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The Influence of a Servant

INTRO: Ours is a tough, rugged, wicked world. Aggression, rebellion, violence, cutthroat competition, and retaliation abound. Not just internationally, but personally. What is true in the secret council chambers of nations is also true behind closed doors of homes. We are stubborn, warring people. "The American home," according to a study completed at the University of Rhode Island, is described as "the most dangerous place to be, outside of riots and a war!" 

· No less than 30 percent of all American couples experience some form of domestic violence in their lifetimes. 

· This helps explain why 20 percent of all police officers killed in the line of duty are killed while answering calls involving family fights, and why it is estimated that anywhere from six to fifteen million women are battered in our nation each year. 

· And the figures are on the increase. The heart of mankind is totally and unashamedly depraved!

What possible influence could the servants described in Matthew 5:1-12 have on a hard, hostile society like ours? What impact-how much clout do the "poor in spirit," the "gentle," the "merciful," the "pure in heart," or the "peacemakers" actually have? Such feeble-sounding virtues seem about as influential as pillow fighting in a nuclear war. Especially with the odds stacked against us. Servants of Jesus Christ will always be in the minority . . . a small remnant surrounded by a strong-minded majority with their fists clenched. Can our presence do much good? Isn't it pretty much a wasted effort?

Jesus the One who first painted the servant's portrait did not share this skepticism. But neither did He deny the battle. Don't forget the final touches He put on that inspired canvas, which we just examined and admired. Remember these words? They make it clear that society is a combat zone not a vacation spot.

“Blessed are those who have been persecuted for the sake of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are you when men revile you, and persecute you, and say all kinds of evil against you falsely, on account of Me. Rejoice, and be glad, for your reward in heaven is great, for so they persecuted the prophets who were before you.”  (Matt.5:10-12).

No, He never promised us a rose garden. He came up front with us and admitted that the arena of this world is not a friend of grace to help us on to God. Nevertheless, strange as it may seem, He went on to tell that handful of Palestinian peasants (and all godly servants in every generation) that their influence would be nothing short of remarkable. They would be "the salt of the earth" and they would be "the light of the world." And so shall we! So far-reaching would be the influence of servants in society, their presence would be as significant as salt on food and as light on darkness. Neither is loud or externally impressive, but both are essential. Without our influence this old world would soon begin to realize our absence. Even though it may not admit it, society needs both salt and light.

1. KEEPER OF THE SPRING

The late Peter Marshall, an eloquent speaker and for several years the chaplain of the United States Senate, used to love to tell the story of  "The Keeper of the Spring,"  

a. A quiet forest dweller who lived high above an Austrian village along the eastern slopes of the Alps. The old gentleman had been hired many years ago by a young town council to clear away the debris from the pools of water up in the mountain crevices that fed the lovely spring flowing through their town. 

b. With faithful, silent regularity, he patrolled the hills, removed the leaves and branches, and wiped away the silt that would otherwise choke and contaminate the fresh flow of water. By and by, the village became a popular attraction for vacationers. Graceful swans floated along the crystal clear spring, the millwheels of various businesses located near the water turned day and night, farmlands were naturally irrigated, and the view from restaurants was picturesque beyond description.

c. Years passed. One evening the town council met for its semiannual meeting. As they reviewed the budget, one man’s eye caught the salary figure being paid the obscure keeper of the spring. Said the keeper of the purse, "Who is the old man? Why do we keep him on year after year? No one ever sees him. For all we know the strange ranger of the hills is doing us no good. He isn't necessary any longer!" By a unanimous vote, they dis​pensed with the old man's services.

d. For several weeks nothing changed. By early autumn the trees began to shed their leaves. Small branches snapped off and fell into the pools, hindering the rushing flow of sparkling water. One afternoon someone noticed a slight yellowish-brown tint in the spring. A couple days later the water was much darker. Within another week, a slimy film covered sections of the water along the banks and a foul odor was soon detected. The millwheels moved slower, some finally ground to a halt. Swans left as did the tourists. Clammy fingers of disease and sickness reached deeply into the village.

e. Quickly, the embarrassed council called a special meeting. Realizing their gross error in judgment, they hired back the old keeper of the spring . .  and within a few weeks the veritable river of life began to clear up. The wheels started to turn, and new life returned to the hamlet in the Alps once again.

f. Fanciful though it may be, the story is more than an idle tale. It carries with it a vivid, relevant analogy directly related to the times in which we live. 

g. What the keeper of the springs meant to the village, Christian servants mean to our world. The preserv​ing, taste-giving bite of salt mixed with the illuminating, hope-giving ray of light may seem feeble and needless . . . but God help any society that attempts to exist without them! You see, the village without the Keeper of the Spring is a perfect representation of the world system without salt and light.

2. CRITICAL ESTIMATION OF OUR TIMES
To help describe just how hopeless and empty society really is, let's glance over 2 Timothy 3. Within the first thirteen verses, I find three undeniable descriptions of our world Perilous, depraved, and deceived.


a. Perilous or Difficult

“This know also, that in the last days perilous times shall come. For men shall be lovers of their own selves, covetous, boasters, proud, blasphemers, disobedient to parents, unthankful, unholy, Without natural affection, trucebreakers, false accusers, incontinent, fierce, despisers of those that are good, Traitors, heady, highminded, lovers of pleasures more than lovers of God; Having a form of godliness, but denying the power thereof: from such turn away. For of this sort are they which creep into houses, and lead captive silly women laden with sins, led away with divers lusts, Ever learning, and never able to come to the knowledge of the truth. “ (2 Tim. 3:1-7).

1. Now, with your pen, go back up to the first verse and circle the term perilous. 

2. The Greek root word meant "grievous, harsh, fierce, savage." It is used only one other time in the New Testament. 

3. In Matthew 8:28 it appears when the writer describes two men with demons as being "exceedingly violent." What an apt description of our world! Savage, harsh, violent. If you question that, if you need proof that that is no exaggeration, check this morning's newspaper or listen to the evening news. Both will convince you our "village" is in desperate straits.


b. Corrupt or Depraved




Now, look at the next two verses:

“Now as Jannes and Jambres withstood Moses, so do these also resist the truth: men of corrupt minds, reprobate concerning the faith. But they shall proceed no further: for their folly shall be manifest unto all men, as theirs also was.”  (vv. 8-9).

1. Paul mentions two men from the days of Moses as representa​tives of people in these "difficult" times. Depraved is the word to describe them. Circle it in verse 8. 

2. It means mankind is as bad off spiritually as it can possibly be. Dead toward God. Unmoved by anything spiritual. Hard-hearted and dark within. Two sections out of Isaiah come to my mind as illustrations of human depravity.
3. All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned every one to his own way; and the LORD hath laid on him the iniquity of us all. (Isa. 53:6).
4. Oh that thou wouldest rend the heavens, that thou wouldest come down, that the mountains might flow down at thy presence.As when the melting fire burneth, the fire causeth the waters to boil, to make thy name known to thine adversaries, that the nations may tremble at thy presence! When thou didst terrible things which we looked not for, thou camest down, the mountains flowed down at thy presence. For since the beginning of the world men have not heard, nor perceived by the ear, neither hath the eye seen, O God, beside thee, what he hath prepared for him that waiteth for him. Thou meetest him that rejoiceth and worketh righteousness, those that remember thee in thy ways: behold, thou art wroth; for we have sinned: in those is continuance, and we shall be saved. But we are all as an unclean thing, and all our righteousnesses are as filthy rags; and we all do fade as a leaf; and our iniquities, like the wind, have taken us away. And there is none that calleth upon thy name, that stirreth up himself to take hold of thee: for thou hast hid thy face from us, and hast consumed us, because of our iniquities. (Isa. 64:1-7).

5. "All . . . all . . . all . . . all . . . all." Depravity is a universal disease in society. And we are reaping what we have sowed. Our world is on a collision course destined for a Christless eternity. Now let's look at the third descriptive term.


c. Deceived



It will not surprise you to read these words:



“But evil men and seducers shall wax worse and worse, deceiving, and being deceived. “ (2 Tim. 3:13).

1. Circle that last word. The "village" is a place where impostors flourish. Rip-off experts flood every profession. Religious charlatans are here as well. Many politicians speak smoothly from both sides of their mouths. No one can deny the phony​ baloney facade of ads and fads. 

2. And Scripture is right, it proceeds "from bad to worse." Remove "the spring" of life from the village take away the salt and the light-and within a brief time "the village" becomes a diseased cesspool of con​tamination. Enter: the Keeper of the spring! He may seem removed and uninfluential, but without the salt and light He quietly provides, there is only hopeless despair.

3. Technically, there can be only one "Keeper of the Spring": Jesus Christ, the Lord. But we, His servants, His representative​ ambassadors, have been commissioned to carry on in His absence. We, His servants, are assigned to the task not unlike the old gentleman in the Alps. But how can the job be done?

3. INDISPENSABLE INFLUENCES FOR GOOD
Let's turn again to Matthew 5. For the first twelve verses, you'll recall that Christ speaks of the character qualities of the servant. Interestingly, He uses they, their, and these throughout the verses. But when He applies the influence of servanthood on society, He says you. "You are the salt . . . you are the light." It is personal. Equally significant is the obvious lack of the words like or as. 

· Salt and light are things we are, not things we represent, not what we provide or attempt to compare with ourselves. 

· Here's the point: A society characterized by savage violence and the darkness of depravity and deception will, without salt and light, deteriorate and ultimately self-destruct. Because servants of Christ are both salt and light, our influence is essential for survival.

· John R. W. Stott expresses the value of our influence this way: “The world is evidently a dark place, with little or no light of its own, since an external source of light is needed to illumine it. True, it is "always talking about its enlightenment," but much of its boasted light is in reality darkness. The world also manifests a constant tendency to deteriorate. The notion is not that the world is tasteless and that Christians can make it less insipid ("The thought of making the world palatable to God is quite impossible"), but that it is putrefying. It cannot stop itself from going bad. Only salt introduced from outside can do this. The church, on the other hand, is set in the world with a double role, as salt to arrest or at least to hinder the process of social decay, and as light to dispel the darkness.

When we look at the two metaphors more closely, we see that they are deliberately phrased in order to be parallel to each other. In each case Jesus first makes an affirmation ("You are the salt of the earth," "You are the light of the world"). Then he adds a rider, the condition on which the affirmation depends (the salt must retain its saltiness, the light must be allowed to shine). Salt is good for nothing if its saltiness is lost; light is good for nothing if it is concealed.”

As the servant's salt influences a putrefying society, a measure of preservation is provided. As the servant's light influences a depraved, dying society, a measure of darkness is dispelled. Let's probe a bit into these two metaphors.

A. The Salt of the Earth

1. Ever smelled old, rotten meat? Remember forgetting for several weeks something you put in the refrigerator? There is an odor that accompanies decay that's like nothing else Think of this earth as rotten meat  when you read these words:

“Ye are the salt of the earth: but if the salt have lost his savour, wherewith shall it be salted? it is thenceforth good for nothing, but to be cast out, and to be trodden under foot of men.” (Matt. 5:13).

2. The earth and all its inhabitants are in a continual state of perishing. We are "salt to the world. 
3. R.V.G.Tasker, professor emeritus of New Testament exegesis at the University of London, is correct: "The disciples, accordingly, are called to be a moral disinfectant in a world where moral standards are low, constantly changing, or non-existent. "

4. Our very presence halts corruption. Salt is also a healing agent. And it creates a thirst. It adds flavor, increasing the delectable taste of most foods. Salt is amazingly beneficial-but. Did you miss that little word in verse 13? ". . . but if the salt has become taste​less. . . ." (meaning "if the salt has lost its bite, its unique​ness").

5. Jesus introduces not an imaginary warning, but a real one. Take away the Christian's distinctive contribution and nothing of worthwhile value remains. We become "good for nothing," exactly as the Lord put it.

6. I want to be quite direct with you. Secular thought has taken a tragic toll on the servant of God's distinctiveness. This has begun to influence the church of Jesus Christ. Many a believer has surrendered his mind to the world system. 

7. The uniquely Christian mind, therefore, is a rare find. Humanism, secularism, intellectualism, and materialism have invaded our thinking to such a marked degree our salt has become diluted-in some cases, nonexistent. 

8. Francis Schaeffer, with prophetlike zeal and determination, has attempted to awaken us to this malady. One who could be called his British counterpart, Harry Blamires (a man C. S. Lewis tutored at Oxford), comes right out and dogmatically declares, "There is no longer a Christian mind." 
9. Influenced and impressed by the press, our secularized system of education, shallow social expectations, and the quasi-omnipotent forces of conformity to peer pressure (not to mention the impact of television and movies), Christian servants can be easily caught in the trap. We can literally stop thinking biblically and stop shaking salt.

10. This is why Jesus states His concern so forcefully "It is good for nothing any more, except to be thrown out and trampled under foot by men" (Matt. 5:13). We must do a work of preservation . . . or we lose our influence and become as insignificant as a layer of dust on city streets. Servant, take heed! But before moving on to our other contribution to society-light-I want us to think about some practical, positive aspects of salt.

· Salt is shaken and sprinkled . . . not poured. It must be spread out. Too much salt ruins food. A good reminder for Christians to spread out rather than stay huddled all together. 

· Salt adds flavor . . . but it's obscure. No one ever com​ments, 'My, this is good salt." We frequently say, however, The food is really tasty." Servants add zest to life, a flavor impossible to achieve without them.

· Salt is unlike any other seasoning. It's difference, however, is its strength. It can't be duplicated, and it must be applied before it is useful. Salt in the salt shaker does nobody any good! 


B. The Light of the World



Does it seem important to you that Christ calls us what He called Himself?

“Then spake Jesus again unto them, saying, I am the light of the world: he that followeth me shall not walk in darkness, but shall have the light of life." (John 8:12). Servants of Christ shine with His light in a society that is hopelessly lost, left to itself. Now, answer two questions:


1. What is the basic function of light?


2. How can that best occur?

a. The answer to the first question is obvious to dispel darkness. Darkness cannot remain when a light is turned on. I don't care how thick the darkness may be. 

b. And the answer to the second question is found in Jesus' own words: “You are the light of the world. A city set on a hill cannot be hidden. Nor do men light a lamp, and put it under the peck-measure, but on the lampstand; and it gives light to all who are in the house” (Matt. 5:1~l6).

c. How can darkness be dispelled?. 

1. First, by not hiding the light-"set on a hill. '' 

2. And second, by not limiting the Iight -"on the lampstand. . . it gives light to all who are in the house. What stars are to the night sky, servants are in a darkened world. 

3. It was this analogy that caused one writer to say: “I sometimes think how splendid it would be if non-Christians, curious to discover the secret and source of our light, were to come up to us and enquire: "Twinkle, twinkle, little star, I How I wonder what you are!"

4. We pose a weird phenomenon to those in darkness. They cannot figure us out! And that is exactly as Jesus planned it. Think of some distinctive characteristics of light:

5. Light is silent. No noise, no big splash, no banners light simply shines. It's like a single lighthouse along a rugged shoreline. All it does is shine as it turns. Light gives direction. No words, no sermon. Jesus says that others "see" our action but nothing is said of their hearing. Light attracts attention. You don't have to ask people to look at you when you turn a light on in a dark room. It happens automatically. 

a. If you are a Christian on an athletic team filled with non-Christians, you are the light in darkness. 

b. If you are a Christian family in a non-Christian neighborhood, you are the light in that darkness. 

c. The same is true if you are the only Christian nurse on your floor, or student in your school, or professional in your firm or group, or salesman in your district. 

d. You are a light in darkness a servant of God who is being watched, who gives off a very distinct message . . . often with hardly a word being said. 

e. At first they may hate the light-but don't worry, they are still attracted to it. Let it shine! Don't attempt to show off how bright and sparkling you are, just shine!

f. Dr. Martyn Lloyd-Jones emphasizes this: “As we produce and reveal it in our daily lives, we must remember that the Christian does not call attention to himself. Self has been forgotten in this poverty of spirit, in the meekness and all the other things. In other words, we are to do everything for God's sake, and for His glory. Self is to be absent, and must be utterly crushed in all its subtlety, for His sake, for His glory. It follows from this that we are to do these things in such a way as to lead other men to glorify Him, and glory in Him, and give themselves to Him. "Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works." Yes; and so see them that they will themselves glorify your Father; you are to do so in order that these other people may glorify Him also.”

g. What a great reminder. The "village" is in sad shape. Perilous, Corrupt, and Deceived, those who live in it are living tasteless, hopeless lives. They need salt and they need light . . . the two ingredients a servant of God models.

4. PERSONAL RESPONSE TO OUR ROLE

Since God has called us to be His salt-and-light servants in a bland, dark society, it will be necessary for us to commit ourselves to the task before us. Remember that salt must not lose its taste and light must not be hidden. In order to keep us on target, let me suggest three statements that declare and describe how to fulfill this role.

1. "I am different." Probably the greatest tragedy of Chris​tianity through its changing and checkered history has been our tendency to become like the world rather than completely different from it. The prevailing culture has sucked us in like a huge vacuum cleaner, and we have done an amazing job of conforming.

But servants are to be different. As one man put it, "as different as chalk is from cheese." As different as salt is from decayed meat . . . as light is from the depths of Carlsbad Caverns. No veneer, remember. We are authentically different.

2. "I am responsible." If I read Jesus' words correctly, I see more than being salt and light. I am responsible for my salt not losing its bite and my light not becoming obscure or hidden. Every once in awhile it is helpful to ask some very hard questions of myself. True servants do more than talk. We refuse to become the "rabbit-hole Christians" John Stott speaks of, popping our of our holes and racing from our insulated caves to all-Christian gatherings only to rush back again. For salt to be tasted and for light to be seen, we must make contact. We are personally responsible.

3.
"1 am influential." Let's not kid ourselves. The very fact that we belong to Christ that we don't adopt the system that we march to a different drumbeat-gives us an influence in this society of ours. Maybe the quaint old "keeper of the springs" was not seen very much, but his role meant survival to that village in the Alps. We are influencing others even when we aren't trying to act "religious" or preach from a soapbox.

