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To Be a Servant 

Luke 17:7-10 

 

 He has worked hard—and he’s still working hard—to pay for the expensive house he and his 

family live in, and the SUV and the minivan they drive. He and his family all wear the most 

expensive clothing labels, and they get anything and everything they want—whether they can 

afford it or not! He is free to pursue the American dream! 

 Or is he simply a slave to it, bound by the idol of materialism? 

 All her life, she’s wanted to have a good time. As a kid, she was the one who was always 

goofing off, never wanting to settle down and do her schoolwork or chores like she was 

supposed to. She began to party in high school, and college was really one big blur. Alcohol and 

other drugs once gave her a high; now they just get her through the day. Immorality has become 

such a way of life for her that she seldom gives it a second thought. But she’s exercising her 

freedom, doing what she wants to do! 

 Or is she really just a slave to her physical and emotional appetites? 

 The truth is that often the people who think they’re the most free are really the most 

enslaved. What we don’t want to admit, but deep down we all know it’s really true, is that as 

human beings, we all serve someone or something! The question is who or what? 

 

What Jesus expects 

 Jesus addressed this issue on more than one occasion. One of those times was in this text 

we’re looking at today. 

 The context of this little parable Jesus told here is interesting. In 17:1-3, Jesus warned His 

disciples about the danger of causing one of His “little ones” 1 to stumble. The “little ones” Jesus 

was speaking of here are weaker disciples, whether those young in the faith or those with weak 

faith.  

This is a warning about Christian influence.2 Other followers of Jesus watch us. All of us 

have influence over somebody. So we have to be careful that we don’t influence a weaker 

brother or sister to sin. This is such a serious responsibility that Jesus pronounced a woe on the 

Christian who causes other Christians to sin, saying that it would be better for such an offender 

to be thrown into the sea with a heavy millstone tied around their neck than to offend one of His 

little ones. No wonder He said, “So watch yourselves”! 

 Jesus then declared the necessity of forgiving a brother or sister who having sinned, repents. 

It’s not just once that Jesus calls on His followers to forgive. He says that if the person sins seven 

times in a day and repents seven times in a day, he or she is to be forgiven. What He’s talking 
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about here is not keeping count—that after the seventh time you write the person off or you’re 

free to retaliate—not at all! He’s talking here about unlimited forgiveness. 

 So Jesus expects His disciples to be careful about how they influence other disciples and to 

practice unlimited forgiveness with one another. 

 The disciples recognized the difficulty of these dual responsibilities of influence and 

forgiveness, and viewing them as virtually impossible, asked for Jesus to increase their faith. 

Using the absurd picture of a mulberry-like tree with an extensive root system being uprooted 

and planted in the sea as His illustration, Jesus told them that even faith as small as a grain of 

mustard seed would make the impossible possible. By faith, they could obey. 

 It’s against that backdrop that Jesus then told them this little parable about a master and his 

slave. Now because slavery in the ancient world differed from slavery in America in colonial and 

pre-Civil War times, the NIV and most other modern English versions translate the word as 

servant as the KJV did. In the Greek text it is actually the word for slave, as the NASB and NRSV 

translate it. 

 Jesus asks them to put themselves in the place of a master. It appears that this master has 

only one slave, since the slave pulls double duty as both a farm laborer and a house servant. 

Jesus asks them whether in that situation, when the slave came in from plowing the field or 

tending the sheep, would they tell him to come sit down to a meal that’s already prepared by the 

master? Or would they tell the slave, “Prepare my supper, get yourself ready and wait on me while I 

eat and drink; after that you may eat and drink”? Then Jesus asks them whether the master would 

thank the servant because he did what he was told to do. Hardly, especially in that cultural 

climate! 

 Then Jesus applies it to His followers: “So you also, when you have done everything you were 
told to do, say, ‘We are unworthy servants; we have only done our duty.’” 

When we obey, we haven’t done anything special—just what we ought to have done, our duty! 

 That may be just a little clearer than we’d like it to be! Jesus declared that obedience was the 

duty of a slave, and it’s what He expects of His disciples. 

 And in this particular context, it’s especially true in how our lives as His disciples impact 

other people through our influence and our willingness to forgive. 

 

Slave or free? 

 Now surely Jesus didn’t mean this for us today in our enlightened world where we 

understand that freedom is the greatest yearning of the human spirit—or did He? Hasn’t he read 

our nation’s Declaration of Independence and the Constitution with its Bill of Rights? Doesn’t 

He know that especially for Americans, freedom is the ultimate right? 

 It doesn’t matter. We’re talking about King Jesus here. He sets the rules, whether we like it 

or not. Jesus Christ is God the Son, the second person of the Holy Trinity—the Father, Son, and 

Holy Spirit. He created us and He has redeemed us. He has the right to make claims on us. As 

one of my teachers so eloquently put it, “God is God, and we are not.” And He doesn’t preside 

over a democratic republic; He rules a kingdom. 

 Now being obedient is not something Jesus hasn’t done Himself. When God the Son took on 

flesh and came to earth as the man Jesus, He came as the suffering servant of God that the 

prophet talked about in Isaiah 40-55. In fact, Paul quotes an early hymn about Christ in 

Philippians 2 that declares how though He was in the form of God, rather than exploiting His 

equality with God for His own benefit, He emptied himself and took the form of a slave, and was 

obedient to the Father to the point of death, even death on a cross. 
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 And He did it for us, so that we might be saved from our sins and set right with God, that we 

might love and serve Him as His people all the days of our lives. 

 You see, it’s just that simple. Through Jesus Christ, God Almighty has laid claim on us! We 

don’t belong to ourselves; we’ve been bought with the blood of Christ, and God has laid claim to 

His rightful property (1 Corinthians 6:19b-20)! 

 So we must bow to His claims over our lives, yielding our wills and our ways to Him. This is 

not optional. He is our Master, we are His slaves. We belong to Him, and He has the right to 

demand our obedience. 

 So we must do what He commands us—what He has commanded us in His word, what He 

commands us through the Holy Spirit in our daily walk with Him. 

 

Not volunteers, but servants 

 I once heard Dr. Robert Canoy, Dean of the Gardner-Webb University School of Divinity, 

say that as a pastor, he finally came to such a strong conviction about this that he announced to 

his congregation that their church no longer had any “volunteers”; they were all servants who 

were under orders from their Master, Jesus Christ! 

 That is how it really is, isn’t it? When He commands us, what right do we have to refuse? We 

are slaves of Jesus; we owe Him our loyalty and obedience! To be Christ’s servant is to do what 

He, our Master, says. 

 Years ago a lady in one of the churches I served as pastor gave me a clipping from an 

anonymous poet that captured it well: 

 

“Father, where shall I work today? 

And my love flowed warm and free. 

Then He pointed me out a tiny spot, 

And said, “Tend that for Me.” 

I answered quickly, “Oh, no, not that.  

Why no one would ever see, 

No matter how well my work was done, 

Not that little place for me!” 

And the word He spoke, it was not stern, 

He answered me tenderly, 

“Ah, little one, search that heart of yours: 

Are you working for them or Me? 

Nazareth was a little place, 

  And so was Galilee.”3  

 

 There is a paradox in being Christ’s slave—as C. S. Lewis put it, “His compulsion is our 

liberation . . . .” 4 It’s only as we yield completely to Christ as our Master and Lord that we 

experience true freedom. 

 When we do yield to Him, really yield to Him, He sets us free to be who He created us to 

be—God’s children! Like the lost prodigal son, who was willing to be like one of the father’s 

hired servants, we are restored as sons and daughters of God. 

 Have you yielded to Him?  

 Are you His servant? 

MEG 



 4 

                                                 
1 Unless otherwise indicated, Scripture quotations taken from The Holy Bible, New International Version® 

(2011 edition). 
2 Charles Talbert, Reading Luke: A Literary and Theological Commentary on the Third Gospel, rev. ed. 

(Macon, Ga.: Smyth & Helwys, 2002), 189-192. Dr. Talbert’s commentary was helpful in my interpretation of this 

text. 
3 Author unknown; this clipping was given to my by Mrs. Virginia McClure, a member of the White Lake 

Baptist Church, Elizabethtown, NC, when I was pastor there (1981-1985). 
4 C. S. Lewis, Surprised by Joy, in The Inspirational Writings of C. S. Lewis (New York: Inspirational Press, 

1994), 124-125. 


