“Service in Lent”
Scripture Text: Matthew 20:28
(Sermon outline shared by Pastor Robert M Wecht at the Pearson Memorial UMC on 3/22/09)

It really is a difficult concept for me to grasp.  The very idea seems ludicrous to both common sense and all that we know of God and of God’s greatness and omniscience.  But yet our Bibles tell us that God came down in human form to serve His creation.  Maybe, maybe what bothers me about such a notion is my initial reaction to the term “to serve”.  When we think of this act - in a church setting especially - the first thought that may come to our minds is - serving as a slave may serve.  Who in the Christian community could actually conceive of the idea of Jesus Christ as a slave?  Can we really imagine Jesus as a slave to others, someone who does what He is told, when He is told to do it, and how - He is told to do it?  That is too outrageous for me to embrace.  Yet, the Lord didn’t ask my opinion on the subject.  Our Matthew Scripture lesson tells us God’s plan for Jesus ------- and that was to serve us lowly humans.  And of course that is exactly what He did.   

Now, there is no doubt in my mind that the actions of Jesus were highly relevant in the lives of those He interacted with 2000 years ago.  And there is no doubt in my mind that those same actions are just as relevant in our lives today.  Everything Jesus did He did for specific reasons.  We just need to discover what those reasons were -- and are.

So, why did Jesus -- and God -- believe serving others was so very important?  To begin with, when we serve others, at the same time, we are also serving God.  When Jesus served here on earth He made it clear that all that He did was what His Father asked Him to do.  The same is true for you and for me.  When we do what Jesus ------ has asked us to do - we clearly express our love and loyalty to our Creator.  But, please keep in mind here that service to God is far more than what most people believe it involves.  Service, as the Lord defines it, includes an infinite number of deliberate acts done for His glory.  To so many of us - service centers mainly around the ordained clergy.  Christians need to get that belief out of our heads.  Yes, pastors do serve others in response to God’s call in our hearts but what clergy do as they serve is equally important to every other act of service shared in the community.  When we serve even by carrying out so called “ordinary” acts ------ we are serving God.  Every act of service has equal value in the eyes of the Lord because, ultimately, the One we serve --- is God. 

For example, I remember, when my mother died, my brothers and I of course returned to my dad’s house to comfort him and prepare for the upcoming funeral.  When my Aunt Evie heard that my mother past away, by the way she also, like myself, was a Jewish convert, she did something I will never forget.  She got her bucket, scrubbing brushes, and other supplies and came over to our house -- and cleaned all the toilets.  I remember trying to comprehend why in the world she would do that.  She did it because she knew we would never get it done prior to all my dad’s friends and other family members paying their respects and she wanted them to have a clean bathroom to use.  What an amazing act of Christian service!  I will always praise God for how she served the Lord that day.

I believe also that Jesus and God thought that serving was important because when we serve others, ------- we turn the world’s values upside down.  When a Christian emulates the love of Jesus Christ we contradict what the world says has value and worth.  Our world tells us that a servant isn’t worthy of much respect.  Jesus tells us that the greatest person in the Kingdom of God is the person - who is the servant of all.  Our world tells us that a servant is someone who usually cannot show too much - materially - for all that they do.  Jesus tells us that when you serve others - you gain true wealth -------- blessings from God.  The world tells us that a servant will always have someone else telling them what they have to do.  Jesus tells us that for useful service to God and His creation we will be given more authority than most can ever imagine.  Friends, when Christians serve ------ the world simply does not know what to do with us.

And on that same thought, I believe Jesus wants us to serve because He knows that serving others is what real leadership is all about.  Jesus described leadership from a new perspective.  Instead of using people, we should serve them instead.  A real leader ------ has the heart of a servant.  Servant leaders appreciate the worth of others and they realize that they are not above any task.  Godly leaders don’t wait to be asked when they see something that needs to be done.  They take the initiative and simply do it ------ they do it ------ because they are faithful and because they want others to see how a Christ-like example makes a difference in the lives of those around them and they pray that others do the same for those they come into contact with.  My brothers and sisters ----- when we serve others we are the kind of leaders God hopes we will be.

Of all the reasons we should be serving others though there is one specific reason that stands out above all the rest.  And that is, that serving others is a Christians best way to become more like Christ.  Some people believe that all you really need to do to become more like Christ is to keep a set of rules.  This could include things like the Ten Commandments, attending church faithfully, or doing good deeds.  Although these things are pleasing to God - to become like Christ - we must also act like Christ.  It is not enough to follow the letter of the Law.  No longer trying to reach God by keeping rules, we can become more and more like Jesus as we live with, and in, Him day by day.  So I ask all of you to allow the Holy Spirit to turn your eyes from only following legalisms to focusing more on following the example of Christ’s servitude.  He will free you to serve as a child of His should and by doing so God Himself will mold us more and more into the image of His Son.

The concept of godly service is a crucial one in the everyday life of a Follower of Christ but it never has more meaning than during the season of Lent.  During this holy time we make a more deliberate effort to contemplate the events that lead up to the death and resurrection of our Savior.

Jesus knew what was going to transpire in the last few weeks of His earthly existence and yet He never stopped serving those around Him.  He never failed to represent the Father in holiness and in compassion.  He never gave in to worry or doubt and He never questioned His ability to succeed in His quest to give us the opportunity to choose eternal life over eternal damnation.

And that should be our objective as well.  Not to take the sins of the world upon our shoulders as Jesus did but, through service, through the example of Christian acts of compassion and mercy, reveal why Jesus came to earth so long ago and be a model for others to follow so they too can discover the greatest gift and blessing there is to receive.

Lent is ----- a time to give something up.  But it is also a time to give back.  Be intentional in your efforts to let unbelievers see your faith in action - not to show off mind you - but so they can wonder why you do what you do, then investigate the mystery of the Bible for themselves, praise God for your Christian example, and then receive the identity of a disciple for themselves.

Let service in Christ be at the top of your list ------- as we all faithfully wait to once again celebrate the resurrection of our Lord and Savior.  Amen.
