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In entering the gospels, a new reality has altered life lived on planet earth producing dynamic 

changes to what it means to serve.  We begin with two explosive quotes from N. T. Wright 

regarding the playing field of life on planet earth today.  This glimpse of reality sets the stage to 

look directly at the words latereuo, serve/worship and doulos, servant/slave and also exousia, 

power/authority.  Please, fasten your seatbelt – there’s a new Sherriff in town! 

 

N. T. Wright, Surprised By Hope: Rethinking Heaven, the Resurrection, and the Mission of the 

Church, (Harper One, 2008). 

“All authority [exousia] is given to me,” said Jesus at the end of Mathew’s gospel, “in heaven 

and on earth.”  The idea of the human Jesus now being in heaven, in his thoroughly embodied 

risen state, comes as a shock to many people, including many Christians.  Sometimes this is 

because many people think that Jesus, having been divine, stopped being divine and became 

human, and then, having been human for a while, stopped being human and went back to 

being divine (at least, that’s what many people think Christians are supposed to believe).  More 

often it’s because our culture is so used to the Platonic idea that 

heaven is, by definition, a place of “spiritual,” nonmaterial reality 

so that the idea of a solid body being not only present but also 

thoroughly at home there seems like a category mistake.  The 

ascension invites us to rethink all this; and, after all, why did we 

suppose we knew what heaven was?  Only because our culture 

has suggested things to us.  Part of Christian belief is to find out 

what’s true about Jesus and let that challenge our culture.  111 

This applies in particular to the idea of Jesus being in charge not only in heaven but also on 

earth, not only in some ultimate future but also in the present.  Many will snort the obvious 

objection: it certainly doesn’t look as though he’s in charge, or if he is, he’s making a proper 

mess of it.  But that misses the point.  The early Christians know the world was still a mess.  But 

thy announced, like messengers going off on behalf of a global company, that a new CEO had 

taken charge.  They discovered through their own various callings how his new way of running 

things was to be worked out.  It wasn’t a matter (as some people anxiously suppose to this day) 

of Christians simply taking over and giving orders in a kind of theocracy where the church would 

simply tell everyone what to do.  That has sometimes been tried, of course, and its’s always led 

to disaster.  But neither is it a matter of the church backing off, letting the world go on its sweet 

way, and worshipping Jesus in a kind of private sphere.  111-112 

N. T. Wright, How God Became King: The Forgotten Story of the Gospels, (Harper One, 2011). 

“Reason has become the 

servant of a listening and 

trusting openness instead 

of being the servant of a 

masterful autonomy.”  

Lesslie Newbigin 
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The early Christian writers were, of course, setting forth an eschatology that had been 

inaugurated, but not fully consummated; they were celebrating (Paul is quite explicit on this 

point in 1 Cor 15:20-28) something that has already happened, but at the same time something 

that still has to happen in the future.  They believed themselves to be living between Jesus’s 

accomplishment of the reign of God and its full implementation…  New creation itself has begun, 

they are saying, and will be completed.  Jesus is ruling over that new creation and making it 

happen through the witness of his church.  “The ruler of this world” has been overthrown; the 

powers of the world have been led behind Jesus’ triumphal procession as a beaten, bedraggled 

rabble.  And that is how God is becoming king on earth as in heaven.  That is the truth the 

gospels are eager to tell us, the truth the past two hundred years of European and American 

culture has been desperately trying to stifle. 162                              2                           

 

How do we proceed?  What posture toward life leads toward the direction we desire?  The 

following quote holds a key to help us answer this question from Lesslie Newbigin, The Gospel 

in a Pluralist Society: 

We can gain a vast amount of knowledge about other people by the use of the autonomous 

reason and the tools which have been developed by psychology, neurology, sociology, and 

other sciences.  The range of such investigation is unlimited.  But it will never bring the 

knowledge of another person which is available to me if I will trust the other person as a free 

subject, listen to that person, answer the questions he or she puts to me, allow myself to be 

challenged, in other words abandon the role of sovereign autonomy and become a trusting and 

listening person.  And it is obvious that if I move from the first attitude to the second, what has 

happened is not that I have abandoned the use of reason.  I am still a rational person making 

rational judgments and drawing rational conclusions from data.  The difference is in the role 

that reason is called to play.  Reason has become the servant of a listening and trusting 

openness instead of being the servant of a masterful autonomy.  The difference is not between 

the use of reason and its abandonment; it is the difference between two ways of understanding 

the world, one in which the self is sovereign and the other in which I understand myself only in 

a relation of mutuality with other selves.  60-61 

 

Serve/Worship = latreuo 

TDNT, Vol. IV 

Latreuein (verbal noun) occurs in the NT 21 times, of which 8 are in Luke (Lk 1:74; 2:37; 4:8; Ac 

7:7, 42; 24:14; 26:7; 27:23), 6 in Hebrews (8:5; 9:9, 14; 10:2; 12:28; 13:10), 4 in Paul (Ro 1:9, 25; 

Phil 3:3; 2 Tm 1:3), 2 in Rev (7:15; 22:3) and 1 in Mat (4:10)…  The particularly strong usage in 

Hebrews corresponds to the significance of cultic ideas in this epistle.  62 

The Purely Religious Character of the Word as Determined by the LXX.  The influence of the LXX 

may be seen in the fact that the word never refers to human relations, let alone to secular 

services.  The ministry denoted by latreuiein is always offered to God (or to heathen gods, Ro 

1:25; Ac 7:42).  62 
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Latreuo (verb) of the Ministry of Prayer.  In the other NT verses the references of latreuein is to 

the cultic worship of praise and prayer which all may offer, or else the word is used in an 

extended, loose and almost figurative of spiritualized sense to include every form of divine 

worship.  63 

In the sense of adoration latreuein occurs in the temptation story (Mt 4:10; Lk 4:8; cf. Dt 6:13), 

where it stands in antithesis to the [thou shall worship] demanded by the tempter…  But the 

unwearying prayer of Anna in the temple (Lk 2:37) and the incessant supplication of Israel for 

the fulfilment of the promise (Ac 26:7) are also called latreuein, and indeed in the second of 

these two verses the word simply means “to pray.”  The verses are worth noting because the 

dative to denote the recipient is absent.   The word is thus used here as a technical term for the 

ministry of prayer.  63 

Latreuo in a Generalized Figurative Sense.  The comprehensive use of the latreuein for the 

whole conduct of the righteous towards God is found first in Lk 1:74.  Zacharias confidently 

awaits the time when God will grant that, undisturbed by the oppression of enemies, we may 

serve him in holiness and righteousness).  The worship of God to which he here looks forward 

with yearning is impossible without a true holiness and a keeping of the commandments which 

is valid in God’s eyes too.    63 

Latreia (noun) – Of the five occurrences of this word in the NT…  The [regulations for worship] 

of Hb 9:1 are cultic ordinances.  In Hb 9:6 [These preparations having thus been made, the 

priests go regularly into the first section, performing their ritual duties], the ordinances are 

again those of the sacrificial ministry.  In Jn 16:2 [Indeed, the hour is coming when whoever kills 

you will think he is offering service to God.], the word latreia virtually means sacrifice, as shown 

by the verb [to offer].  The concrete idea of sacrifice seems always to cling to the noun no less 

than to the verb.  This is also true in the last verse (Ro 12:1), though the use here is 

metaphorical.  65 

Slave/Servant = doulos 

NIDNTT, Vol. 3 

New Testament:  doulos (noun) and its cognates appear very frequently in the Pauline writings 

in comparison to the rest of the NT.  Apart from that, they occur often in Matt, less in Lk, Acts 

and Rev. rarely in Mk and Jn and hardly at all in the Pastorals and the Catholic Epistles.  Out of 

the 124 instances of doulos, 30 are in Paul, 30 in Matt, and 26 in Lk.  Out of the 25 instances of 

douleuo (verb), 17 are in Paul.  595 

In order to appreciate the nuances of meaning in the NT we must first see what its attitude is to 

the position of the slave in society.  This can be found out principally from the parables of Jesus.  

Occasionally, slaves are put in a position of responsibility and command (Mt 24:45).  But the 

slave owes his master exclusive and absolute obedience (Mt 8:9).  “No one can serve as slave to 

two masters” (Mt 6:24).  His work earned him neither profit nor thanks; he was only doing what 

he owed as a bondslave (Lk 17:7-10).  The master could use his unlimited power over his slave – 

for good (Mt 18;27) or for unmerciful punishment if he were guilty of some fault (Mt 18:34; 
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25:30).  The NT resists the contemporary verdict on slaves as a contemptible lower class by, in 

the first place, the use of doulos in the parables of Jesus to describe the relation of all men to 

God.  Throughout its pages the NT finds nothing objectionable in the division of society into lord 

and servant, free and bond.  595-596 

Authority = exousia 

TDNT, vol II 

Exousia (authority, power) formally the usage of the NT is closest to that of the LXX.  In the NT 

exousia denotes the power of God in nature and the spiritual world (2 Cor 2), the power which 

Satan exercises and imparts (2 Cor 3), and especially the power or freedom which is given to 

Jesus, and by Him to His disciples (2 Cor 4, 5)…  The singular tends to assume the more general 

sense of “government,” borrowing form the Rabbinic usage, see Ro 13:2; Mt 8:9.  565 

The specific role played by exousia in the NT world of thought rests on three foundations.  First, 

unlike repressions for indwelling, objective, physical or spiritual power, it denotes the power 

which decides, so that it is particularly well adapted to express the invisible power of God 

whose Word is creative power.  The exousia of Jesus and the apostles is of the same character.  

Secondly, this power of decision is active in a legally ordered whole, especially in the state and 

in all the authoritarian relationships supported by it.  All these relationships are the reflection of 

the lordship of God in a fallen world where nothing takes place apart from His exousia or 

authority.  They are based upon this lordship.  Thus the word exousia can refer to the fact that 

God’s will is done in heaven.  It can also denote the fact that His will prevails in the sphere of 

nature as an ordered totality…  Especially in the community the word is indispensable to 

express the fact that we cannot take anything, but that it has to be given to us.  Thus exousia 

describes the position of Jesus as the Head of the Church to whom all power is given and who 

gives it to His disciples.  This exousia which is operative in ordered relationships, this authority 

to act, cannot be separated from its continuous exercise, and therefore thirdly, exousia can 

denote the freedom which is given to the community.  566 

In the first instance, then, exousia signifies the absolute possibility of action which is proper to 

God, who cannot be asked concerning the relationship of power and legality in this exousia, 

since He is the source of both.  Thus the word exousia arises in two passages which speak 

directly of God’s incontrovertible freedom to act: Lk 12:5: 

“I tell you, my friends, do not fear those who kill the body, and after that have nothing 

more that they can do.  But I will warn you who to fear: fear him who, after he has killed, 

has authority [exousia] to cast into hell.  Yes, I tell you, fear him!  Are not five sparrows 

sold for two pennies?  And not one of them is forgotten before God.  Why, even the 

hairs of your head are all numbered.  Fear not; you are of more value than many 

sparrows.”  Luke 12:4-7 

And “Jesus said to them, ‘It is not for you to know times or seasons that the Father has fixed by 

his own authority’” Acts 1:7…  The exousia is that of the Creator.  566-567 

 


