
Challenge To Serve 
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Last week in the gospels I mentioned that I desired to be like the centurion.  I wanted my 

relationship with my Savior and Lord, Jesus Christ to be like his – recognizing that Jesus was 

different, more, greater than any other human being known.  With that recognition – like the 

centurion – my natural posture toward him would be one of submission, expectation, delight, 

awe, worship.  This week in the letters of the New Testament we find the word doulos (Slave) 

dominating the lives of the apostles.  Has this posture remained?  Does it still ring true?  Does 

this orientation of slave bring freedom – as is told of the apostles and Christ himself? 

As each week unfolds I begin by studying key words from the biblical text from Theological 

Dictionaries followed by musing and praying about the subject at hand.  Then begins the dance 

of connecting with contemporary scholars that bring greater clarity to the subject as it relates 

to our time and lives.  Some weeks this comes easy, others far more difficult and time 

consuming.  This week was simple.  For in a recent 1118 page contribution to Theologian John 

M. Frame, Ester Lightcap Meek penned an article titled “Servant Thinking.”  In it she begins “All 

my life, it seems, I have wanted to understand human knowing in the context of submission to 

the Lord of Scripture.  I need not cast that in a past tense; it continues!  It still seems to me that 

I need study no other thing besides knowing!  Knowing knowing gives me the world.  A key 

difference between the past and the present, however, is that anxiety has turned into delightful 

adventure.”  611 

 

John J. Hughes, Ed., Speaking the Truth In Love: The Theology of John M. Frame, (P&R Publishing, 

2009). 

Frame strove to develop an account of “servant thinking.”  All of life is about knowing God as 

Lord.  This is literally true!  For everything that exists, from least to greatest, exists by virtue of 

being convenantally known, and thus constituted as real, by God.  That is what the covenantal 

lordship of God entails.  All that is known into existence by him is thereby dependent on him, 

existing for his praise, before his gaze in interpersonal relationship with one who both 

transcends (in authority and power) and is near (in intimate solidarity)—as the best sort of 

father-child relationship, the best sort of king-subject relationship.  Created reality just is this 

covenant relationship with the Lord.  Creation knows God as Lord, or it doesn’t exist!  614 

God is there in Frame.  It is the covenant nearness and solidarity of the authoritative and 

powerful heavenly Father, whose knowing us constitutes us and then redeems us.  At the end 

of the day, there is something bigger, for me and for John Frame, than knowing.  For knowing is 

itself one perspective of three that mutually constitute the interpersonal covenant that is 

reality.  It is one view onto the full-orbed relationship that makes us, sustains us, redeems us, 

and binds us to the Lord of all.  627 
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Serve/Worship = latreuo 

NIDNTT, Vol 3 

Paul describes the Christian’s walk using the OT cultic term (latreia, Rom 12:1) and says of 

himself that he serves God with his spirit in the gospel (Rom 1:9.  Similarly in Phil 3:3, he writes 

of those “who worship God in spirit” or “by the Spirit of God”.  Both passages give clear 

expression to Jesus’ statement that true and genuine worship as God wills it must be in Spirit 

and through the Spirit, for God himself is Spirit (Jn 4:23 f.).  Such worship is freed from all the 

restrictions of cultic rules, circumcision and the struggle to attain righteousness through works.  

The man who has been reconciled and renewed carries out his worship of God through the 

Spirit by presenting his whole being.  Since the Spirit of God takes control of a man’s spirit for 

service in the gospel (Rom 1:9), it leads to the surrender of the whole life, which is spiritual 

worship (Rom 12:1; NEB “the worship offered by mind and heart”).  The expression “in the 

gospel (Rom 1:9) includes for Paul everything, prayerful mention (vr. 9b), witness and 

proclamation, which are inseparably linked with prayer and pastoral care.  550-551 

Slave/Servant = doulos 

NIDNTT, Vol 3 

Paul sees himself, called to his office as an apostle, as in a special way a doulos Christou Iesou 

[a slave of Christ Jesus], or “a servant of Christ Jesus” (Rom 1:1; Phil 1:1; Gal 1:10).  This title is 

also used to refer to the office of one of his colleagues like Epaphras (Col 4:12).  In this titular 

sense doulos is closest in sense to diakonos, servant, which is frequently used in Paul’s writings 

of the apostolic service of witness (Col 4:12, “servant and fellow slave”).  But here, as elsewhere, 

the distinctive thing about the concept of the doulos is the subordinate, obligatory and 

responsible nature of his service in his exclusive relation to his Lord.  At the same time, all who 

are called to freedom are set to serve one another in love (Gal 5:13).  Paul made himself a slave 

of all (1 Cor 9:1`9); in the service of the gospel (Phil 2:22) he is the servant of the community for 

Christ’s sake (2 Cor 4:5).  He who would be first in Christ’s community must be its slave (Mt 

20:27).  596 

This last evaluation of slavery is only excelled by the dignity given to it by the bestowal upon the 

kyrios [Lord] of the title of doulos [slave].  Christ divested himself and took on the form of a 

servant (Phil 2:7, morphen doulou labon “taking the form of a slave”).  Above all, the statement 

of Phil 2:7 shows the theological significance of this group of words.  In becoming man the pre-

existent One takes on the morphe [form] of a doulos [slave].  The point of this expression does 

not lie in a statement about the obedience of the incarnate Christ (this follows in Phil 2:8b), i.e. 

in its picking up the OT concept of the Servant of God (Isa 53).  Hence, when Christ takes on the 

form of a slave, he enters into full solidarity with mankind in its subjection to sin, law and death.  

As servant, he is subject to the nomos [law] (Gal 4:4 and bears its curse (Gal 3:13).  He takes on 

a form “that was like that of sinful flesh” (Rom 8:3), and thus made himself a brother of men 

“who through fear of death must serve in bondage all their lives long” (Heb 2:15).  It is the form 
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of the servant that exactly describes Jesus Christ’s incarnation as the deepest self-abasement.  

596-597 

Jesus Christ alone redeems man from the slavery of sin with the price of his death.  The 

metaphor of sacral manumission is here united with the idea of a change of masters.  Believers 

“having been set free from sin, have become slaves of righteousness” (Rom 6:18; cf. vr 22).  The 

manumission from the bondage of a supposed independence into eleutheria (freedom) does 

not lead to a new independence.  Rather, the one manumitted is set free for the “obedience of 

faith” which he presents to his Lord, Jesus Christ, as his servant (Rom 12:11; 14:18; Col 3:24; cf. 

1 Thess 1:9; Rom 7:6).  Yet this new relationship of master and servant is dominated, not by 

“the spirit of slavery to fall back into fear”; believers “have received the spirit of sonship” (Rom 

8:15).  However, the freedom of God’s sons is not to become “an opportunity for the flesh”.  

Hence, the redeemed are called upon to “serve one another in love” (Gal 5:13).  This sort of 

service of love to one’s neighbors is rooted in Christ’s love in taking the form of a servant (cf. 

the exhortations of Phil. 2:1-4, which are causally related to Phil 2:5 ff.).  As a doulos, Jesus 

showed his love to his disciples by washing their feet (the duty of a slave), “that you also should 

do what I have done to you” (Jn 13:15).  The nature of Christ’s loving work thus prevents 

anything like the orthodox, pharisaic separation of God’s service from that of one’s neighbor.  

The freedom that is found in the obedience of faith expresses itself in loving service of one’s 

neighbor.  597 

Hence, he who would be first in Jesus Christ’s community must be its slave (Mat 20:27)…  

Master and servant are told to subject themselves to this Lord, because it is in their mutual 

treatment of one another that they join themselves to that community whose rule is love.  

However, it is not left to the choice of individual members of the community (particularly the 

choice of masters and servants) to decide whether or not thus to subject themselves and join 

this community.  It is precisely the concept of douleuo, in contrast to that of diakoneo (Serve), 

that emphasizes the obligatory character of the service for God and to one’s neighbor that is 

the duty of the community of those who have been set free by Jesus Christ.  598 


