
                SERVANTHOOD 101
Moving From Myth to Mastery

Text: Mark 10:35-45

Serve Needs (Part 1)

Christ Serves Needs

It is hard to read the Gospels and not be struck by the servanthood of Jesus. 
The Gospels, in a sense, are simply one long record of the vast variety of ways 
in which Jesus shows us the heart of a Servant God. Have you ever stopped 
and really looked at ALL the ways that Jesus served people’s needs?

For example, the Bible teaches that Jesus served people’s medical needs by 
healing many of them (Matt 4:23). He served people’s dietary needs by feeding 
thousands of them (Matt 14:15-21). He served people’s hygienic needs by 
stooping to wash their filthy feet (John 13:3-17). He served people’s legal 
needs by standing between them and their accusers (John 8:1-11). Jesus 
served people’s educational needs by establishing a school in which even 
fishermen and prostitutes could enroll (Matt 4:19; 9:9; Luke 8:1-3). He served 
people’s physical and emotional needs by lifting burdens and taking them to 
places where they could rest (Matt 11:28-29; Mark 6:31). Jesus served people’s 
social needs by declaring the worth of outcasts and little people lost in the 
crowd (John 4:1-26; Luke 19:1-6).  

Even when he was hanging on a Cross in agony, Jesus kept on serving. He 
served the family needs of Mary and John by giving one an adopted son and 
the other a new mother (John 19:25-27). He served the eternal needs of a 
repentant thief by assuring him a place in Paradise (Luke 23:39-43). And Jesus 
served the spiritual needs of all of us by paying the debt of our sin out of the 
wealth of his grace (Mark 10:45; John 19:30). Jesus made it clear: God is a 
Servant God.

Christ Calls His Followers to Serve Needs

Jesus also made it clear that anyone who really “knew” him would move toward 
others in a similarly servant-hearted way, actually doing the kind of things he 
did (Matt 7:21-23). Jesus expected his followers to be like their teacher in their 
servant love (Luke 6:40). He said that his disciples’ good deeds toward the real 
needs of others’ need would draw people to their Father in heaven (Matt 
5:13-16). And Christ’s first disciples took that teaching seriously.

As historian Rodney Stark has amply verified, the early Christians tended the 
sick and dying and took widows and orphans under their wings. They fed the 
hungry, welcomed strangers, advocated for women and slaves, protected 



children, and cared for prisoners. The early church, says Stark, was so effective 
in improving the condition of humanity and so attractive in its serving spirit 
that it won the hearts of millions who had written off organized religion. The 
Bible tells it this way: “Many wonders and signs were done by the 
apostles… They gave to anyone as he had need… praising God and 
enjoying the favor of all the people. And the Lord added to their 
number daily those who were being saved” (Acts 2:42-47).

The question I ask is: How might this happen again? How could Christians 
today become (more than we already are) a people whose lifestyle is so 
obviously life-giving that we inspire “the favor of all the people”? The answer is 
the same as the one once given to a man who was waxing eloquently to his 
wife on Valentine’s Day: “I love you so much, Myrtle, I would even die for you,” 
he said. “That won’t be necessary,” rejoined his wife. “Just pick up that towel, 
and help me with the dishes.”

What Servanthood Is and Isn’t

We sometimes get confused about the nature of servanthood, don’t we? We are 
beset by a variety of myths and misunderstandings about what it means to be a 
servant. That’s why it helps to stop and consider what servanthood really is and 
what it isn’t, as the Master Servant himself models it for us.

For example, we need to be reminded servanthood is an opportunity not an 
obligation. How many of you have ever heard this statement in your home (or 
perhaps in your own head): “Do I have to take out the garbage?” People often 
treat serving others as a distasteful duty – sort of like eating broccoli, doing 
homework, or paying taxes. “I know I’m obligated to do this, but I really 
wouldn’t if I didn’t have to.” 

This, however, is not serving as Jesus did. The Bible says that it was for the 
“for the joy set before him” that Jesus performed his service (Heb 12:2). 
This doesn’t mean that serving for Jesus was always happy or easy. There’s not 
a lot about washing stinking feet or taking up a cross that is happy or easy. But 
JOY is greater than happiness and it is rarely come by easily. 

Jesus once said that the “the kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden 
in a field. When a man found it… in his joy he went and sold all he 
had and bought that field” (Matt 13:44). In other words, there will be costs 
to gaining the kingdom. But, make no mistake: it is worth paying a price to 
enter into the joy of doing the Father’s will. When Christ invites you and me to 
serve as he does, he isn’t laying an obligation on us. He is offering an 
opportunity to us. He’s saying, “Come find the joy of having your life caught 
up in the movement of God’s grace through this world.”

Secondly, true servanthood is a response not a racket. It’s scary how easily acts 



of service become just another one of those rackets we work to feel better 
about ourselves, earn the applause of others, or reap a tax break. “Check out all 
my volunteer and charitable activities. Look at how creative, hardworking, or 
sacrificial I am!” But here, again, this isn’t even close to servanthood in the 
Jesus sense. 

Christ explicitly cautioned his followers not to be like the hypocrites who 
announce their gifts to the needy with trumpets “to be honored by men.” He 
expects us to routinely serve other people -- often in secret -- content that God 
alone knows what we are doing (Matt 6:1-4). He wants us to give to others not 
out of a desire for glory but as a response of gratitude for all that God has 
given us.

Thirdly, serving is meant to be an act of communion not condescension. For 
some of us, serving others is an act of noblesse oblige.  Though we may never 
say it aloud, our thinking is: “I have so much; the noble thing is to share with 
this person who doesn’t. I, the charitable giver, shall condescend to meet the 
needs of this fortunate receiver.” 

The truth, however, is a little more complicated. None of us are truly self-made, 
self-continuing, self-fulfilling people. As any severe illness, disaster, or crisis 
quickly reminds us, we are all dependent creatures. The poorest widow we meet 
may have riches of spirit or insight that we are impoverished without (Mark 
12:41-44). How many of us, when serving the poor, have found ourselves 
served in ways we never expected? This is why serving somebody else is not an 
act of condescension but actually one of communion. It is how we bear witness 
to the fact that all of us are paupers, desperately in need of the grace of God 
and the gifts that others can offer us.

Fourthly, servanthood, in the way Jesus teaches it, is a gift not a guarantee. 
Most of us grow up learning that gifts often come with strings attached. “I will 
scratch your back, so long as you scratch mine. I’ll do the laundry, if you’ll take 
out the garbage.” Some of this is the reciprocity of healthy relationship. If we 
are not careful, however, the contributions we make can start to feel like 
rightful claims on the behavior of others. How many of us have done acts of 
apparent “service” expecting to be thanked for our work or to see the other 
person change their behavior in a way that pleases us? As natural as this is, it 
isn’t servanthood as Jesus defined it. 

“If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you? Even 
'sinners' love those who love them. And if you do good to those who 
are good to you, what credit is that to you? Even 'sinners' do that… . 
And if you lend to those from whom you expect repayment, what 
credit is that to you? Even 'sinners' lend to 'sinners,' expecting to be 
repaid in full. But love your enemies, do good to them, and lend to 
them without expecting to get anything back. Then your reward will 



be great, and you will be sons of the Most High, because he is kind to 
the ungrateful and wicked” (Luke 6:32-35). 

If we are to serve as Jesus served, then it has to be a gift with no guarantee of 
return, save for the knowledge that we have in some small measure extended 
the kind of grace with which God lives toward us.

All of these characteristics of servanthood converge in one final distinction that 
can easily get missed. True servanthood is a statement not a strategy. To put it 
bluntly, sometimes well-meaning Christians serve others as an evangelism 
strategy. They’ll extend “kindness” to neighbors as a means of priming them for 
conversion. They’ll sponsor “free” car washes or meals, as a premise for passing 
along Christian literature. They’ll hold a community service day, hoping the 
sight of all those well-emblazoned t-shirts will make people want to come out to 
their church. 

When we look closely at the way Jesus fed, healed or otherwise served people, 
we see that there was never a hint of marketing or manipulation in his acts. 
When he did good for people, it was for one reason alone, to make a simple 
statement: “God loves you.” Whether you follow me or not, whether you thank 
me or not, whether you do good to me or not, whether you listen to me or 
not, this is still the fact: “God loves you.” 

Be a True Servant

If we are going to be Christlike witnesses in our time, then our serving needs to 
be like this. People have to sense that we serve them not out of obligation but 
with a spirit of joyful opportunity. They need to be clear that it’s not just 
another racket we use to feel better about ourselves or earn their affirmation 
but a grateful response to the way we’ve been served by God. People must be 
able to discern that they are meeting in us not condescension but a genuine 
desire for communion with them. They need to know that what we offer is an 
open-handed gift not a covert attempt to wrangle some kind of guarantee from 
them. They may not fully understand it at first but, in time, they will come to 
sense that what we are doing isn’t a secret strategy but a sincere statement: 
They are genuinely loved by God (John 3:16-17).

In his marvelous book, The Hole in Our Gospel, Richard Stearns, head of World 
Vision, ponders what might happen to the credibility and influence of the 
Christian movement if our Lord’s disciples got even half-serious about using 
what God has entrusted to them to really serve the world’s needs:”Picture a 
different world. Imagine one in which two billion Christians embrace the whole 
gospel… Visualize armies of compassion stationed in every corner of our world, 
doing small things with great love… Might the world take notice? Would they 
ask new questions? Who are these people so motivated by love? Where did 
they come from? Why do they sacrifice so to help those the world has 



forgotten? Where do they find their strength? Who is this God they serve?”

This is what you and I have the power to bring on. This is what we’re going to 
be thinking deeply about together over the next few weeks. This is the life-
changing love you can be an agent of this very week. As you go forth today, 
look for ways that you can serve needs.  v
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