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The Art of Unselfish Living

2 Cor 4:5 “For we preach not ourselves, but Christ Jesus the Lord; and ourselves your servants for Jesus' sake.”

Several years ago I read of a fascinating experiment conducted by the National Institute of Mental Health. It took place in a nine-foot square cage designed to house, comfortably, 160 mice. For two and a half years, the colony of mice grew from 8 to 2200. Plenty of food, water, and other resources were con​tinually provided. All mortality factors (except aging) were eliminated. Dr. John Calhoun, a research psychologist, began to witness a series of unusual phenomena among the mice as the population reached its peak. Within the cage, from which the mice could not escape, the colony began to disintegrate.

· Adults formed groups or cliques of about a dozen mice in each group.

· In these groups, different mice performed particular social functions.

· The males who normally protected their territory withdrew from leadership and became uncharacteristically passive.

· The females became unusually aggressive and forced out the young.

· The young found themselves without a place in the society, and they grew to be increasingly more self-indulgent. They ate, drank, slept, and groomed themselves, but showed no normal assertiveness.

· The whole "mouse society" ultimately became disrupted . . and after five years all the mice had died, even though there was an abundance of food, water, resources, and an absence of disease.

· What was most interesting to the observers was the strong independence, the extreme isolation syndrome of the mice. This was greatly emphasized by the fact that courtship and mating-the most complex activities for mice were the first activities to cease.

What result would similar conditions have on humanity? What would be the results of overcrowded conditions on an inescapable planet with all the accompanying stress factors? Dr. Calhoun suggested that we would first of all cease to reproduce our ideas, and along with ideas, our goals, ideals, and values would be lost.'

It's happening.

· Our world has become a large, impersonal, busy institution. 

· We are alienated from each other. Although crowded, we are lonely. 

· Distant. Pushed together but uninvolved. No longer do most neighbors visit across the backyard fence. The well-manicured front lawn is the modem moat that keeps barbarians at bay. 

· Hoarding and flaunting have replaced sharing and caring. It's like we are occupying common space but have no common interests, as if we're on an elevator with rules like: "No talking, smiling, or eye contact allowed without written consent of the management."

Painful though it may be for us to admit it here in this great land of America, we're losing touch with one another. The motivation to help, to encourage, yes, to serve our fellowman is waning. People have observed a crime in progress but refused to help so as not to be involved. Even our foundational values are getting lost in these confusing days. And yet, it is these things that form the essentials of a happy and fulfilled life.

Remember that grand declaration of biblical assurance etched in the rocklike truth of Romans 8? I'm referring to verses 28-29, which read:

“And we know that all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are the called according to his purpose.  For whom he did foreknow, he also did predestinate to be conformed to the image of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brethren.”

Maybe you've never before stopped to consider that God is committed to one major objective in the lives of all His people: to conform us to "the image of His Son."  

1. TO SERVE AND TO GIVE 

A. Exactly what does our heavenly Father want to develop within us? What is that "image of His Son"? Well, rather than getting neck deep in tricky theological waters, I believe the simple answer is found in Christ's own words. Listen as He declares His primary reason for coming:

1. For even the Son of man came not to be ministered unto, but to minister, and to give his life a ransom for many. (Mark 10:45).

2. He came to serve and to give. It makes sense, then, to say that God desires the same for us.

3. After bringing us into His family through faith in His Son, the Lord God sets His sights on building into us the same quality that made Jesus distinct from all others in His day. He is engaged in building into His people the same serving and giving qualities that characterized His Son.

4. Nothing is more refreshing than a servant's heart and a giving spirit, especially when we see them displayed in a person many would tag as a celebrity.  

5. Several years ago at a meeting of the National Religious Broadcasters one of the main speakers was Colonel James B. Irwin, the former astronaut who was a part of the crew that had made the successful moon walk. He spoke of the thrill connected with leaving this planet and seeing it shrink in size. He mentioned watching earth rise one day . . . and thinking how privileged he was to be a member of that unique crew. And then he began to realize en route back home that many would consider him a "superstar, " for sure an international celebrity. Humbled by the awesome goodness of God, Colonel Irwin shared his true feelings, which went something like this: As I was returning to earth, I realized that I was a servant-not a celebrity. So I am here as Cod's servant on planet Earth to share what I have experienced that others might know the glory of God.
6. God allowed this man to break loose from the small cage we call "Earth," during which time He revealed to him a basic motto all of us would do well to learn: a servant, not a celebrity. 
7. Caught up in the fast-lane treadmill of Century Twenty-making mad dashes through airports, meeting deadlines, being responsible for big-time decisions, and coping with the stress of people's demands mixed with our own high expectations-it's easy to lose sight of our primary calling as Christians, isn't it? Even the busy mother of small children struggles with this. Mounds of ironing and the endless needs of her husband and kids block out the big picture.

8. If you're like me, you sometimes think, "I would give anything to be able to step back into the time when Jesus cast His shadow on earth. How great it must have been to sit back as one of the Twelve and soak up all those truths He taught. I mean, they must have really learned how to serve, to give of themselves." Right? Wrong!

B. INATELY SELFISH 

1. Allow me to journey back with you to one of the many scenes that demonstrated just how typical those guys really were. I'm referring to an occasion when our Lord's popularity was on the rise. . . the knowledge of His kingdom was spreading . . . and the disciples began to be anxious about being recognized as members of His chosen band.

2. What makes this account a bit more interesting is the presence of a mother of two of the disciples. She's Mrs. Zebedee, wife of the Galilean fisherman and mother of James and John. Let's consider her request:

3. “Then came to him the mother of Zebedee's children with her sons, worshipping him, and desiring a certain thing of him.  21  And he said unto her, What wilt thou? She saith unto him, Grant that these my two sons may sit, the one on thy right hand, and the other on the left, in thy kingdom." (Matt. 2O:2~21).

4. Now don't be too tough on this dear Jewish mother. 

a. She's proud of her sons! She had thought about that request for quite some time. 

b. Her motive was probably pure and her idea was in proper perspective. She didn't ask that her sons occupy the center throne, of course not that belonged to Jesus. 

c. But like any good mother who watches out for "breaks in life" that could lead to a nice promotion, she pushed for James and John as candidates for thrones number two and number three. 

d. She wanted to enhance their image before the public. She wanted people to think highly of her boys who had left their nets and entered this up-and-coming ministry. They were among "the Twelve."

5. Just in case you're wondering how the other ten felt about this, check out verse 24. It says "the ten heard it, they were moved with indignation." 

a. Guess why. Hey, no way were they going to give up those top spots without a fight. They got downright ticked off that maybe James and John might get the glory they wanted. Sound familiar?

6. With biting conviction Jesus answers the mother with this penetrating comment: "Ye know not what ye ask. . . "(v.22). 

7. That must have stung. She really thought she did. Enamored of her world of soldiers with medals, emperors with jeweled crowns, governors with slaves awaiting their every need, and even merchants with their employees . .  it seemed only fitting for those two sons of hers to have thrones, especially if they were charter members of the God movement, soon to be a "kingdom." Rulers need thrones!

8. No. This movement is different. Jesus pulls His disciples’ aside and spells out the sharp contrast between His philosophy and the world system in which they lived. 

9. But Jesus called them unto him, and said, Ye know that the princes of the Gentiles exercise dominion over them, and they that are great exercise authority upon them. But it shall not be so among you: but whosoever will be great among you, let him be your minister; And whosoever will be chief among you, let him be your servant: Even as the Son of man came not to be ministered unto, but to minister, and to give his life a ransom for many." (Matt. 20:25-28).
10. In the secular system there are distinct levels of authority. It's true today, for sure. 

a. In government there is our president, his cabinet, and a large body of personally selected men who have privileges the common citizen does not possess. 

b. In the military there are officers and enlisted men . . . and ranks within each. 

c. In sports there are coaches and players. 

d. In the business world there are corporation heads and lines of authority between managers and personnel, shop superintendents, foremen, and laborers. The person in the labor force is expected to punch a clock, show up on time, work hard, and not take advantage of his or her employer. There's a name for those who choose not to follow those directions. Unemployed! Why? Because the boss is in charge. 

e. That's the way the system works. As Jesus put it, "they that are great exercise authority upon them.." But then he adds, "But it shall not be so among you:" 

f. What isn't so? Simply this, in God's family there is to be one great body of people: servants. In fact, that's the way to the top in His kingdom.
g. whosoever will be great among you, let him be your minister;.

C. Who Should get the Prominence and WHAT DOES A SERVANT LOOK LIKE ?

1. “Who is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of every creature: For by him were all things created, that are in heaven, and that are in earth, visible and invisible, whether they be thrones, or dominions, or principalities, or powers: all things were created by him, and for him:  And he is before all things, and by him all things consist. And he is the head of the body, the church: who is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead; that in all things he might have the preeminence. (Col. 1:15-18).

2. No human being dare take that position. A man named Diotrephes, mentioned in John's third letter, verses 9 and 10, attempted to do so and was openly rebuked by the apostle. 
a. Diotrephes becomes a warning to anyone who desires to become the "church boss." It may be a board member, a pastor, a teacher, a musician,  or pastor in a church. 
b. No matter who, the Diotrephes mentality has no place in the Body. Only Christ is the Head. All the rest of us are in the class Jesus spoke of in Matthew 20... servants.

3. You're probably saying, "But there must be leadership to get the job done." Yes, I agree. 

a. But it must be servant-hearted leadership among alL You see, I am not interested in which form of government our church may embrace, but only that every one involved in that ministry sees himself as one who serves, one who gives. It's the attitude that is most important.

b. Perhaps the finest model, except Christ Himself, was that young Jew from Tarsus who was radically transformed from a strong-willed official in Judaism to a bondservant of Jesus Christ-Paul. What a remarkable change, what a remarkable man!

1. It's possible you have the notion that the apostle Paul rammed his way through life like a fully loaded battleship at sea. Blasting and pounding toward objectives, he was just too important to worry about the little people or those who got in his way. After all, he was Paul! 
2. I must confess that is not too far removed from my original impression of the man in my earlier years as a Christian. He was, in my mind, the blend of a Christian John Wayne, Clint Eastwood, and the Hulk. I mean, he got things done.

3. But that false impression began to fade when I discovered that the man I had thought was the prima donna par excellence considered himself quite the contrary. Almost without exception he begins every piece of correspondence with words to this effect: "Paul, a servant . .or "Paul, a bond-slave

4. The more I pondered those words, the deeper they pene​trated. This man, the one who certainly could have expected preferential treatment or demanded a high-and-mighty role of authority over others, referred to himself most often as a "servant" of God. Amazing. He was indeed an apostle, but he conducted himself, he carried himself, as a servant. I found this extremely appealing.
5. The longer I thought about this concept, the more evidence emerged from the Scripture to support it. In fact, most of the discoveries fell into one of three categories of characteristics related to this servant image-transparent humanity, genuine humility, absolute honesty.

C. THE  CHARACTERISTICS of servants

1. Transparent HUMANITY
a. Listen to Paul's words to the Corinthians: “And I, brethren, when I came to you, came not with excellency of speech or of wisdom, declaring unto you the testimony of God. For I determined not to know any thing among you, save Jesus Christ, and him crucified.  And I was with you in weakness, and in fear, and in much trembling. (1 Cot. 2:1-3).

b. "Aw, the guy is just being modest," you answer. No, not when you compare these words with the popular opinion of him:“For his letters, say they, are weighty and powerful; but his bodily presence is weak, and his speech contemptible." (2 Cot. 10:10).

c. That's quite a shock. The man didn't have it all together-he wasn't perfect-and (best of all) he didn't attempt to hide it! He admitted to his friends in Corinth he was weak, fearful, and even trembling when he stood before them. I admire such transparency. Everybody does if it's the truth.

d. Without hiding a bit of his humanity (see Romans 7 if you still struggle believing he was a cut above human), Paul openly declares his true condition. He had needs and admitted them. Servants do that. He didn't have everything in life wired perfectly . . . and he didn't hide it. Servants are like that. Immediately you can begin to see some of the comforting aspects of having a servant's heart. Paul admitted his humanity.

2. GENUINE HUMILITY 

a. Going back for a moment to that first Corinthian letter, Paul also admits:        ”And my speech and my preaching was not with enticing words of man's wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and of power: That your faith should not stand in the wisdom of men, but in the power of God. (1 Cor. 2:5). 

b. Now for a preacher, that's quite a comment. The man comes up front and declares not only his lack of persuasiveness, but his reason why-that they might not be impressed with his ability, but rather with God's power. 

c. There's something very authentic in Paul's humility. Over and over we read similar words in his writings. I'm convinced that those who were instructed, face to face, by the man became increasingly more impressed with the living Christ and less impressed with him.

d. When people follow image-conscious leaders, the leader is exalted. He is placed on a pedestal and ultimately takes the place of the Head of the church.

e. When people follow leaders with servant hearts, the Lord God is exalted. Those people speak of God's person, God's power, God's work, God's name, God's Word. . . all for God's glory. Let me suggest a couple of revealing tests of humility:

1. A nondefensive spirit when confronted. This reveals a willingness to be accountable. Genuine humility operates on a rather simple philosophy: Nothing to prove Nothing to lose.

2. An authentic desire to help others. I'm referring to a sensitive, spontaneous awareness of needs. A true servant stays in touch with the struggles others experience. There is that humility of mind that continually looks for ways to serve and to give.




3. ABSOLUTE HONESTY

a. Finally, let's think about another mark of servanthood: integrity (absolute honesty). Remember these words?

b. “Therefore seeing we have this ministry, as we have received mercy, we faint not; But have renounced the hidden things of dishonesty, not walking in craftiness, nor handling the word of God deceitfully; but by manifestation of the truth commending ourselves to every man's conscience in the sight of God.” (2 Cor 4:1-2).

c.  “For our exhortation was not of deceit, nor of uncleanness, nor in guile: But as we were allowed of God to be put in trust with the gospel, even so we speak; not as pleasing men, but God, which trieth our hearts.. 2:3-4).

d. There really isn't much to add. Honesty has a beautiful and refreshing simplicity about it . . . as do servants of God. No ulterior motives. No hidden meanings. An absence of hypoc​risy, duplicity, political games, and verbal superficiality. 

e. As honesty and real integrity characterize our lives, there will be no need to manipulate others. We'll come to the place where all the substitutes will turn us off once we cultivate a taste for the genuine, the real.

f.  We need to put it on the back burner and let it simmer for awhile. , take time to give some thought to your own life. 

1. Think about becoming more of a servant . . . think of things like transparent humanity and genuine humility and absolute honesty. 

2. Being real, that's the major message of this chapter-being who you really are-and then allowing the Lord God to develop within you a style of serving that fits you.

