To Serve And Be Served

Last week when we talked about the need to Love and be loved in Christian Community we talked about love in action. Love really is an action word, and a lot of times that action manifests itself as a way of serving one another. So to some degree there is probably overlap between today’s message and last weeks. But there is an aspect of the message today that calls us even further in our thinking about small groups. 


Serving others, while it is one aspect of love, is something that is really foreign to our makeup as human beings. In his letter to the Galatian church Paul acknowledges that freedom is what we were created for but it is a freedom that looks a little different than we mostly imagine. Galatians 5:13-15 “It is absolutely clear that God has called you to a free life. Just make sure that you don’t use this freedom as an excuse to do whatever you want to do and destroy your freedom. Rather, use your freedom to serve one another in love; that’s how freedom grows. For everything we know about God’s Word is summed up in a single sentence: Love others as you love yourself. That’s an act of true freedom. If you bite and ravage each other, watch out—in no time at all you will be annihilating each other, and where will your precious freedom be then?” True freedom is not the freedom to become selfish and do whatever we want. That’s a lot different than what we think of when we use the word freedom. Usually when we use that word we use it to signify the idea that I can do what I want, when I want, in whatever way I want. But Paul says true freedom is serving others, as you would like to be served. 


Last week we talked about the story of Jesus healing the paralytic in Mark chapter 2. We talked about the relationship of love that four men demonstrated, as they became true friends with a man who had no way to return the favor. When we ended last time Jesus had said to the man on the mat, Mark 2:5 “Son, your sins are forgiven.” I wonder what the man on the mat thinks at this point. I doubt that he had signed up to have his sins talked about. But it’s one of the things that happen when you get neck deep in community and Jesus is there in the middle of it. Being in community has a way of surfacing the sin issue.

When I am alone, I can convince myself I’m quite a humble person. Then when I’m with other people and I hear someone else receiving all the praise, a voice that is not humble at all begins to protest inside me, and rather loudly.

When I am alone, I can convince myself that I’m a very compassionate person. I can watch a Hallmark commercial and feel very moved. Then when I’m with real human beings and I realize that I would have to expend energy and sacrifice time and be uncomfortable to practice compassion, it turns out I’m not nearly as altruistic as I thought I was.

A Dostoyevsky character in the book “The Brothers Karamazov” said, “In my daydreams I am very often passionately determined to serve humanity … yet I’m quite incapable of living with anyone in one room for two days together, and I know that from experience.” 
I think this is what happens in deep community: sooner or later you get to the sin issues. We think we are pretty good at serving until we get in a group with others and our sinfulness really become apparent. Then we realize that service is not something that we really like. It doesn’t make us feel free in the way that we are accustomed. 

Jean Vanier has written, “Community is the place where our limitations, our fears and our egoism are revealed to us. While we are alone, we could believe that we loved everyone. Now that we are with others, living with them all the time, we realize how incapable we are of loving, how much we deny to others, how closed in on ourselves we are.” When we are together with others living in community selfishness, self-centeredness is brought to the surface, and when we are centered in Christ it gets rooted out and thrown away. 

A key part of the story of the healing of the paralytic happens after we left off last week. There are others present in the room that day – teachers of the law, people who were thought of  (and thought of themselves) as spiritual giants. They apparently arrived on time and got good seats. But you will notice that they had no friends to bring to Jesus. They were supposed to be the most spiritual ones – but apparently no one they knew was hurting or confused or needed Jesus.

It is worth pausing for a moment to ask: Who do you think was greater in God’s eyes? The experts who were specialists in the law, knew a lot about the Bible, regarded as teachers and leaders – but did not have a single person they cared for enough to bring to Jesus? Or four uncouth, etiquette-challenged, roof-crashers who would do anything for their friend? 

There is a very important implication to this. It is simply impossible to love the Father without sharing his heart for people. It is critical for followers of Jesus to understand this.
Sometimes this manifests itself in small groups. When groups form they begin to know one another and feel comfortable with one another and they start to have fun as a group and they grow. Slowly they get to a size that is just too big to be a small group anymore. They are too big to care for each other and push one another toward spiritual growth and certainly too big to invite anyone else. When you go to the group to tell them that it is time for them to multiply, what do you think their response is? 

You would think that they would respond like the four friends. If bringing one more person to Jesus means that we have to tear the roof off this thing then let’s do it. They know a bunch of other people they would like to invite to the group but it just got too big and now that they are multiplying they see the possibilities of peoples lives changing like theirs have been changing and they are excited. 

But that rarely happens. Most often people in small groups are more like the Pharisees. There to see what Jesus can do for them. They like the small group in as much as it brings them pleasure and companionship. They will go with it as long as there is something in it for them. But when it means setting aside something that is really good to make room for others to experience the same goodness, they want nothing of it. They can’t think of one person they know that they cared for enough to bring them to Jesus. They can’t think of one person who is hurting or confused or needs healing. They haven’t figured out that Christian fellowship is a fellowship of service. Others helped us to be where we are, and in turn we are called to make the way possible for as many other people as we can. 

That’s the message of the gospel. John 13:34 “As I have loved you, so also you must love one another.” Romans 12:10 “Be devoted to one another in brotherly love. Honor one another above yourselves.” Ephesians 4:2 “Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love. Ephesians 5:21 “Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ.”  And our scripture today, Galatians 5:13 “do not use your freedom to indulge the sinful nature; rather, serve one another in love.”

The community of the church is designed to grow. It has been said that a church that is not growing is dead. It is dead because the faith of those in the church is dead. This is why. Their faith is dead because an alive faith knows others who need what they have. In the same way a small group that is not growing is dead, because the faith of those in the group is dead. If we can think of no one that is worth the effort to bring them to Jesus we cannot call ourselves Christians. If we can think of no one that we can serve in that way, we do not know what it means to serve and be served.

No one can love God and at the same time say that they hate their brother. We can know –because of Jesus he is the word – the mind of God – made flesh. And Jesus insisted that the mind of the Father is moved toward people the way the mind of the shepherd keeps coming back to his lost sheep, the way the thoughts of a poor woman are obsessed with finding her lost coin. (Luke 15) God could no more forget about people than a nursing mother could forget about her baby. The God whom Jesus revealed is a God who is ceaselessly preoccupied with finding and redeeming and loving people. It is impossible to love the Father without sharing his heart for people. 

Dallas Willard, “To understand Jesus’ teachings we must realize that deep in our orientations of our spirit we cannot have one posture toward God and a different one toward other people. We are a whole being, and our true character pervades everything we do. We cannot, for example, love God and hate human beings.”
This explains many of Jesus’ sayings. “Do not judge, or you too will be judged.” “If you forgive others when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive you. But if you do not forgive others their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins.” “Those who do not love their brother who is visible cannot love God who is invisible.” 

Why is this so? It is not that God is withholding forgiveness to get back at you. Jesus’ point runs a lot deeper. He is making a profound observation about the nature of human character. John Ortberg says, “It is simply psychologically impossible for us to understand and desire to live in the stream of forgiveness and reconciliation and mercy with God and not want that with and for other human beings.”
People who don’t love people can’t love God. Small groups that are not focused on serving those who are far from God, those who are lost, will not be Christian Community.  Small groups that refuse to think of their time together in terms of serving and being served will focus only on themselves and will die from a lack of love. Small groups are designed to multiply and grow, to serve and be served.

The Pharisees standing in the house that day scoffed at the forgiveness offered by Jesus. They didn’t believe that Jesus could really do anything to change that paralytic’s life. But Jesus knew their hearts, as he knows ours, so he turned to the man on the mat and said, Mark 2:11 “I tell you, get up, take your mat and go home.” 

You can almost feel the breathlessness of those in that room as they watched. How could this possible happen? The man has been on the mat for years. His muscles had atrophied he might not remember how to walk. But that made the miracle all the more sweet as this man stood up, picked up that 3 by 6 mat that had been his whole life and he walked out of the house with his whole life now ahead of him. Because it is not just his body that is healed, it’s his heart also, and His soul, because every sin is forgiven. 

Can you imagine what that was like for him? Can you imagine what that was like for his friends on the roof? Can’t you just see those guys watching amazed from the rooftop just stunned as their friend walks out the door. Then they come to their senses and run down the stairs and embrace. They have never hugged their friend while he was standing up. They praised God saying, Mark 2:12 “We’ve never seen anything like this.” And it all came about because they were willing to serve and be served. They were willing to enter into fellowship to meet someone else’s needs rather than to meet their own. Don’t get me wrong their needs were met also, but in the process their friend was transformed forever. 

Just imagine when this man gets older. One by one his friends begin to pass away. Every time he looks at the mat, he remembers the little community he was part of that crashed through a roof for him. His greatest gift, humanly speaking, wasn’t his legs. It was his friends. There is no gift in the world like the gift of community. There are many ways that we can serve others. We can raise money for food, or clothing or education and those are all good things, but they cannot compare with the gift of drawing another person into the community of Christ, and introducing them to Jesus. Those who find their way to this kind of fellowship will never live without it again. 
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