
Sermon 149: Romans 12:7: The Gift of Serving: Part One

OUTLINE

The paradigm of servanthood
The responsibility of servanthood

INTRODUCTION

We are all servants.  This is an insulting statement to our generation that treasures freedom 
and self-definition above all other things.  But this statement is true in two ways.  Firstly, we
are all creatures made by God to serve His will.  He did not make us as equals, but to know 
the joy and wonder of His goodness in the ways of His commandments.  We are only truly 
free when we are doing what we are made for.  In this sense every person is a servant, they
are servants ontologically, by nature, and are repressing their true selves until they 
surrender to God.  There will inevitably be a disconnect in their hearts until they find their 
rest in God.  But there is more to this story.  Because of sin, we are all born sinners and are 
enslaved by a sinful nature.  There is a brokenness in the human heart that has made 
addicts out of all of us.  We are slaves to our wrong desires and willingly hand ourselves 
over to service to sin.  I remember when God converted me how I agonised over this reality.
Have you ever tried to stop thinking sinful thoughts, you can’t!  Try and stop thinking your 
better than everyone else, or how idiotic they are, or your anger, jealousy, lust, bitterness, 
cynicism, aggression, self-centredness, etc.  You are a servant of sin.  It is only those who 
are dead and resurrected with Christ, and who have the Spirit within them who are now able
to put sin to death and nurture the fruit of the Spirit.  The struggle of the Christian life is to 
stop being the servant of sin and return to being the servants of God.

As we continue looking at the spiritual gifts in Romans 12:7 Paul tells us that there is a gift 
of serving.  But immediately you might think, how can these two words be in the same 
sentence, gift and serving.  Much like our own day when you said the word servant it was a 
word loaded with negative connotations.  To be a servant was to be a person of no status; 
to be subservient to another’s will.  It was a life of oppression and being taken advantage of.
Serving speaks of hard labour and no reward.  However, when God made Adam, He was 
made a servant; it was a role of honour.  It is only because of the entrance of sin that 
servanthood has suffered abuse and is seen as something lesser.  It is because of sloth and 
pride that people seek position and have others do the leg work.  It is because we have lost 
the value of labour and seeking another’s good that servanthood has become a slur.  Today 
as we look at the gift of serving, we want to see how Christ has reclaimed and redefined the
nature of servanthood; but also we want to look at the gift and the universal responsibility 
of servanthood.

The paradigm of servanthood

One of the titles for Jesus from the OT is Servant, and is often associated with His priestly 
role in suffering service for us.  This comes to the fore in the gospels in Mark 10:35-45.  
Picture the scene with me.  Jesus has just announced that the Son of Man must now go to 
Jerusalem to die, 10:33-34.  But the disciples along with all the other first century Jews have
a Messianic expectation that is looking for a political overthrow and military coup, not a 
death on the cross.  Chapter 11 is going to be a living example of this messianic hope with 
the triumphal entry.  So there is a growing sense of anticipation as Jesus heads to 
Jerusalem. 



 And then there is James and John, they are brothers, who seem to come from a rich and 
upper class family.  And they are looking for positions in Jesus new administration that they 
think He is going to set up.  Matthew’s gospel actually reveals that they got their mother to 
ask for them, Mark 10:35-37, ‘And James and John, the sons of Zebedee, came up to him 
and said to him, "Teacher, we want you to do for us whatever we ask of you." 36 And he 
said to them, "What do you want me to do for you?" 37 And they said to him, "Grant us to 
sit, one at your right hand and one at your left, in your glory."’  Their notions of position in 
the future kingdom are full of the baggage of their current notions on leadership.  
Jesus tells them they don’t know what they are asking for, v38, ‘Jesus said to them, "You do 
not know what you are asking. Are you able to drink the cup that I drink, or to be baptized 
with the baptism with which I am baptized?"’  Jesus is of course referring to the cup of 
God’s judgement He must drink on our behalf, the cup He asks will be removed from Him in 
Gethsemane.  And the baptism which means submersion is a reference to judgement that is 
about to swallow Him up as the wrath of God against our sins falls upon Him.  
In their ignorance they say they are able, v39.  
Jesus tells them they will also partake of His sufferings, for we must all follow in the Master’s
footsteps, but the seats are for the Father to apportion, v39b-40, ‘…And Jesus said to them, 
"The cup that I drink you will drink, and with the baptism with which I am baptized, you will
be baptized, 40 but to sit at my right hand or at my left is not mine to grant, but it is for 
those for whom it has been prepared."  We cannot partake in Jesus saving suffering, but we
will partake in His serving sufferings.  The path that Jesus has carved out is a path against 
the world and path that involves taking up a cross and following where He leads.  Only in 
this way do we share His portion of suffering.  
But notice in v41 that the rest of the ten were upset because they would have had to submit
to the sons of thunder, and it was probably a position they all wanted or thought they 
deserved. 
 So Jesus exposes their wrong view of servanthood and leadership and shows us that all 
leaders are firstly servants.  V42-44, ‘And Jesus called them to him and said to them, "You 
know that those who are considered rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great 
ones exercise authority over them. 43 But it shall not be so among you. But whoever would 
be great among you must be your servant, 44 and whoever would be first among you must 
be slave of all.’  This is subversive teaching that flies in the face of their messianic 
expectations, of their worldly view of position and what is truly valuable.  We must be willing
to do much for little instead of the little we usually do with the sense of entitlement to 
much.  

But it is verse 45 that is the most astounding of all, ‘For even the Son of Man came not to be
served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many."’  Adam had failed to risk life 
and limb to attack the serpent that was deceiving his bride.  He did not lay down his life for 
his wife, but Jesus has come and served where Adam would not and in ways Adam did not. 
Jesus comes to lay down His life for our salvation.  Not only will He overcome the Serpent, 
but He will also subject Himself to a greater danger, the wrath of God against our sins.  
Lovers talk about crossing seas and climbing mountains, this is nothing.  Jesus has spanned 
the infinite gap of the incarnation and subjected Himself to the infinite horror of God’s 
judgement against our sins.  This is a subversive message because there is no other religion
in the world where the god of that religion came and served first, came and died for those 
who were its enemies, in grace and love, to bring them into the freedom of serving him.  It 
is only in Christianity that God becomes man to serve His enemies by dying for the payment 
of their sins and taking the judgement that they deserve.  Man is made in the image of God 
and God in His grace serves the unworthy, man must necessarily serve the unworthy to 
reflect this image.  Christ is restoring our humanity not only in redeeming it but also 
showing us the path of gracious servanthood as our normal way of life.  



This is what Paul means when he calls us to have the mind that was in Christ Jesus in Phil. 
2.  Paul tells us that this mind is ours in Christ Jesus.  How is this our mind?  It is the instinct
of your new heart.  It is the desire of the Spirit to form you into the image of Christ at work 
in you.  It is the essence of the gospel message that saved you when you believed and is 
the pattern for all your life.  Paul points to the heart of what we see Jesus doing, v6-8, ‘who,
though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, 7 
but made himself nothing, taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. 8
And being found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of 
death, even death on a cross.’  It is a case of arguing from the greater to the lesser, if He 
who is God and has every right to keep His glory gives it up for our sake, then we who have 
are only guilty and worthy of judgement can do it too.  

Verses 3-4 give us four ways of applying this mind off Christ, ‘Do nothing from rivalry or 
conceit, but in humility count others more significant than yourselves. 4 Let each of you look
not only to his own interests, but also to the interests of others.’  No rivalry, which is 
probably why the ten were so angry at James and John, there would have been a rivalry.  
No conceit, that is thinking yourself better than others.  Be humble and count other more 
important than you.  Now please note that it says count them as more significant, in other 
words treat them and act towards them as if they were more important than you are.  You 
may have a more central role but that is irrelevant to how you treat others.  Always make 
others feel more important than you.  And look not only to your own interests but the 
interests of others, or love your neighbour as yourself.  

This is how we are all to serve.  And so yes we can put the words gift and ‘of serving’ in the 
same sentence.  God has graciously restored the dignity of serving by showing how He has 
done it and how it is integral to our humanity to serve others.  Humanity is broken when it 
goes around trying to serve only itself, it is freedom to serve others.  Having laid that 
foundation we are ready to talk about the gift of serving.

The responsibility of servanthood

Romans 12:7, ‘if service in our serving.’  Each of the 7 gifts listed by Paul in Romans 12 has 
an added qualification.  This qualification is there because Paul is aware that we can covet 
another’s gifts, or feel our own to be unimportant.  So he stresses, if you have the gift of 
service, get serving.  The Greek root behind the word service is ‘diak’ from which we derive 
the word deacon.  It is a word that means to ‘wait on tables’.  This word is retasked by 
Christianity and is given as a title of honour as well as describing the general activity of 
serving others.  We have already seen how Jesus is The Servant.  But Paul describes his 
apostolic ministry as ‘service’.  In fact the word ministry is another translation for the Greek 
word for servant.  Minister, ministry; servant and service.  The five office gifts in Eph. 4:12 
are described as for the work of ‘serving/ministry.’  Timothy’s evangelistic ministry is 
described in the same way, 2 Tim. 4:5.  When money was collected and given to the needy 
saints in Jerusalem this bringing of aid is called ‘service,’ Rom. 15:25.  And of course the 
word is also used to describe the position of Deacon. 
 
But the word is not only used as a title for officers to imply the true nature of their work as 
Jesus has already defined it.  It is also used to speak of service more generally.  In 1 Peter 
4:10-11 Peter divides the spiritual gifts into two categories, speaking gifts and serving gifts, 
‘As each has received a gift, use it to serve one another, as good stewards of God's varied 
grace: 11 whoever speaks, as one who speaks oracles of God; whoever serves, as one who 



serves by the strength that God supplies---in order that in everything God may be glorified 
through Jesus Christ. To him belong glory and dominion forever and ever. Amen.’  

So which meaning of service does Paul use in Romans 12:7?  We don’t know.  He may be 
speaking about the office of deacon, or he may be speaking about service generally.  We will
spend time looking at both.  Peter’s two categories are very helpful for us to discover 
whether we have this gift, because he employs serving as an umbrella category that has 
many other different things under it.  In other words, any ability that is employed for the 
benefit of others Peter sees as serving.  But please notice the high view Peter has of 
serving, he sees us ‘as good stewards of God's varied grace.’  In other words, you with your 
gift are a channel of God’s grace. God ministers His grace through you to your brothers and 
sisters.  And please realise that it is not only those who speak who get to be stewards but 
speakers and servants.  The love you show, the encouragement you bring, the mercy you 
bestow, the help you offer, the physical needs you meet, all these and more are they ways 
God pours out His grace on His church.  Each of you is a steward of God’s gifts, so we have 
to ask ourselves how generous do you think God is with His gifts?  Is your service to the 
church a reflection of what God would do with the gift you have?  Are you a good steward, a
lazy steward, do you even realise you are a steward?  Do the people of God know God’s 
gracious liberality better because of your good stewardship?  

The gift of serving and the gift of helps are very similar in the fact that they are not 
specifically defined but are general.  We are all called to be servants, and we are to do so 
with the various abilities and opportunities that we have.  If you were to ask me how do I 
use the gift of service, it is a very difficult question to answer until I know much more about 
you.  Do you play an instrument?  If you do, then when you play to entertain others, 
facilitate worship, or teach that instrument, you are now serving.  Do you run a business?  If
you give generously, hire in order to employ your brethren, give special rates to those you 
know are in need when you charge for your services, then you are serving.  Do you have a 
home?  When you show hospitality and invite others into your home, when you host a bible 
study or a prayer meeting, when you use a spare room to accommodate a guest speaker or 
someone who needs a place to stay, you are serving.  Are you a mother?  Then when you 
repeatedly keep the house clean, cook food and taxi children around, when you pray for 
your kids every day, when you bandage up wounds, then you are serving.  There is the 
universal responsibility to serve which is the duty of every Christian and then there are those
who are particularly equipped for it.  The office of deacon is usually a way of recognising 
those with this gift, but it will not be limited to those who have an office.  You do not need 
to be a deacon to have and use this gift.  

If you don’t have a speaking gift them according to Peter you have a serving gift.  But of 
course you can have both.  This gift does not come in one flavour or have one set of 
characteristics.  There may be those who have this gift but also have financial skills, or 
mechanical skills, or musical skills, or culinary skills, or sowing skills, or medical skills.  The 
gift of serving is as diverse as the skills present in the church.  If you have a service to offer,
serve.  Don’t hold back.  

Some may feel they are not very important if they have a serving gift and not a speaking 
gift, but this is folly.  I hope we can all see how Adam was a servant, and how Jesus has 
redignified the position.  What is a general without an army, or a conductor without an 
orchestra?  Servanthood is absolutely crucial.

Let’s consider some general points regarding servanthood that we can all apply.  First and 
foremost we must all be joyful givers not fearful slaves.  Our hearts will reject the high call 



of servanthood because of indwelling sin and we will fall prey to using the law against 
ourselves to guilt trip ourselves into our duty.  We must make sure that we are not listlessly, 
and sullenly, and grudgingly going about our service because we have to.  Rather we should
seek to have the joy of our salvation as our fuel for service.  

Here is a threefold way that I think about motivating Christians for service.  It follows the 
Trinity, but is also a narrative of my own struggles with my own service to God.  Why should
I be a servant?  This is the question, what should motivate me to do good?  In my early 
days of being a Christian the major revelation was God is real and He is God.  Lets call this 
my God the Father phase.  I was pondering the reality of God as Creator and my submission
to Him as a creature.  If you asked me, why should I serve I would say, ‘Because He said 
so!’  The Lordship of God loomed large in my mind as I had to humble myself before Him.  
But as with every stage in the Christian life there was error and excess.  Legalism began to 
creep in.  I would fixate on commands and bludgeon my own conscience and others with 
duty making out as if God were a loveless and demanding dictator.  It is true I should obey 
God because He is God, but on its own it tends to legalism.  
Then came phase two.  We can call this the God the Son phase.  At this time I came to 
understand the depths of the gospel.  I understood more deeply the grace of God that had 
saved me.  I understood justification, adoption, and the security I had in Christ.  This was 
the heart ravishing stage when I was drowned in the infinite oceans of God’s love to me in 
Christ.  I felt as if each new day brought a new insight I hadn’t seen and to obey was a 
natural response of gratitude to such amazing grace.  This phase was full of the knowledge 
of my forgiveness and security and on its own you can begin to neglect God’s law, and think 
that all you need is the love and joy you feel.  But emotions run dry and there are many 
who have abused God’s grace and become antinomians.  On its own this justification 
onlyism is imbalanced.  
Then came phase three, let’s call this the Holy Spirit phase.  Here I realised that when I was
born again that the law was written on my heart, that I had a new desire for holiness, and 
because I had been buried with Christ there was a breach with sin so that sin no longer had 
to control me.  I realised that progress in holiness was possible and that there was an ability
by the Spirit that helped me to put sin to death and nurture the fruit of the Spirit.  Not 
perfectionism, but progress through Spirit dependant effort and using the means of grace.  
But on its own these truths can result in perfectionism and an overrealised eschatology.
The first on it own leads to legalism, the second on its own leads to antinomianism and a 
dependence upon emotion, and the third can lead to perfectionism.  But all together we see 
a balanced argument for why we serve.  We serve because we must as we are not God, but 
because God is gracious we have our hearts captured by the infinite proportions of God’s 
grace to us in Christ, but we are not dependent on emotion but have the Spirit to enable us 
to progress.  Where God has commanded He has provided.  We serve because we must, we
want to and we can.  

Eph. 6:6-8 lays out some other principles we can consider.  ‘Slaves, obey your earthly 
masters with fear and trembling, with a sincere heart, as you would Christ, 6 not by the way
of eye-service, as people-pleasers, but as servants of Christ, doing the will of God from the 
heart, 7 rendering service with a good will as to the Lord and not to man, 8 knowing that 
whatever good anyone does, this he will receive back from the Lord, whether he is a slave 
or free.’  These exhortations to slaves put forward universal principles for service.  Firstly, 
don’t misunderstand the ‘fear and trembling’ part this was a common phrase for respect.  
But notice the call to ‘sincere’ service, this is service from the heart not just going through 
the motions.  Then see the call to serve others as if we were serving Christ.  In the church 
we can take this literally for when we do it to the least of these Christ’s brethren we do it to 
Him.  Then see the principle of doing service for the audience of one not man pleasing, so 



that whether man receives our service or not, whether they are grateful or not we serve to 
please the Lord and no one else.  And finally we should serve with our eyes set on gaining 
an earthly reward but receiving back from God.  

So let us all serve each other as conduits of God’s grace, because we must, we want to and 
we can, with sincere hearts, as if serving Christ, for the audience of one, looking to Him for 
our reward not man.  This is a universal responsibility that Christ has dignified for us all, and
those who have the gift of serving will be especially beneficial to the body.              

        


