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“[W]hoever 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.”

—Mark 10:43-45

“If you wish to be a leader you will be frustrated, for very few people wish to be led. If you aim to be a servant you will never be frustrated.”

—Frank F. Warren​[1]
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“Hello, my name’s Cassie and I’ll be your server tonight. Is there anything that I can get you to drink to start with?”

Cassie’s twenty-three-word introduction is clear, welcoming and predictable. But she’s left a lot unsaid, which, based on our previous visits to restaurants, is assumed. She doesn’t need to say that she’s there to take care of all our dining needs; we know that. Presumably, she’s qualified to answer any questions about the menu. She’s also a good listener and notes that I’d like to have mashed potato rather than the fries, and that I want no ice, thank you, in my Diet Coke.

If Cassie is an attentive and patient server, she’ll show no irritation as our seven-year-old goes back and forth in his customary indecisiveness before settling on the Megaburger Supreme with fries.

As the person responsible for our dining needs, Cassie is expected to do whatever it takes (within reason) to keep us happy. Her role, though, is that of an intermediary. She doesn’t prepare the food; she conveys our requests (“No onion in the salad,” “The T-bone medium rare please”) to the kitchen, where the chef prepares what we’ve ordered.

Also, her role as server is limited to the context of ordering our meal, bringing it to our table, and ensuring the food is to our satisfaction. I can’t expect her to look after our toddler while we eat; her role does not extend to babysitting. Nor can I order her to wash my car during our meal. Cassie is not my slave.

~~~~~
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So what does all this have to do with our faith? Like her, we Christians are servers, or “servants,” a less comfortable word. But that’s essentially what Cassie is as she lives out her duty to attend to our needs. We may employ a gardener or a cleaner, both of whom perform the duties that a century ago we would have unhesitatingly said were done by servants, if we could afford them. 

We Christians differ from Cassie, however, in that we’re enlisted in God’s service, attending to His needs and wishes as best we can determine them. Of crucial importance then, in my role as a server waiting on God, is listening for His needs and wishes. 

There’s another major difference between Cassie’s responsibilities and the expectations God has of me. When her shift finishes at 10 p.m., she steps out of her role as a server. Christians, by contrast, are always on duty as God’s servers. Or, to switch to the word we’ll use in this book, God’s servants.

This is therefore a book for Christians who want to serve Jesus more effectively. Drawing on examples from Scripture, I’ll be Your Server offers you a set of insights that you can apply to your own Christian walk, as you seek to emulate Jesus’ example when He said that He “did not come to be served, but to serve...”

First, though, an important disclaimer. This book is not about servant leadership as it applies to Christians; there are plenty of good books on that topic. Nor will we explore in any detail the four passages in Isaiah concerning “the Suffering Servant.” This concept, and the extent to which it applies to Jesus and His sufferings, has provided much food for thought for theologians. We will briefly touch on these two topics in the next Profile. 

Rather, the book’s emphasis is on people we meet in Scripture, individuals like you and me, who for the most part sought to make God-pleasing decisions as they served Him. We’ll explore the circumstances of each of these people and the occasion or occasions for service that they encountered. These thirty-six Profiles plus an Introduction will help us identify specific lessons that will enrich our own roles as God’s servants.

~~~~~
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The book is divided into five sections. Following this Introduction, Part 1 consists of an exploration of the servant role, both in general and specifically in the Christian context. In addition, this section includes a case study of Jesus washing His disciples’ feet, an action that epitomizes and models for us His servant heart.

Part 2 introduces us to the servant nature of seven of Scripture’s grandest figures, including such obvious choices as Moses, David, and Mary.

Part 3 includes Profiles on other servants who may not be household names but were at least identified by name in Scripture. They include Gideon’s servant Purah, Gehazi the greedy servant of Elisha, and Rhoda, the flustered servant who answers the door when Peter comes knocking but forgets to let him in. One identified individual who is included constitutes an exception: the angel Gabriel. He’s not human, although in the three instances that we know of he takes on something like a human appearance, as this angelic servant of the Lord brings important messages from God.

Part 4 looks at some of the numerous servants in Scripture who were seen as incidental players, whose names don’t even show up in the credits at the end of the movie.

Finally, Part 5 provides some concluding thoughts on the concept of Christians as servants, pulling together some of the book’s main themes.

~~~~~
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Why this emphasis on individuals who play a servant role in Scripture, rather than an extended analysis of general aspects of Christian service? It is because we more easily relate to the concrete examples of real-life people than abstract principles. I can identify with a Moses, a Paul, or a Rhoda, or any of the other individuals we’ll meet in the pages ahead. I can’t as easily relate to an abstract quality of servanthood, like humility. But show me a person and tell me what he or she did, and I can immediately make a connection. I can relate to the fact that perhaps they faced difficulties, were afraid, or simply didn’t know where to turn to next. Yes, like them, we know what it means to be in God’s service, with the challenges and difficulties that may entail.

Most of us already have a good handle on what it means to be a servant, at least in theory if not in practice, and in general, if not in the specifics. However, by looking at these case studies, we’ll go beyond the general and get into the different, concrete circumstances that these biblical servants faced. We will see how they lived out their servant roles in actual, real-life circumstances. They responded to their unique situations with an authenticity that can offer us a close-up look at what it means to be a servant. 

~~~~~
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Grasping some general principles about a biblical understanding of servanthood is good and well. But under the Holy Spirit’s leadership, as you read each of the Bible studies that follow, you may have deeper spiritual insights from these encounters with biblical servants. See these entries, then, as potential triggers for illumination that might not come from a more generic look at biblical servanthood. 

For these reasons, we will exclude the numerous instances in Jesus’ parables that include servants. Nor will we look at those individuals who identify themselves as the servant of the Lord or as a king’s faithful servant. In these uses, the speaker is pointing more to his or her status as a subject of God or a monarch, or some other person of higher status. They are not necessarily identifying with an actual person filling a servant role, as we are exploring it here. 

~~~~~
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But first, some practical matters. All scripture references are from the New International Version of the Bible, except where noted otherwise. Then there is the issue of inclusive language. Some quotes use “man,” “mankind” and so on when referring to people in general. These quotes reflect earlier usage which characterizes contemporary English less and less. In keeping with my commitment to present all sources as accurately as possible, I have included these entries with their original wording.​[2]

Another usage issue concerns the name for “God” in Old Testament references. I have tried to bear in mind that when “LORD” (all capitals) is used in the NIV, it is signifying the Hebrew word “Yahweh.” So I have often used that term when the context involves Old Testament characters. But I have not been consistent and have at times treated “God” and “Yahweh” more or less interchangeably.

Then, regarding wording: I use “chapter” to refer to the Scripture readings. To avoid confusion, I will refer to the chapters in this book as “Profiles.” 

How to use this book? You can dip into it wherever you want, reading the entries in whatever sequence you like. I urge you, however, to do the assigned reading at the beginning of each Profile, especially if it is a passage unfamiliar to you. You may want to use these Profiles for your personal devotions. If you do, consider writing a brief response to each Profile, especially in conjunction with other elements of your devotional time, such as prayer or Bible reading. 

These entries may occasionally interpret Scripture differently from your own understanding. If that occurs, feel free to rely on your own understanding of these Bible passages. But please don’t let any such differences distract you from an entry’s main point. 

I hope that the insights that follow will deepen your own faith and help you in one way or another to share the marvelous riches of God’s Kingdom with those whose lives you will touch.
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1: Service, Servants and Servanthood
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Former college president Frank Warren said, “If you wish to be a leader you will be frustrated, for very few people wish to be led. If you aim to be a servant, you will never be frustrated.”​[3] Yet in our society we continue to place a high premium on leadership potential in our young people. Some surveys have yielded amusing results, in which the great majority of college students, especially men, see themselves as “above average” in their leadership ability. (Like the fictional Lake Wobegon, in Garrison Keillor’s radio show, Prairie Home Companion, where all the children are above average.)

Aspiring leaders will find much food for thought in Scripture. According to the Bible Gateway website, the words “leader” or “leaders” appear 236 times in the New International Version. By contrast, the words “servant” or “servants” are mentioned far more often (767 times), giving us at least one rough measure of which group of people merit more attention. 

Plenty of biblical characters are, of course, leaders who also fill servant roles, including major figures like Moses, David and Jesus, of whom we know much. Many others, though, play seemingly incidental roles as servants, but only seemingly so. For they are all part of God’s unfolding plans as revealed in both the Old and New Testaments. Some of these obscure, little known individuals aren’t even identified. Think for example of the two servants who accompany Abraham and Isaac most of the way to Mount Moriah, where the patriarch fully expects to sacrifice his long-awaited son to God. Or there’s the young Israelite girl who was captured in a Syrian raid on some Israeli village or town and dragooned into service as a maid in the house of Naaman the leper. She too is unidentified.

Notice, as an aside, the difference between someone who is described as unnamed versus someone who is unidentified, an error we often see in our news media. The people whose names we don’t know, like Abraham’s two servants, and the young maid, certainly had names. They were not nonentities; humble though their roles were, they were individuals like you and me, greatly beloved of God, and also vitally important in the Bible story. Let us never underestimate the contribution that these players had in God’s drama, whether they had a speaking role or not. Servants, in other words, matter—and they matter in the biblical narrative too.

Returning to the Warren quote about aiming to be a servant, ask yourself: When did a professor or a pastor last write a letter of recommendation saying, “Mike has great servanthood-potential”? Nobody wants to be a servant, it seems; that’s for losers. But that was not how Jesus thought. In His characteristic way He turned societal values upside down. Even His disciples weren’t immune to the “aspiring leadership” bug, as when James and John approached Jesus and asked, “Let one of us sit at your right and the other at your left in your glory.” (Mk. 10:37)

Jesus wasn’t impressed. Instead, as He had previously laid down His expectations elsewhere, His followers should be striving for servanthood, not leadership: “Jesus called the Twelve and said, ‘Anyone who wants to be first must be the very last, and the servant of all.’” (Mk. 9:35) They still hadn’t got the point. And two millennia later many of us haven’t either.

Let us turn now to two types of servanthood. One is what we could term general servanthood. The other is Christian servanthood, that which is distinctly biblical: the servant’s role as seen from God’s perspective.

Servanthood Generally

A good servant is characterized, at a minimum, by these six qualities. None of them is surprising. Yet it is worth spelling them out as a foundation for the kind of servants that Christians ought to be.

Attentiveness: We all hate being ignored or left to ourselves when we want help. If we’ve been seated at a restaurant and have waited, say, fifteen minutes for someone to bring us menus, we won’t be impressed. Or if the food takes an unduly long time to make it to our table. Similarly, if we’re on the phone to our credit card company and are put on hold, and made to wait and wait and wait, we’ll think little of their service. Quite how we define a “reasonable time” before being attended to will vary from one setting to another. It will also vary from one person to another, depending on our threshold of patience. The principle remains, though: we expect someone responsible for waiting on us to do so reasonably promptly.

Cheerfulness: We expect people who are serving us to convey a suitably pleasant demeanor, either actual cheerfulness if that’s appropriate or at least a positive attitude. Sticking with the restaurant example, we expect to be greeted with a smile from the person who seats us at our table. We’d expect a comparably warm greeting when checking into a hotel. In a more solemn setting—visiting a funeral home to make arrangements for the service of a loved one, for instance—we’d still expect the person dealing with us to be positive. 

Consistency and Reliability: While these could be described separately, for practical purposes they are the same when it comes to service. I want my McDonald’s Big Mac to be predictably the same, whether I’m in Alaska or Wyoming. I want a high level of reliability when I order a product from Amazon, that it will be here on (or at least close to) the promised delivery date. Likewise, I expect a consistent level of good service at a Hampton Inn or any other more up-scale hotel.

Empathy: The good servant gets to know me, my interests, and my needs. In our favorite coffee shop, if we are repeat customers we are impressed when a server says, “Good morning, sir; are you once again going to have your decaf latte?” If we were at the funeral home, we’d expect the funeral director to be ultra-sensitive to our loss. Or, by contrast, if I’m in a jewelry store, where my fiancée and I are picking out an engagement ring, we’d expect the clerk to empathize with our joy and not dampen our excitement with a funereal gloominess. In brief, those who seek to serve us well will read us, our mood, and our need.

Knowledge: If I am ordering a meal in a restaurant, I expect the server to know about the items on the menu. If my party is interested in ordering wine, I expect the person to make informed suggestions about what wine would go with which dish. Or imagine a visit to a Lowe’s or Home Depot hardware store, where I’m looking for a reticulated inverse shuttle-flanging grommet.​[4] I expect a passing staff member either to steer me in the right direction, or else call someone who can help. I don’t expect a store associate, who is acting as my servant in this context, to know every product in the store. But I do expect the staff to show they care (some empathy, remember?) and ensure that my question is answered. Related to knowledge is competence: We don’t want the server spilling wine on our clothes, getting our order wrong, or getting muddled over the ingredients in the day’s special.

Sacrifice: The best service embodies the
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