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Servants of the Servant King
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Mark 10:35-45

‘Aleader ... is someone who commands a following. To lead is to go ahead, to show the way
and to inspire other people to follow.

So wrote John Stott in his book ‘Calling Christian Leaders’. Leadership is vital in all walks
of life, be it politics, military, business, education or the Church. Throughout history, God
has chosen and appointed leaders at various times and in different circumstances.

In the early years it was the patriarchs — Abraham, Isaac and Jacob - who led the people
of God, with Joseph given a very important role. When in bondage to Pharaoh the Lord
called Moses to lead the people out of Egypt, and Joshua to lead them into the Promised
Land. Once settled, He appointed Judges over them during an extended period of
rebellion and repentance. Then, when they called for a king like all the other nations, God
set Saul over them, but his heart was not really in it and his reign was a disaster. So God
called David, a man after His own heart, and he became the model of kingship.

Following the reign of his son Solomon, the kingdom was divided and, on the whole, bad
king followed bad king, until the Northern kingdom was scattered and Judah in the South
was exiled. Israel had no king after that ... until Jesus.

After 400 years of silence, when no prophetic word from the Lord was heard, Jesus, great
David’s greater son, arrived proclaiming, ‘Repent for the Kingdom of God is near” When
the people heard that message, theirthoughts naturally turned to the halcyon days of King
David and they believed this preacher from Nazareth was going to restore the kingdom to
I[srael and inaugurate another golden age.

What they failed to understand was that the kingdom Jesus proclaimed was an upside-
down kingdom: one where the proud are brought low and the humble exalted; the poor
are well fed and the rich sent away empty; the first becomes last and the last first. It was
this kind of kingdom He was training His disciples to be leaders of, yet they too had the
wrong idea, as we see in Mark 10.

Jesus was leading them towards Jerusalem, and once again told them what was going to
happen to Him:



the Son of Man will be delivered over to the chief priests and the teachers of the
law. They will condemn him to death and will hand him over to the Gentiles, who
will mock him and spit on him, flog him and kill him. Three days later he will rise.

(Mark 10:33-34)

The kingdom of God was not going to be established with the overthrow of the Romans,
but by Jesus taking on the real enemy and defeating sin, Satan, and hell through His
passion and death on the cross.

The request of James and John shows they had no idea what was going on:

Teacher ... we want you to do for us whatever we ask ... Let one of us sit at your
right and the other at your left in your glory. (Mark 10:35,37)

They were thinking of earthly glory, positions of power and authority, and when Jesus
asked if they could drink His cup and endure His baptism, He was referring to the pain,
suffering and death that awaited Him. They answered in the affirmative and Jesus
confirmed that they would drink the cup of suffering - James was the first apostle to be
martyred by beheading, and John was the last one to die having suffered muchin exile on
Patmos - but the positions they were vying for were not His to confer.

When the other ten apostles learned of James’ and John’s request, they were none too
pleased. Not because they thought what they asked was wrong, but simply that they had
got in there first! It was now that Jesus had to show them the difference between the
kingdom of God and the kingdoms of the world:

You know that those who are regarded as rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them,
and their high officials exercise authority over them. Not so with you. Instead,
whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever
wants to be first must be slave of all. (Mark 10:42-44)

This is the upside-down kingdom in action, it's not the high and mighty who are going to
rule, but the humble and lowly. And Jesus uses Himself as the prime example:

Foreven the Son of Man did not cometo be served, butto serve, and to give his life
as aransom for many. (Mark 10:45)

These are not hollow words, as if Jesus is stating, ‘Just do as I say!’” No, He demonstrated
it. Supremely by dying on the cross and giving His life as a ransom. But before that He
showed the disciples what He meant. In the Upper Room at the Passover, while they
continued to argue who was the greatestamong them, Jesus quietly slipped off His outer
garment, wrapped a towel around His waistand proceeded to wash their feet. Thistask
was reserved for the lowest of slaves; none of them was willing to do it, yet here is their



Master stooping down and humbling Himself. He is showing them what true leadership
looks like, not lording it over others, but serving God by serving each other.

The apostles learned the hard way, but when the Spirit was poured out at Pentecost, they
truly became the servant leaders of the Servant King. Under God and under their
leadership the new community of Christ, the Church, was growing. But growth can bring
its own problems.

In Acts 6 we read how the Grecianwidows were being overlooked in the daily distribution
offood. The apostles called the whole communitytogetherand said, ‘It would not be right
for us to neglect the ministry of the word of God in order to wait on tables’ (Acts 6:2).
Then they told them to choose seven men, whom we call deacons, to fulfil this task.

Now the apostles were not saying that the deacon’s task, the ministry of the table, was of
less value than theirs, the ministry of the word. It was a different type of service, one
practical and one spiritual, yet both were vital for the Church community. Remember,
those chosen had to be men of faithand full of the Holy Spirit. So the apostlesand deacons
together were servants of the Lord.

This also applied to the overseers and elders who were appointed in the Churches of the
Gentile mission.So,for the first three centuriesin the Early Church, those who were called
to be overseers, elders and deacons accepted their position as servants of the Servant
King. All started to change, however, in the fourth century when Emperor Constantine
embraced Christianity and made it a legal religion. This eventually resulted in Christians
no longer having to fear persecution, but it also brought the Church and State perilously
close together. So much so that the Church became the most important institution in
Europe, with the Pope having more power and authority than any king or emperor.

As we know, power corrupts and absolute power corrupts absolutely, and much
corruption entered into the Church, especially among its leaders, who were now called
Bishops and Priests. We only have to think of the Borgias in the 15t century.

Of course, there were some wonderful exceptions to this - glimmers of lightin a very dark
period. We think of John Wycliffe in England, Jan Hus in Bohemia, and Giovanni di
Bernardone of Italy. The latter was the son of a wealthy silk merchant who enjoyed the
high life and lavish spending. However, he was arrested by a vision of Jesus and then he
renounced his former way of life, stripped off his very opulent clothing, and was covered
by the bishop’s robe. Giovanni became St Francis of Assisi and founded the order of the
Franciscans, who served God by serving the poor and needy.

The Protestant Reformation of the 16% century sought to redress the situation of the
corrupt clergy, but it didn’t go far enough. As John Milton famously said, ‘New Presbyter
is but Old Priest writlarge.” Having a benefice was seen as a stepping stone to promotion



in the Church, and the highest ‘promotion’ (if we can call it that) was bishop and
archbishop. Many, even since the Reformation, abused their position and brought shame
on themselves and the Church.

The most famous bishop in the Church of Ireland was a man by the name of Frederick
Augustus Hervey. He was appointed Bishop of Derry in 1768, but in 1779 he also
inherited the title Earl of Bristol and his family’s extensive estates and wealth, including
Ickworth House in Suffolk (which you can visitas part of the National Trust). He had an
insatiable appetite for fine art and travelled extensively in search of the bestin paintings,
sculpture and other objets d’art. This meant he was too often absent from his diocese and
left the cure of souls to his over-worked and underpaid clergy. He enjoyed the prestige
and honour that came from his position, and because of his multiple travels throughout
Europe, many Hotels renamed themselves ‘Hotel Bristol’ in the hope that the Earl Bishop
would stay there.

He, and those like him, should have read in Hebrews 5:4 how a High Priest was appointed
- ‘...no-one takes this honour on himself, but he receives it when called by God, just as
Aaron was.

What a contrast with Paul, a friend ordained the same time as me. He was the eldest son
of aclergy family and it was expected that he follow his fatherinto the ordained ministry,
but he resisted, thinking that was not a good enough reason. Paul pursued various
options, including the military, but eventually settled on environmental science. During
his degree, he attended a youth rally and sat on the very last row of the gallery. Despite
his distance from the speaker, when he heard about God’s call to Abraham to go to a
country he didn’t know and the LORD would guide him, Paul felt the message was directly
for him. Thus setin motiona train of events that led to ordination, and he has faithfully
served the Servant King for the last 35 years.

When thinking about this I revisited the ordination vows Paul and | made all those years
ago, and they include these words: ‘(Those ordained) in the Church of God are called to
work with the bishop and with other(s) as servants and shepherds among the people to
whom they are sent.” Christian leaders are not to be those who lord it over others, nor
who seek power or prestige, but rather humbly submit themselves to serving Christ and
His people.

But, of course, Christian leadership is not only confined to the Church, it is found in all
walks of life. Christians who find themselves in leadership positions in organisations
other than the Church must still follow the maxim of Christ. The greatest example of this
is Elizabeth I, our late Queen. She was a lady of deep faith and took seriously her role as
monarch and ‘Defender of the Faith.” Elizabeth was not born to be Queen, but the
abdication of her uncle forced the position upon her.

At the age of just 21 she made this announcement to the Commonwealth:



[ declare before you all that my whole life, whether it be long or short, shall be
devoted to your service and the service of our great imperial family to which we
all belong ... God help me to make good my vow.

No-one can doubt that God did indeed make good her vow, granting her a long life of
faithful service,and becoming the longest reigning British monarch.In 2016, to mark her
90t birthday, a bookwas published entitled ‘The Servant Queen and the King she serves.’
In it, the author outlines the way the Queen expressed her Christian faith through her
Christmas broadcasts. These became more overtly Christian following the turn of the
millennium.

Disillusioned with the government’s celebration on 31st December 1999, in her next
Christmas message, she told the nation what she believed the millennium was really
about: ‘Christmas is the traditional, if not the actual, birth-day ofa man who was destined
to change the course of our history. And today we are celebrating the fact that Jesus Christ
was born 2,000 years ago; this is the true millennium anniversary.” Then she went on to
speak of her own personal faith: ‘For me, the teachings of Christ and my own personal
accountability before God provide a framework in which I try to lead my life.’2

Oh that our present monarch would have half as much faith!

Jesus Christ is the King of kings and Lord of Lords. All authority has been given to Him,
and yet He came to earth not to be served but to serve and give His life as a ransom for
many. He is the model of all true leadership, spiritual or temporal.

Of course, not all are called to leadership and the ministry of the word, but all are called
to serve, the ministry of the table, whatever that might look like for us. Whoever we are,
whatever we do, we are called to emulate Christ Jesus, who left Heaven's glory, humbled
Himself, came down to this earth and became the obedient servant of all.

So the question I want to leave with you is this: How can I, how can you, how can we, be
servants of the Servant King? Amen.

I Stott, John, Calling Christian Leaders: Biblical Models of Church, Gospel and Ministry, IVP, Nottingham,
2002, p.9
2 Pepinster, Catherine, The Servant Queen, article in Premier Christianity, June 2022



