Race to the Bottom

By Jon Byler
Overview

Jesus’ standards for leadership are radically different than those we often observe. His teaching to His disciples shows us a different way, the way of servant leadership. This lesson explores what Jesus’ instructions to His disciples imply for our leadership. 
Objectives

After this lesson the participant will be able to:
· Understand Jesus’ idea of leadership

· Identify areas that make servant leadership difficult

· Take practical steps to serve others

Introduction

Image: Nelson Mandela or Idi Amin. What’s the difference in their leadership? Which one are you most like? 

How do you measure your success as a leader? By how many people serve you? By what people call you? How they treat you? How big your group is?  How far you have climbed up the organizational ‘ladder’? The kind of chair you sit in?
Jesus’ disciples apparently thought of their success in these terms. They had a wrong view of Christian leadership when they came to Jesus with their request in our text….
Mk. 10:35-45 Then James and John, the sons of Zebedee, came to him. “Teacher,” they said, “we want you to do for us whatever we ask.” 36 “What do you want me to do for you?” he asked. 37 They replied, “Let one of us sit at your right and the other at your left in your glory.” 38 “You don’t know what you are asking,” Jesus said. “Can you drink the cup I drink or be baptized with the baptism I am baptized with?” 39 “We can,” they answered. Jesus said to them, “You will drink the cup I drink and be baptized with the baptism I am baptized with, 40 but to sit at my right or left is not for me to grant. These places belong to those for whom they have been prepared.” 41 When the ten heard about this, they became indignant with James and John. 42 Jesus called them together and said, “You know that those who are regarded as rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high officials exercise authority over them. 43 Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, 44 and whoever wants to be first must be slave of all. 45 For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.”

Jesus’ kingdom does not operate by the same principles that the world operates on.  In His Kingdom, the meek shall inherit the earth, those who give up their lives will gain them, those who serve will be great.  


In this passage Jesus makes it very clear that the way to greatness in his Kingdom is to serve others. The way up is down.  As leaders, “Let’s race to the bottom.” Let’s learn to be servant leaders. 

What does it really mean to serve?  Let’s look at some principles, some problems, the practice and the pattern for service.      

I.  THE PRINCIPLES OF SERVICE

What is service in leadership? What was Jesus teaching his disciples and us today?
1.  Service focuses on others.  

James and John’s main problem was simply that they were thinking only of themselves. They wanted position. Their greeting was, “We want you to do for us…”  

A servant looks at others; finds a need and meets it.  This is ministry!  

“Servant comes from the word diakonos, from which the word deacon is derived.  Originally the word meant “kicking up dust.”  It came to be associated with a servant so anxious to serve, he kicked up dust running to obey his master.  The word means voluntary offer to serve.   Jesus went further, using a word even more emotionally packed than diakonos.  He used the word doulas (v.44), which is “slave”.  This person is totally subjugated; physically,emotionally, mentally subservient to another.  Literally, this person is a slave.  Jesus said if you want to be great, you must have the mind of a servant and the heart of a slave.” Rick Furguson
Where do you focus as a leader?  On yourself or others? 

2.  Service eliminates positions. 

James and John were striving for position.  A position close to Jesus would mean for them that they had made it.  Others would now have to do what they told them to do.  They would have privileges, the softest chair and the best piece of meat.  

Look at Paul, the mighty apostle.  He was a church-planting, demon chasing, miracle working, Bible writing man of God.  But when he writes, he says “Paul, a servant of the Lord Jesus.”  

Positions are not bad but they don’t make you a godly leader.  Jesus is not impressed with your position; he is more concerned with your disposition.  Leadership is not about positions but about influencing others and achieving God’s purpose for our lives.  If you have a position, great.  If not, great!  Jesus said you can be great as a servant.  

Have you been set free from the need for positions?  Or do you still need to hear your title?  

3.  Service influences from below.  

Jesus made it clear that the Gentiles were concerned with being “over.”  Being over people enables you to use power, but it does not enable you to really influence people.  No one really loves an arrogant leader who bosses others around.  Dictators have people who fear them and do what they say but no one who loves them.  

There is power in service. The one who serves is incredibly attractive to the one being served.  (This is one reason that many men fall into sin with the househelp or office workers; she serves him!)
The power of service is revealed in the words of the advisors to King Rehoboam when they said, “If today you will be a servant to these people and serve them and give them a favorable answer, they will always be your servants.” (1 Ki. 12:7)

“Spiritual authority comes from servant leadership.”-J. Maxwell

Do you want to be an influencer?  Serve!

4.  Service promotes unity.  

When James and John promoted themselves it brought contention with the rest.  “When the ten heard about this, they became indignant with James and John.” (v. 41)  They were probably not angry at the thought of James and John being so selfish; they were angry that James and John had gone ahead of them, to try to get the positions which they all wanted!  

In other places they argued with each other.  (see Mk. 9:33 and Lk. 22:24)  Seeking positions and titles always brings contention and arguments; serving promotes unity.   Js. 4:1, “What causes fights and quarrels among you? Don’t they come from your desires that battle within you?”
When people are ready to serve others they are not concerned about titles and positions and are ready to work together.  How many times in a committee is someone offended because someone else is not doing their fair share?  We want the glamorous job, not the unnoticed one, so we struggle with the others.  


The bottom line: if the room is filled with selfish people; fights will break out.  If it is filled with servants, fellowship will break out!  

Do you want unity or division?  Your heart of service will bring unity.

II.  THE PROBLEMS OF SERVICE 

Reasons that it is difficult to serve

1.  Personal insecurity
Insecurity is one of the greatest hindrances to servant leadership.  An insecure person can’t take criticism.  He can’t stoop too low for he fears what others think about him. He can’t allow others to call him “brother” because he’s not sure of his ability to lead.   If you find it difficult to be a servant, check on insecurity in your life.

Interestingly, just before Jesus stooped to wash the feet of his disciples, the Bible records, “Jesus knew that the Father had put all things under his power, and that he had come from God and was returning to God; so he got up….” (Jn. 13:3,4)  Jesus was secure in His power,  His origin and His destiny.

Insecurity can come from past experiences which need healing.  It can come from a wrong self image which needs to be changed to agree with the word of God.  

2.  Pride
Pride keeps us from being servants.  We don’t want the low position, we want to be the boss.  We want the recognition; power feels good to us; titles feed our ego.  However, pride in the life of a Christian leader can’t work.  “God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.” 1 Pet. 5:5-6.  We must let God deal with our natural pride.  I believe that leaders are tempted more severely than followers in this area of pride.   

Reflect: In what way is your group particularly tempted to be proud?  

III.  THE PRACTICE OF SERVICE

Let’s move from the theory to the practices in the area of serving others.  What will it look like in our lives as leaders?  What steps can we take as we race down to the bottom? 


Let’s take the word SERVE and break it down…

See others as better than yourself

This does not mean that we look down on ourselves.  We need to first love ourselves and then love others.  But it does mean to esteem others’ needs and interests above my own.  This is the only way to be truly happy in life.  Stop focusing inwardly; start focusing outwardly.  

Phil. 2:3,  “Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves.”  This means valuing their thoughts and opinions, being willing to listen to the little person; not always needing to be right, recognizing that their needs and feelings are as legitimate as yours.  

Empty yourself of selfish ambition


Servants don’t dream great dreams for themselves; they want to make someone else great.  

Phil. 2:3,  “Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves.”


Again, a balance is needed.  Ambition in itself is not bad and some people need more of it!  We need to dream big dreams to become all that God has for us.  However, when all my ambition is focused on my self, my family, my work, my house, etc. it needs to be dealt with severely.  My actions might be outwardly right, but the motive of my heart will be a problem.  


How can this be practiced?  Do the little things. Make it a habit.  When there is tea, serve instead of waiting to be served.  Volunteer for the small tasks.  Pick up the papers on the floor.  Clean the toilets.  Compete for the lowest!  Race to the bottom!  


Emptying yourself is a painful action.  It involves admitting the wickedness of our human hearts and crying out to God for a change.  It involves humbling ourselves before others and stooping low.  

Release your rights


We live in a day in which everyone is demanding their “rights”.  But servants have no rights. They never go on strike!  They never demand that their needs are not being met. They never complain.  They don’t have rights.  


When we get angry it is usually because we feel our right has been violated.  Someone has wronged us and we have a “right” to a stress free life.  So, we get angry.  If I don’t have any rights, I can’t get angry!  


This is totally against our human nature.  We shrink from it.  We want to be served; not to serve. We want to demand our rights; not relinquish them.  

Rick Furguson says, “The thought of becoming a servant is completely repulsive.  The request to deny all personal desires is never met with excitement.  No one wants to hear the call to relinquish all personal rights and privileges.  No one wants to accept the challenge to develop a slave’s mindset.  Servanthood contradicts absolutely every single thing inside us.  Everything.  Everything, that is, except the Spirit of God.” 


Give up your rights.  From today say that I have no right to be respected, treated nicely, greeted properly, addressed correctly, handled delicately, etc.  I lay down my rights in order to be a servant.   

“If you want to know if you are a servant, see how you respond when you are treated like one.”  -J. Maxwell  

Value serving 

If we are going to become servants we need to value serving.  We need to see the value that it has in leadership.  

True greatness, true leadership, is found in giving yourself in service to others, not in coaxing or inducing others to serve you. True service is never without cost. Often it comes with a painful baptism of suffering. But the true spiritual leader is focused on the service he and she can render to God and other people, not on the residuals and perks of high office or holy title.  We must aim to put more into life than we take out.  – J. Oswald Sanders

We need to value serving because Jesus valued it.  He modeled it and taught it.  The great leaders in the Bible are called servants.  

“The King James Bible uses the term leader only six times. Much more frequently, the role is called servant. We do not read about “Moses, my leader,” but “Moses, my servant.” And this is exactly what Christ taught.” –Sanders



What do you value most: positions and titles or acts of service?

 Expect to work hard

A servant doesn’t expect to rest and be comfortable!  He is there to work and to work hard.  From early morning to late at night a servant is working.  Lk. 17: 7-8.  “Suppose one of you had a servant ploughing or looking after the sheep. Would he say to the servant when he comes in from the field, `Come along now and sit down to eat’? Would he not rather say, `Prepare my supper, get yourself ready and wait on me while I eat and drink; after that you may eat and drink’?
Leadership is HARD work!  If you’re not ready for hard work, you are in the wrong place!  Serving others can be tiring; it can call for extra hours, more giving of time and money.  You may not be recognized or applauded. 

IV.  THE PATTERN FOR SERVICE: JESUS

“For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.”  (v. 45)  Jesus himself is our model.  He was the greatest leader that the world has ever known.  But He came as a servant.  

In  John 13 he stooped down to wash the feet of his disciples after they had argued about who was the greatest.  Who was going to wash their feet?  Where was the servant?  Imagine the scene.  Each of the disciples entered the room.  The water was there and the towel was prepared.  The only think lacking was the servant.  Each one saw the need but excused himself.   Peter wouldn’t think of it, he was the greatest!  The others likewise passed the water and towel waiting for a servant!  Even John, who with Peter had been responsible for the planning of the meal wouldn’t do it! They all sat down with dirty feet and hoped that someone else would do the job!  Who would wash the dirty feet?  It was Jesus!  He wrapped the towel around his waist and stooped to wash the feet of the disciples.  Imagine how quiet it must have been as the disciples watched Jesus.  They all knew that this was totally wrong; any of them should have done it but not Jesus!  He was the boss, their leader.  The miracle working anointed man of God!  Peter even tried to refuse, but it was too late.   Imagine how they felt as the great man stooped to serve them.  They never forgot that lesson and we shouldn’t either.  


In doing so Jesus set an example for us to follow.   He said in our text, Mk. 10:45 “For even the son of man did not come to be served but to serve and to give his life as a ransom for many.”  We need to memorize that verse.  Jesus did not demand to be served but He served and we are to do likewise. Surely we are not greater than Jesus! Many people want to serve Jesus, but don’t want to serve others!


It seems like a person that serves others will be taken advantage of, not respected and unable to become a truly great person.  But in the church (and in the world) servant leaders make the greatest leaders.  Christ humbled himself and was exalted and we are also promised that “Humble yourselves, therefore, under God’s mighty hand that He may lift you up in due time.” (1 Pet. 5:6)  Serve people.  They’ll love you to death and God will promote you in due time.  In the Kingdom of God true power of influence comes as we serve.

Conclusion

Jesus says that His leaders are to be servants.  Please hear what He is saying to you leaders today.  You are all the servants of the church.  NOT THE BOSSES, NOT THE DICTATORS; BUT THE SERVANTS. 

We are to be servants.  If you are not willing to be a servant you are not qualified to be a leader in the church of Jesus Christ.         

Everyone wants to have a servant; no one wants to be a servant! Some serve but not with a servant’s heart; only because they haven’t reached a high enough position to make others serve them!  

What kind of leader are you?  Are you a leader like the world or a Christian leader?  Have you allowed some of the attitudes and thoughts of worldly leadership to be yours as a Christian leader?    What is in your heart?  What would happen if in this church all the leaders had a genuine heart to serve?  What could we do in our areas if we were willing to serve others?  What would our organization be like if everyone was racing to the bottom instead of trying to climb for the top? 
Take some time to do the action assignment to put this lesson into practice.   

“If you want to lead on the highest level, be willing to serve on the lowest.”

“Servanthood isn’t about position or skill.  It’s about attitude.” 

“You’ve got to love your people more than your position.”

 “The opposite of manipulation is servanthood.”  John Maxwell

Action assignment
1.  Evaluate yourself as a leader.   In the area of leading with a servant’s heart how do you rate yourself?                  What keeps you from serving others?  

2. Reflect on how your culture views servanthood. In what ways does your culture encourage or discourage servant leadership?   

Discuss this question with someone else from your culture to learn from him/her. Record what you learned from that person. 

3. Look at your outline notes on the “practice of service.” Which of the items is the most difficult for you to practice and why?

4. Read Mark 10:45 and spend 5 minutes meditating on this verse. Afterwards, write below your thoughts.

5. Serve!  This week choose a job you don’t normally do and which seems ‘below’ your position. Do it with the Spirit of Christ.  Record here what you did and how it impacted your life. 

Race to the Bottom

By Jon Byler
Mk. 10:35-45

Overview

Jesus’ standards for leadership are radically different than those we often observe. His teaching to His disciples shows us a different way, the way of servant leadership. This lesson explores what Jesus’ instructions to His disciples imply for our leadership. 

Objectives

After this lesson the participant will be able to:

· Understand Jesus’ idea of leadership

· Identify areas that make servant leadership difficult

· Take practical steps to serve others

Introduction

If today I would strip away all your titles and take away your position and any privileges you have as a leader, what would you do in the church tomorrow?  

Jesus’ kingdom does not operate by the same principles that the world operates on.   The way to greatness in His Kingdom is to serve others.  The way up is down.  As leaders, “Let’s race to the bottom.”


What does it really mean to serve?   

I.  THE __________________   OF SERVICE

1.  Service focuses on __________________   .  

 A servant looks at others; finds a need and meets it.  This is ministry!  

“Servant comes from the word diakonos, from which the word deacon is derived.  Originally the word meant “kicking up dust.”  It came to be associated with a servant so anxious to serve, he kicked up dust running to obey his master.  The word means voluntary offer to serve.   Jesus went further, using a word even more emotionally packed than diakonos.  He used the word doulas (v.27), which is “slave”.  This person is totally subjugated; physically,emotionally, mentally subservient to another.  Literally, this person is a slave.  Jesus said if you want to be great, you must have the mind of a servant and the heart of a slave.” Rick Furguson
Where do you focus as a leader?  On yourself or others? 

2.  Service eliminates __________________   . 

Positions are not bad but they don’t make you a godly leader.  Jesus is not impressed with your position; he is more concerned with your disposition.  Leadership is not about positions but about influencing others and achieving God’s purpose for our lives.  If you have a position, great.  If not, great!  Jesus said you can be great as a servant.  

Have you been set free from the need for positions?  Or do you still need to hear your title?  

3.  Service __________________   from below.  1 Ki. 12:7

Jesus made it clear that the Gentiles were concerned with being “over.”  Being over people enables you to use power, but it does not enable you to really influence people.  No one really loves an arrogant leader who bosses others around.  Dictators have people who fear them but no one who loves them.  

There is power in service.  The one who serves is incredibly attractive to the one being served.    

“Spiritual authority comes from servant leadership.”-J. Maxwell

Do you want to be an influencer?  Serve!

4.  Service promotes __________________   .  Mk. 9:33, Lk. 22:24, Js. 4:1
When James and John promoted themselves it brought contention with the rest.   Seeking positions and titles always brings contention and arguments; serving promotes unity. 

When people are ready to serve others they are not concerned about titles and positions and are ready to work together.  The bottom line: if the room is filled with selfish people; fights will break out.  If it is filled with servants, fellowship will break out!  

Do you want unity or division?  Your heart of service will bring unity.

II.  THE __________________   OF SERVICE 

1.  Personal __________________   Jn. 13:3,4
  An insecure person can’t take criticism.  He can’t stoop too low for he fears what others think about him. He can’t allow others to call him “brother” because he’s not sure of his ability to lead.   If you find it difficult to be a servant, check on insecurity in your life.




Jesus was secure in His power,  His origin and His destiny.




Insecurity can come from past experiences which need healing.  It can come from a wrong self-image that needs to be changed to agree with the word of God.  

2.  __________________   1 Pet. 5:5-6
Pride keeps us from being servants.  We don’t want the low position, we want to be the boss.  We want the recognition; power feels good to us; titles feed our ego.  However, pride in the life of a Christian leader can’t work.  We must let God deal with our natural pride.  I believe that leaders are tempted more severely than followers in this area of pride.   

III.  THE __________________   OF SERVICE

What will it look like in our lives as leaders?  What steps can we take as we race to the bottom?   

S____________  others as better than yourself Phil. 2:3


This does not mean that we look down on ourselves.  We need to first love ourselves and then love others.  But it does mean to esteem others’ needs and interests above my own.  This is the only way to be truly happy in life.  Stop focusing inwardly; start focusing outwardly.  

   This means valuing their thoughts and opinions, being willing to listen to the little person; not always needing to be right, recognizing that their needs and feelings are as legitimate as yours.  

E______________    yourself of selfish ambition Phil. 2:3
 Servants don’t dream great dreams for themselves; they want to make someone else great.  

 Ambition in itself is not bad.  However, when all my ambition is focused on my self, my family, my work, my house, etc. it needs to be dealt with severely.  My actions might be outwardly right, but the motive of my heart will be a problem.  


How can this be practiced?  Do the little things. Make it a habit.  When there is tea, serve instead of waiting to be served.  Volunteer for the small tasks.  Pick up the papers on the floor.  Clean the toilets.  Compete for the lowest!  Race to the bottom!  


Emptying yourself is a painful action.  It involves admitting the wickedness of our human hearts and crying out to God for a change.  It involves humbling ourselves before others and stooping low.  

R_______________    your rights


 Servants have no rights.  When we get angry it is usually because we feel our right has been violated.  Someone has wronged us and we have a “right” to a stress free life.  So, we get angry.  If I don’t have any rights, I can’t get angry!  


This is totally against our human nature.  We shrink from it.  We want to be served; not to serve.  We want to demand our rights; not relinquish them.  

Rick Furguson says, “The thought of becoming a servant is completely repulsive.  The request to deny all personal desires is never met with excitement.  No one wants to hear the call to relinquish all personal rights and privileges.  No one wants to accept the challenge to develop a slave’s mindset.  Servanthood contradicts absolutely every single thing inside us.  Everything.  Everything, that is, except the Spirit of God.” 

Give up your rights.  From today say, “I have no right to be respected, treated nicely, greeted properly, addressed correctly, handled delicately, etc.  I lay down my rights in order to be a servant.”   

“If you want to know if you are a servant, see how you respond when you are treated like one.”  -Maxwell  
V__________________    serving 

If we are going to become servants we need to value serving.  We need to see the value that it has in leadership.  

“True greatness, true leadership, is found in giving yourself in service to others, not in coaxing or inducing others to serve you. True service is never without cost. Often it comes with a painful baptism of suffering. But the true spiritual leader is focused on the service he and she can render to God and other people, not on the residuals and perks of high office or holy title.  We must aim to put more into life than we take out.” – J. Oswald Sanders
We need to value serving because Jesus valued it.  He modeled it and taught it.  The great leaders in the Bible are called servants.  

“The King James Bible uses the term leader only six times. Much more frequently, the role is called servant. We do not read about “Moses, my leader,” but “Moses, my servant.” And this is exactly what Christ taught.” –Sanders



What do you value most: positions and titles or acts of service?

 E______________   to work hard  Lk. 17: 7-8.
A servant doesn’t expect to rest and be comfortable!  He is there to work and to work hard.  From early morning to late at night a servant is working.     
Leadership is HARD work!  If you’re not ready for hard work, you are in the wrong place!  Serving others can be tiring; it can call for extra hours, more giving of time and money.  You may not be recognized or applauded. 

IV.  THE __________________   FOR SERVICE: JESUS  Mk. 10:45,  Jn. 13

 Jesus himself is our model.  He was the greatest leader that the world has ever known.  But He came as a servant.  

 Jesus did not demand to be served but He served and we are to do likewise. Surely we are not greater than Jesus! Many people want to serve Jesus, but don’t want to serve others!


It seems like a person that serves others will be taken advantage of, not respected and unable to become a truly great person.  But in the church (and in the world) servant leaders make the greatest leaders.  Christ humbled himself and was exalted and we are also promised that “Humble yourselves, therefore, under God’s mighty hand that he may lift you up in due time.”  (1 Pet. 5:6)  Serve people.  They’ll love you to death and God will promote you in due time.  In the Kingdom of God true power of influence comes as we serve.

   Conclusion

Jesus says that His leaders are to be servants.  Please hear what He is saying to you leaders today.  You are all the servants of the church.  NOT THE BOSSES, NOT THE DICTATORS; BUT THE SERVANTS. 

We are to be servants. If you are not willing to be a servant you are not qualified to be a leader in the church of Jesus Christ.         

Everyone wants to have a servant; no one wants to be a servant! Some serve but not with a servant’s heart; only because they haven’t reached a high enough position to make others serve them!  

What kind of leader are you?  Are you a leader like the world or a Christian leader?  Have you allowed some of the attitudes and thoughts of worldly leadership to be yours as a Christian leader?    What is in your heart?  What would happen if in this church all the leaders had a genuine heart to serve?  What could we do in our areas if we were willing to serve others?  What would our organization be like if everyone was racing to the bottom instead of trying to climb for the top? 

Quotes

“If you want to lead on the highest level, be willing to serve on the lowest.”

“Servanthood isn’t about position or skill.  It’s about attitude.” 

“You’ve got to love your people more than your position.”

 “The opposite of manipulation is servanthood.”  John Maxwell
Race to the Bottom

Action assignment









Name: __________________
1.  Evaluate yourself as a leader.   In the area of leading with a servant’s heart how do you rate yourself?                  What keeps you from serving others?  

2. Reflect on how your culture views servanthood. In what ways does your culture encourage or discourage servant leadership?   

Discuss this question with someone else from your culture to learn from him/her. Record what you learned from that person. 

3. Look at your outline notes on the “practice of service.” Which of the items is the most difficult for you to practice and why?

4. Read Mark 10:45 and spend 5 minutes meditating on this verse. Afterwards, write below your thoughts.

5. Serve!  This week choose a job you don’t normally do and which seems ‘below’ your position. Do it with the Spirit of Christ.  Record here what you did and how it impacted your life. 

Race to the Bottom, by Jon Byler, notes p. 7

