim the meanest of God's offspring. The souls of 
all men were equally precious in his sight….”  20

9. Specialisation. 
1. It is not necessary for each of us to serve in every capacity. “It is not desirable for us 

to neglect the word of God in order to serve (διακονέω) tables. …We will devote 
ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the word” (Ac 6:2-4). Delegate, when 
appropriate and necessary. God does not want church leaders doing all the serving. 
“Christ gave some as apostles, and some as prophets, and some as evangelists, and 
some as pastors and teachers, for the equipping of the saints for the work of service 
(διακονία)” (Eph 4:11-12). 

2. Do not compare your service with the service of others. “Who are you to judge the 
servant of another? To his own master he stands or falls” (Ro 14:4; cf. 1 Co 4:5). 
Also, do not take credit or seek recognition for your service. Have the attitude, “We 
are unworthy slaves; we have done that which we ought to have done” (Lk 17:10). 
We are instructed to “present our bodies as a living and holy sacrifice, acceptable to 

 Aubrey Malphurs, Being Leaders, 41-42.18

 A. F. Hort, The Gospel according to St. Mark (1901), 142.19

 Frank Boreham, A Handful of Stars ([]), 98.20
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God, which is our logical (λογικός) service (λατρεία)” (Ro 12:1). “What then is 
Apollos? And what is Paul? Servants (διάκονοι) through whom you believed. …I 
planted, Apollos watered, but God was causing the growth” (1 Co 3:5-6). Godly 
service glorifies God: “Whoever serves (διακονέω), let him serve as one who is 
serving by the strength which God supplies, so that in all things God may be glorified 
through Jesus Christ” (1 Pe 4:11). “We are not adequate in ourselves, …but our 
adequacy is from God who made us adequate, servants (διάκονοι) of a new covenant” 
(2 Co 3:5-6). 

3. Biblical service builds up the body of Christ. “Christ gave some as apostles, some as 
prophets, some as evangelists, some as pastors and teachers, for the equipping of the 
saints for the the work of service (διακονία), toward the construction of the body of 
Christ” (Eph 4:11-12). Godly service leads to corporate unity, knowledge and 
maturity in Christ (Eph 4:13). So all must serve: “As each one has received a gift, 
employ it in serving (διακονέω) one another as good stewards of the manifold grace 
of God” (1 Pe 4:10). 

4. “By inner persuasions He draws us to a few very definite tasks, our tasks, God’s 
burdened heart particularising His burdens in us.”  21

5. “We cannot die on every cross, nor are we expected to.”  22

6. “Social concern is the dynamic Life of God at work in the world, made special and 
emphatic and unique, particularised in each individual or group who is sensitive and 
tender in the leading-strings of love. A concern is God-initiated, often surprising, 
always holy, for the Life of God is breaking through into the world.”  23

10. Mindset. 
a. “Jesus’ point is that our service (diakonos) on the one hand is voluntary. The disciples 

weren’t Hebrew slaves in the Roman culture who were obligated to serve; they had a 
choice. On the other hand, in light of all that Jesus had done for them, they were, at 
the same time, under obligation to serve him (doulos) without expectations of their 
own. Jesus’ followers are under authority to go wherever he sends them and do 
whatever he asks whenever he asks it. Jesus uses the two concepts to carefully weave 
together the ideas of obligation and willingness in giving one’s life to serve as a 
leader. We’re obligated to serve him but, at the same time, we must be willing to serve 
him. In short, we willingly obligate ourselves to serve.”  24

b. “We’ll serve others humbly only to the degree that we love them. And the dirt on their 
feet will test our love for them. If we don’t love them, we’ll take up the leadership 
towel only to toss in that towel quickly when it gets a little dirty. If we love our 
followers deeply, we’ll not only take up the leadership towel but also wrap ourselves 
in it.”  25

c. Let us serve anonymously. 

 T. R. Kelly, A Testament of Devotion, 71-72.21

 T. R. Kelly, A Testament of Devotion, 109.22

 T. R. Kelly, A Testament of Devotion, 111.23

 Aubrey Malphurs, Being Leaders, 37.24

 Aubrey Malphurs, Being Leaders, 42.25
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d. Let us serve graciously, not out of guilt. 
e. Service to God and others requires saying no to yourself. 
f. Godly service is characterized by courage and perseverance, among many other 

qualities (Ac 20:18-21). Paul was a servant of God “in much endurance, in afflictions, 
in hardships, in distresses, in beatings, in imprisonments, in tumults, in labors, in 
sleeplessness, in hunger, in purity, in knowledge, in patience, in kindness, in the Holy 
Spirit, in genuine love, in the word of truth, in the power of God” (2 Co 6:4-7). 
“Because we are receiving a kingdom which cannot be shaken, let us show gratitude, 
by which we may offer to God an acceptable service (λατρεύω) with reverence and 
awe” (Heb 12:28). When we serve, God cares about our attitude as well as our 
actions.“Slaves, be obedient to your masters with fear and trembling, in the sincerity 
of your heart, as to Christ; not by way of eye service, as men-pleasers, but as slaves 
(δοῦλοι) of Christ, doing the desire of God from the heart. With good will render 
service (δουλεύω) as to the Lord and not to men” (Eph 6:5-7). “Whatever you do, do 
your work heartily as for the Lord rather than for men…. It is the Lord Christ whom 
you serve (δουλεύω).” (Col 3:23-24). 

g. “We, who are called to be masters, must never forget that we have ‘a Master in 
Heaven….’”  26

h. Do you act like a servant when you are treated like one? 

11. Power. 
a. We must not neglect personal Bible study and prayer, family devotions or church 

attendance in order to serve. It is nearly always better to sit at the Lord’s feet listening 
to His word than to serve (διακονία). “Mary chose the better part” (Lk 10:39-42). 
Godly service springs out of one’s intimate relationship with God. 

12. Benefits. 
a. “One may be saved and not a servant, but he may not be a disciple if he is not a 

servant.”  27

b. “Drudgery is the touchstone of character.”  28

c. The impact of our service may be felt generations from now. “It was revealed to the 
prophets that they were not serving [διακονέω] themselves, but you, in these things 
which now have been announced to you” (1 Pe 1:12). Consider those who have 
fought and died for the freedom we enjoy. In this life, we may never know the extent 
of our service. 

d. “Our message that Christ reconciles alienated people to each other rings true only if 
we are seen to love and forgive one another, to serve others in humility, and to reach 
out beyond our own community in compassionate, costly ministry to the needy.”  29

e. “On the Saturday, news was received at the pa that the Maori Princess and a company 
of important visitors were to arrive on the next day, Sunday. This caused great 

 F. B. Meyer, Religion in Homespun, 65.26

 Dwight Pentecost, Design for Discipleship, 95.27

 Oswald Chambers.28

 Lausanne Movement, The Manila Manifesto (1989).29
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concern among the people of the pa. Where were they going to procure food for the 
visitors? There was no bread and the bakeries in Morrinsville all closed for the 
weekend. Uncle [Norman Hyde] heard the conversation and asked what the trouble 
was. They said, ‘We are having visitors tomorrow and we have no bread.’ He said: ‘If 
you can get flour, I will make bread for you.’ He spent most of that night baking bread 
in a rather primitive stove. While others slept the preacher spent the night hours 
baking bread. Little did that practical servant of God know what effect that night of 
bread baking would have on the Maori people of that tribe (Ngati Haua). The news of 
it spread and the ‘Aroha’ (love) of the pakeha was spoken of in more than one Maori 
village in the days that followed. A proof that he had won the hearts of the Waikato 
Maori people was proved by the fact that two of the leading chiefs of the Waikato 
tribes went to Marton to attend his funeral.”  30

13. Reward. 
a. The Father will honor those who serve (διακονέω) His Son (Jn 12:26). “A slave is not 

greater than his master, nor is one who is sent greater than the one who sent him. If 
you know these things, you are blessed if you do them” (Jn 13:17). Christ is well-
aware of our service for Him: “I know your deeds, and your love and faith and service 
(διακονία) and perseverance” (Re 2:19). “The nations were enraged, and Your wrath 
came, and the time came for the dead to be judged, and to reward your bond-servants 
(δοῦλοι) the prophets and saints and those who fear your name, the small and the 
great” (Re 11:18). Service proves our worth as disciples of Christ: “You know of 
Timothy’s proven worth, that he served (δουλεύω) with me in the furtherance of the 
gospel like a child serving his father” (Php 2:22). “Well done, good and faithful slave 
(δοῦλος). You were faithful with a few things, I will put you in charge of many things; 
enter into the joy of your master” (Mt 25:21). 

b. Some believers are specially gifted for service (διακονία) (Ro 12:7), though all are 
called to serve. “Those who have served (διακονέω) well as deacons (διάκονοι) obtain 
for themselves a high standing and great confidence in the faith that is in Christ Jesus” 
(1 Ti 3:13). 

c. Lk 22:24-30 26 But not so with you. Rather, let the greatest among you become as 
the youngest, and the leader as one who serves. 27 For who is the greater, one who 
reclines at table or one who serves? Is it not the one who reclines at table? But I am 
among you as the one who serves. 28 You are those who have stayed with me in my 
trials, 29 and I assign to you, as my Father assigned to me, a kingdom, 30 that you 
may eat and drink at my table in my kingdom and sit on thrones judging the twelve 
tribes of Israel. 

14. Opportunity. 
a. “The world is full of people who are grabbing and self-seeking. So the rare individual 

who unselfishly tries to serve others has an enormous advantage. He has little 
competition.”  31

 Biography of Norman Hyde.30

 Dale Carnegie.31
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b. “Here is a simple, rule-of-thumb guide for behavior: Ask yourself what you want 
people to do for you, then grab the initiative and do it for them. Add up God’s Law 
and Prophets and this is what you get.”  32

c. “If God has given you a job to do—do it. Don’t look for someone else to do it.”  33

d. If you perceive a need in your home, church, workplace, or community, God may be 
asking you to serve to meet that need. 

e. “Make sure your personal goals including helping others and making things better.”  34

f. Questions to ask. Is God asking us to: 
(1) Go on a mission trip to a needy area? 
(2) Donate regularly to a missionary or relief organization? 
(3) Sell something we own and donate the proceeds? 
(4) Support a ministry for widows or orphans? 
(5) Offer free childcare to a single parent or married couple you know? 
(6) Foster or adopt a child from a needy area? 
(7) Start a new ministry to meet a local need God has put on your heart 
(8) Set up a college fund for a needy child? 
(9) Use your business connections to find a job for someone in need? 
(10)Volunteer your time at a soup kitchen or homeless shelter? 
(11)Research charities in the area and help to publicise them? 

 Eugene H. Peterson, The Message, Mt 7:12.32

 Norman Hyde.33

 Phil Coleman.34
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XXX 

“…[A] particular difficulty is presented when words in biblical Hebrew and Greek refer to 
ancient practices and institutions that do not correspond directly to those in the modern 
world. Such is the case in the translation of ‘ebed (Hebrew) and doulos (Greek), terms which 
are often rendered ‘slave.’ These terms, however, actually cover a range of relationships that 
requires a range of renderings—“slave,” “bondservant,” or “servant”—depending on the 
context. Further, the word ‘slave’ currently carries associations with the often brutal and 
dehumanizing institution of slavery particularly in nineteenth-century America. For this 
reason, the ESV translation of the words ‘ebed and doulos has been undertaken with 
particular attention to their meaning in each specific context. Thus in Old Testament times, 
one might enter slavery either voluntarily (e.g., to escape poverty or to pay off a debt) or 
involuntarily (e.g., by birth, by being captured in battle, or by judicial sentence). Protection 
for all in servitude in ancient Israel was provided by the Mosaic Law, including specific 
provisions for release from slavery. In New Testament times, a doulos is often best described 
as a “bondservant”—that is, someone in the Roman Empire officially bound under contract to 
serve his master for seven years (except for those in Caesar’s household in Rome who were 
contracted for fourteen years). When the contract expired, the person was freed, given his 
wage that had been saved by the master, and officially declared a freedman. The ESV usage 
thus seeks to express the most fitting nuance of meaning in each context. Where absolute 
ownership by a master is envisaged (as in Romans 6), ‘slave’ is used; where a more limited 
form of servitude is in view, ‘bondservant’ is used (as in 1 Corinthians 7:21-24); where the 
context indicates a wide range of freedom (as in John 4:51), “servant” is preferred. …The 
issues involved in translating the Greek word doulos apply also to the Greek word sundoulos, 
translated in the text as “fellow servant.”35

 The Holy Bible: English Standard Version (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles, 2016).35
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