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Portrait of a Servant, Part One

INTRO : VVhat do you want to be when you grow up?"

That's a favorite question we enjoy asking children. And the answers we get usually are "a policeman" or "a nurse" or maybe "a fireman." Some kids are visionary. They answer "a movie star" or "a singer" or "a doctor" or "a professional ball player." Let's take that same question and ask it another way. Let's imagine asking Jesus Christ what He wants us to be when we grow up. Suddenly, it's a whole new question. I honestly believe He would give the same answer to every one of us: "I want you to be different . . . to be a servant. " In all my life I cannot recall anybody ever saying that when he grew up he wanted to be a servant.

It sounds lowly . . . humiliating . . . lacking in dignity.

In his helpful book, Honesty, Morality, & Conscience, Jerry White talks about the concept of serving others.

Christians are to be servants of both God and people. But most of us approach business and work-and life in general-with the attitude "What can I get?" rather than "What can I give?"

We find it encouraging to think of ourselves as God's servants. Who would not want to be a servant of the King? But when it comes to serving other people, we begin to question the consequences. We feel noble when serving God; we feel humble when serving people. Serving God receives a favorable response; serving people, especially those who cannot repay, has no visible benefit or glory from anyone except from God! Christ gave us the example: "The Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life as a ransom for many" (Matt. 20:28). To be a servant of God we must be a servant of people.

In business and work the concept of serving people must undergird all that we do. When we serve we think first of the one we are trying to serve. An employee who serves honestly in his work honors God and deepens his value to his employer. On the other hand, the self-serving employee will seldom be valued in any company.

1. JESUS' COMMAND: "BE DIFFERENT!"

A. When Jesus walked the earth, He attracted a number of people to Himself. On one occasion, He sat down among them and taught them some bottom-line truths about how He wanted them to grow up. 

1. The scriptural account of His "Sermon on the Mount" is found in Matthew 5, 6, and 7. If I were asked to suggest an overall theme of this grand sermon, it would be- "Be different!" Time and again He states the way things were among the religious types of their day, and then He instructs them to be different. For example:

a. Matthew 5:21-22: "You have heard . . . but I say to you. . .

b. Matthew 5:27-28: "You have heard . . . but I say to you.

c. Matthew 5:33-34: "Again, you have heard . . . but I say to you.

d. Matthew 5:3~39: "You have heard . . . but I say to you.

e. Matthew 5:43~4: "You have heard ... but I say to you.

2. In Matthew 6, He further explains how they were to be different …

a. when they gave to the needy (6:2), and 

b. when they prayed (6:5) and 

c. when they fasted (6:16). 

d. The key verse in the entire sermon is, "Therefore, do not be like them  . ." (6:8). 

3. You see, Jesus saw through all the pride and hypocrisy of others and was determined to instill in His disciples character traits of humility and authenticity. His unique teaching cut through the facade of religion like a sharp knife through warm butter. It remains to this day the most comprehensive delineation in all the New Testament of the Christian counterculture. Offering a lifestyle totally at variance with the world system.

4. In the introduction of Jesus' sermon, doubtlessly the most familiar section is found in Matthew 5:1-12. Commonly called "The Beatitudes," this section is the most descriptive word-portrait of a servant ever recorded.

2. THE BEATITUDES: THREE OBSERVATIONS

Let's reread these immortal words slowly:

Mat. 5:1-12 

1. And seeing the multitudes, he went up into a mountain: and when he was set, his disciples came unto him:

2  And he opened his mouth, and taught them, saying,

3  Blessed are the poor in spirit: for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

4  Blessed are they that mourn: for they shall be comforted.

5  Blessed are the meek: for they shall inherit the earth.

6  Blessed are they which do hunger and thirst after righteousness: for they shall be filled.

7  Blessed are the merciful: for they shall obtain mercy.

8  Blessed are the pure in heart: for they shall see God.

9  Blessed are the peacemakers: for they shall be called the children of God.

10  Blessed are they which are persecuted for righteousness' sake: for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

11  Blessed are ye, when men shall revile you, and persecute you, and shall say all manner of evil against you falsely, for my sake.

12  Rejoice, and be exceeding glad: for great is your reward in heaven: for so persecuted they the prophets which were before you. 

A. Let me suggest three general observations:

1. These are eight character traits that identify true servant-hood. When all eight are mixed together in a life, balance emerges. It is helpful to realize this is not a "multiple choice" list where we are free to pick and choose our favorites. Our Savior has stated very clearly those qualities that lead to a different lifestyle which pleases Him. A close examination of each is therefore essential.

2. These traits open the door to inner happiness. Here are the fundamental attitudes which, when pursued and experi​enced, bring great satisfaction. Jesus offers fulfillment here like nothing else on earth. Study how each begins: "Blessed are. . . ." This is the only time our Lord repeated the same term eight times consecutively. The thought is correctly rendered  "How happy" and "Happy." Those who enter into these attitudes find lasting happiness.

3. Attached to each character trait is a corresponding promise. Did you notice this? "Blessed are . . . (the trait) for." (the promise). Christ holds out a particular benefit for each particular quality. And what great promises they are! Small wonder when He finished the sermon we read:

“And it came to pass, when Jesus had ended these sayings, the people were astonished at his doctrine:

 For he taught them as one having authority, and not as the scribes.” (Matt. 7:28-29).

4. Never before had His audience heard such marvelous truths presented in such an interesting and meaningful manner. They longed to have those promises incarnate in their lives. So do we.

C. AN ANALYSIS OF FOUR BEATITUDES

So much for the survey. Let's get specific. Rather than hurrying through all eight in a superficial manner, let's work our way through these first four qualities with care. We'll look at the next four in chapter 8. We shall be able to understand both the subtle shading and the rich color of the portrait painted by Jesus for all to appreciate and apply if we take our time and think through each servant characteristic.

1. "The Poor in Spirit"

a. At first glance, this seems to refer to those who have little or no money-people of poverty with zero financial security. Wrong. You'll note He speaks of being". . . poor in spirit . .
b. One helpful authority, William Barclay, clarifies the meaning: These words in Hebrew underwent a four-stage development of meaning. 
1.) They began by meaning simply poor.

2.) They went on to mean, because poor, therefore having no influence or power, or help, or prestige.  

3.) They went on to mean, because having no influence, therefore down-trodden and oppressed by men.

4.) Finally, they came to describe the man who, because he has no earthly resources whatever, puts his whole trust in God. So in Hebrew the word poor was used to describe the humble and the helpless man who put his whole trust in God.2
c. This is an attitude of absolute, unvarnished humility. What an excellent way to begin the servant's portrait! It is the portrait of one who sees himself/herself as spiritually bankrupt, deserving of nothing . . . who turns to Almighty God in total trust.

d. Augustus M. Toplady caught a glimpse of this attitude when he wrote these words that became a part of the church's hymnody:


Nothing in my hand I bring,


Simply to Thy cross I cling;


Naked, come to Thee for dress,


Helpless, look to Thee for grace;


Foul, I to the fountain fly,


Wash me, Saviour, or I die!

e. This spirit of humility is very rare in our day of strong-willed, proud-as-a-peacock attitudes. The clinched fist has replaced the bowed head. The big mouth and the surly stare now dominate the scene once occupied by the quiet godliness of the "poor in spirit." 

f. How self-righteous we have become! How confident in and of ourselves! And with that attitude, how desperately unhappy we are! Christ Jesus offers genuine, lasting happiness to those whose hearts willingly declare:

g. A special promise follows the trait of spiritual helplessness:

1. for theirs is the kingdom of heaven," says Jesus. The indispensable condition of receiving a part in the kingdom of heaven is acknowledging our spiritual poverty. 

2. The person with a servant's heart-not unlike a child trusting completely in his parent's provision-is promised a place in Christ's kingdom. 

3. The opposite attitude is clearly revealed in that Laodicean congregation, where Christ rebuked them with severe words. They were so proud, they were blind to their own selfishness:“I know thy works, that thou art neither cold nor hot: I would thou wert cold or hot. So then because thou art lukewarm, and neither cold nor hot, I will spue thee out of my mouth. Because thou sayest, I am rich, and increased with goods, and have need of nothing; and knowest not that thou art wretched, and miserable, and poor, and blind, and naked:” (Rev.3:15-17).
4. Chances are good that there wasn't a servant in the whole lot at Laodicea. First and foremost in the life of an authentic servant is a deep, abiding dependency on the living Lord. On the basis of that attitude, the kingdom of heaven is promised.

2. "Those Who Mourn"

Matthew, in recording Christ's teaching, chose the strongest Greek term in all his vocabulary when he wrote mourn. It is a heavy word-a passionate lament for one who was loved with profound devotion. It conveys the sorrow of a broken heart, the ache of soul, the anguished mind. It could include several scenes:

· Mourning over wrong in the world

· Mourning over personal loss

· Mourning over one's own wrong and sinfulness 

· Mourning over the death of someone close.

a. Interestingly, this particular term also includes compassion, a sincere caring for others. Perhaps a satisfactory paraphrase would read: "How happy are those who care intensely for the hurts and sorrows and losses of others. . . ." 

b. At the heart of this character trait is COMPASSION, another servant attitude so desperately needed today.

c. While the world might not mourn with us, “For we have not an high priest which cannot be touched with the feeling of our infirmities; but was in all points tempted like as we are, yet without sin. (Heb. 4:15).

d. True servants are like their Lord, compassionate. 

e. And the promise for those who "mourn"? The Savior promises .... . they shall be comforted." 

f. In return, comfort will be theirs to claim. I find it significant that no mention is made of the source or the channel. Simply, it will come. Perhaps from the same one the servant cared for back when there was a need. It is axiomatic-there can be little comfort where there has been no grief.

g. Thus far we've found two attitudes in true servant extreme dependence and strong compassion. There is more, much more.

3. The Meek - "The Gentle"

The third character trait Jesus includes in His portrait of a servant is gentleness. "Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth" (v. 5).

a. Immediately, we may get a false impression. We think, "Blessed are the weak for they shall become doormats." In our rough-and-rugged individualism, we think of gentleness as weakness, being soft, and virtually spineless. Not so! 

b. The Greek term is extremely colorful, helping us grasp a correct under​standing of why the Lord sees the need for servants to be gentle.

c. It is used several ways in extrabiblical literature:

· A wild stallion that has been tamed, brought under control, is described as being "gentle."

· Carefully chosen words that soothe strong emotions are referred to as "gentle" words.

· Ointment that takes the fever and sting out of a wound is called "gentle."

· In one of Plato's works, a child asks the physician to be tender as he treats him. The child uses this term "gentle."

· Those who are polite, who have tact and are courteous, and who treat others with dignity and respect are called "gentle" people.

d. So then, gentleness includes such enviable qualities as having strength under control, being calm and peaceful when sur​rounded by a heated atmosphere, emitting a soothing effect on those who may be angry or otherwise beside themselves, and possessing tact and gracious courtesy that causes others to retain their self-esteem and dignity. 

e. Clearly, it includes a Christlike​ness, since the same word is used to describe His own makeup: “Come unto me, all ye that labour and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn of me; for I am meek and lowly in heart: and ye shall find rest unto your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light. (Matt. 11:2~29).

f. And what does the promise mean . . . for they shell inherit the earth"? 

g. It can be understood as one of two ways, now or later. Either "they will ultimately win out in this life" or "they will be given vast territories in the kingdom, to judge and to rule." Instead of losing, the gentle gain. Instead of being ripped off and taken advantage of, they come out ahead! 

h. David mentions this in one of his greatest psalms (37:7-11):

“ Rest in the LORD, and wait patiently for him: fret not thyself because of him who prospereth in his way, because of the man who bringeth wicked devices to pass. Cease from anger, and forsake wrath: fret not thyself in any wise to do evil.  For evildoers shall be cut off: but those that wait upon the LORD, they shall inherit the earth. For yet a little while, and the wicked shall not be: yea, thou shalt diligently consider his place, and it shall not be. But the meek shall inherit the earth; and shall delight themselves in the abundance of peace.”
i. See the contrast? From all outward appearance it seems as though the wicked win out. They prosper in their way, their schemes work, their cheating and lying and unfair treatment of others appear to pay off. They just seem to get richer and become more and more powefful. 

j. As James Russell Lowell once put it:

“Truth forever on the scaffold

Wrong forever on the throne.”

k. But God says it won't be "forever." The ultimate victory will not be won by the wicked. "The gentle" will win. Believe that, servant-in-the-making! Be different from the system! Stay on the scaffold trust your heavenly Father to keep His promise regarding your inheritance. It is you who will be blessed.

4. "Those Who Hunger and Thirst for Righteousness

a. The true servant possesses an insatiable appetite for what is right, a passionate drive for justice. Spiritually speaking, the servant is engaged in a pursuit of God . . . a hot, restless, eager longing to walk with Him, to please Him.

b. But there is a practical side of this fourth beatitude as well. It includes not just looking upward, pursuing a vertical holiness, but also looking around and being grieved over the corruption, the inequities, the gross lack of integrity, the moral compro​mises that abound. 

c. The servant "hungers and thirsts" for right on earth. Unwilling simply to sigh and shrug off the lack of justice and purity as inevitable, servants press on for righteous​ness. Some would call them idealists or dreamers.

d. One such person was Dag Hammarskjold, former Secretary General of the United Nations, who died in a tragic airplane crash while flying over northern Rhodesia on a mission to negotiate a cease fire. In his fine book, Markings, the late statesman wrote:

“Hunger is my native place in the land of the passions. Hunger for fellowship, hunger for righteousness for a fellowship founded on righteousness, and a righteousness attained in fellowship. Only life can satisfy the demands of life. And this hunger of mine can be satisfied for the simple reason that the nature of life is such that I can realize my individuality by becoming a bridge for others, a stone in the temple of righteousness. Don't be afraid of yourself, live your individuality to the full-but for the good of others. Don't copy others in order to buy fellowship, or make convention your law instead of living the righteousness. To become free and responsible. For this alone was man created. . .”

e. And what will happen when this passionate appetite is a part of one's life?. What does Jesus promise?“they shall be satisfied.” 

f. A. T. Robertson, a Greek scholar of yesteryear, suggests the term satisfied is commonly used for feeding and fattening cattle, since it is derived from the term for fodder or grass.7 What a picture of contentment! Like well-fed, hefty livestock contented in soul and satisfied within, the servant with an appetite for righteousness will be filled. It's comforting to hear that promise. Normally, one would think such an insatiable pursuit would make one so intense there would be only fretfulness and agitation. But, no, Jesus promises to bring a satisfaction to such hungry and thirsty souls . . . a "rest" of spirit that conveys quiet contentment.

CLOSING : PRELIMINARY SUMMARY AND QUESTIONS

We are only halfway through the list, but it's a good place to stop and summarize what we have seen in this inspired portrait thus far. Jesus is describing how to be different, how to be His unique servant in a hostile, wicked world. He honors particular character traits and offers special rewards for each.

1. Those who are genuinely humble before God, who turn to Him in absolute dependence, will be assured of a place in His kingdom.

2. Those who show compassion on behalf of the needy, the hurting, will receive (in return) much comfort in their own lives.

3. Those who are gentle-strong within yet controlled without, who bring a soothing graciousness into irritating situation will win out.

4. Those who have a passionate appetite for righteousness, both heavenly and earthly, will receive from the Lord an unusual measure of personal contentment and satisfaction.

Before examining the final four character traits of a servant in the next chapter, let's ask ourselves these questions (try to answer each one directly and honestly):

Am I really different! Do I take all this seriously . . . so much so that I am willing to change? Is it coming through to me that serving others is one of the most Christlike attitudes I can have? What significant difference will the ideas expressed in this chapter have on my life?

The bottom-line question is not "What do you want to be when you grow up?" but "What are you becoming, now that you re grown?"

