
 

Sermon Notes: 

Preacher:   Hugh Ralph Goosen           

Text:           Luke 7: 7-10 

Title:           The Call of Duty 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Introduction: 

 “Will any one of you who has a servant ploughing or keeping sheep say to him when he has come in from the field, 
‘Come at once and recline at table’? Will he not rather say to him, ‘Prepare supper for me, and dress properly, and 
serve me while I eat and drink, and afterward you will eat and drink’? Does he thank the servant because he did what 
was commanded? So you also, when you have done all that you were commanded, say, ‘We are unworthy servants; 
we have only done what was our duty.’ ” Luke 17:7–10 ESV 

There is not much by way of background to aid us in the understanding of this passage. The context does not help us 
either. The first part of chapter 17 is a bit fragmented, with no obvious connections between the successive 
paragraphs, Luke possibly gathered together fragments of Jesus’ teaching, which he considered too valuable to be 
lost. Nevertheless, the passage contains enough information, in and of itself, for it to be of value to us. Interestingly, 
I have never heard a sermon being preached on this passage, perhaps it is because it deals with the prickly issue of 
service. This is perhaps one of the greatest challenges that the church faces. 

A lack of willingness to serve!  We forever find the same handful of people doing all the work, some of these are fast 
approaching burnout, and they will not be able to cope with any further growth. The future and continued growth of 
the church is dependent upon willing servants shouldering responsibility and working towards a common vision. 

So how can we change the trend? How can we motivate those who are hesitant to serve? I believe it cannot be done 
by pleading or by the laying on of guilt. Perhaps the only way is if the church comes to grips with her duty. This is 
precisely what this passage deals with 

There are 3 things I would like to highlight 

1. We are saved for slavery.                                                                                                                                                           
When I read this passage, the verse that stands out for me is verse 10. Jesus, addressing at least His disciples, 
perhaps a wider audience, says, “When you have done all that you were commanded, say, ‘We are unworthy 
servants; we have only done what was our duty.”’  For me, perhaps the most striking phrase is the words ‘unworthy 
servants.’ It is significant to note that the Greek root word for ‘servant’ in this passage is doulos. Without exception, 
every lexicon I consulted translates the word doulos literally as ‘slave’. The Theological Dictionary of the New 
Testament says of this word that it serves “either to describe the status of a slave or an attitude corresponding to 
that of a slave” 

What did it mean to be a slave in Jesus’ time?                                                                                                                      
Slaves were considered to be on a lower level of humanity. By law, a slave was classed with immobile goods, they 
had no legal rights, and they could not own property. Slaves and their families were legally owned by and entirely 
dependent on their masters. Their livelihood and their purpose was determined by their master, they were strictly 
bound to be blindly obedient to whatever was imposed upon them. There was no such thing as selective obedience, 
bargaining with the master for preferred tasks - Service was not a matter of negotiation but of duty. The disobedient 
slave could be dealt with in whatever fashion the master saw fit, mutilation was not uncommon.  



Jesus outlines a common arrangement in the ancient household between a master and a slave. They would be sent 
out for a full day of manual labour, then they would return home to further responsibilities in the household. The 
ancient servant’s work never seemed to be done. Only once the needs of the master had been completely met 
would slaves be able to attend to their own needs and those of their families.  

Based upon this custom, Jesus asks His disciples a series of hypothetical questions. In so doing, He makes His point: 

“It is good that you understand the relationship between a master and his slave because in the Kingdom of God, this 
is how you should think of yourselves! Just as you expect a slave to quietly go about his duty, so likewise should you 
adjust your attitude and quietly go about yours, not expecting any thanks, recognition or reward for doing what was 
expected.” 

 I hoped I would find that the word doulos would be unique to this passage; It turns out the word is used 126 times in 
the New Testament and it is a very controversial word amongst translators. The translators of the ESV considered it 
to be so thorny a word that they dedicated an entire paragraph in their preface to explaining how they exercised 
extreme caution while translating it. They did so because “the word “slave” currently carries associations with the 
often brutal and dehumanizing institution of slavery particularly in nineteenth-century America.” It is less offensive 
to refer to someone as a “servant” than as a “slave”. As a result, the word doulos is most commonly translated as 
“servant”. In short, the ESV, and many other English translations, have “softened” the word for us. In so doing, I do 
not think we have grasped the fullest implication of what it means to be a servant 

Let’s explore a few examples of where this word is found in Scripture: 

Jesus told His disciples on more than one occasion that “Whoever would be first in the kingdom of God must be a 
doulos (slave) of all (Matthew 20:27 and Mark 10:44).”  In the opening verses of their letters, Paul, Timothy, James, 
Peter, Jude, John, all used the word doulos of themselves. They self-identified as slaves of Christ!                              
Paul writes to the Romans; “Thanks be to God, that you who were once douloi (plural, slaves) of sin have become 
obedient from the heart to the standard of teaching to which you were committed, and, having been set free from 
sin, edoulothete (have become slaves) of righteousness.” (Romans 6:17-18).                                                                     
Paul tells the church in Corinth; “He who was called in the Lord as a doulos (slave) is a freedman of the Lord. 
Likewise, he who was free when called is a doulos (slave) of Christ. You were bought with a price; do not become 
douloi (plural, slaves) of men.” (1 Corinthians 7:22-23).                                                                                                           
Paul writes to Timothy, describing the character of a pastor, saying; “The Lord’s doulon (slave) must not be 
quarrelsome but kind to everyone, able to teach, patiently enduring evil.”(2 Timothy 2:24).                                         
Peter encourages his readers to; “Live as people who are free, not using your freedom as a cover-up for evil, but living 
as douloi (slaves) of God.” (1 Peter 2:16).  

Time does not permit us to look at every instance in which this family of words is used, I think the Scriptures clearly 
teach that believers are encouraged to either - Think of themselves as slaves, or at the very least to adopt the 
attitude of a slave. It is an appropriate way of illustrating the dynamic between the free gift of salvation that we have 
been given and the appropriate response required.      

The service of God’s servants;  

Should not be optional                                                                                                                                                                   
Should not be a negotiation                                                                                                                                                         
Should be assumed                                                                                                                                                                     
Should be unrelenting                                                                                                                                                            
Should not seek thanks, praise or reward                                                                                                                         
Should be seen as the fulfilment of duty                                                                                                                          
Should be seen as an appropriate response to what God has done for us 

2. Dress up and step up                                                                                                                                                                              
It is interesting how the servant is required to “dress properly” before serving the master. The Greek is “to be 
girded.” A girdle was an article of clothing worn about the waist, it could be simple and functional, or it could be 
ornate and valuable. People at work would commonly tuck their clothes into their girdles, this would render them 
more presentable and capable of serving unhindered. The master is fully aware of the hard labour the servant has 



endured all day and that dressing properly would require both time and further effort on the part of the servant and 
that it would delay the serving of the meal. The requirement for the servant to “dress properly” was not 
coincidental, it was intentional.                                                                                                                                                  
Why the need to include this requirement?                                                                                                                             
Jesus draws a strong contrast between ‘regular work’ and the ‘service of the master.’ The service of the master was a 
formal exercise, and it required careful attention to detail it also required a certain level of expertise. The servant is 
called to a higher standard when serving the master.                                                                                                                

The obvious question - do we hold ourselves to a higher standard when serving God?                                                     
Some of you may be thinking, you don’t understand my work pressures - you don’t know my level of commitment - I 
simply do not have the time.                                                                                                                                                         
The type of work we do, to a large extent, dictates the level of involvement we have in church. Notice: Jesus used 
two possible examples of the type of work the slaves were required to complete:    

The first (ploughing) was strenuous work, requiring manual labour, driving (sometimes stubborn) oxen, 
physically breaking up larger boulders that were in the way, exposure to the harshness of the elements, all 
day long 

The second (keeping sheep) was less strenuous but required more skill, careful oversight and constant 
attention. They had to find grass and water, protect the flock from wild animals, often at the risk of his own 
life.  

What is the point?                                                                                                                                                              
Regardless of the kind of work, how long it took, how strenuous it was, how risky or stressful it was - The slave was 
still required to serve the master! At an appropriate standard, without thanks, because it was his duty. The principle 
remains the same. Dress up and step up - your service is expected. 

3. We serve a perfect Master                                                                                                                                                   
Jesus does not simply set a standard and expect us to meet it, He leads by example. Elsewhere in Luke, Jesus uses 
the same analogy of the master-servant dynamic at dinner time. He inserts Himself into the picture; “For who is the 
greater, one who reclines at table or one who serves? Is it not the one who reclines at table? But I am among you as 
the one who serves. “Luke 22:27 ESV. In fact, the Incarnation was the greatest example of the assumption of the role 
of a slave that there ever was! Paul and Timothy write to the Philippians and say; “Have this mind among yourselves, 
which is yours in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be 
grasped, but emptied himself, by taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. And being found in 
human form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross. Therefore God 
has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name that is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every 
knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to 
the glory of God the Father.” Philippians 2:5–11 ESV. We serve a perfect master who has already set the example 
(past tense), not only has He done so in the past, He will do so again.  

We anticipate His glorious return. He tells us in Luke 12; ‘Stay dressed for action’, ‘Keep our lamps burning’, ‘To be 
watching for the return of the master’.                                                                                                                                                   
What can we expect when He comes?  (Remember the master-slave dynamic we read about earlier)? Luke tells us 
that Jesus will once again set the ultimate example.  “Blessed are those servants whom the master finds awake when 
he comes. Truly, I say to you, he will dress himself for service and have them recline at table, and he will come and 
serve them.” Luke 12:37 ESV. The perfect master does not expect us to do anything He has not already done and will 
not do again.  

Conclusion:                                                                                                                                                                                        
But the perfect master does not expect for us to wait for the consummation of all things, even now, He says to His 
people: “No longer do I call you servants, for the servant does not know what his master is doing; but I have called 
you friends, for all that I have heard from my Father I have made known to you.” John 15:15 ESV.                                   
“So you are no longer a slave, but a son, and if a son, then an heir through God.” Galatians 4:7 ESV. This may sound 
like a contradiction, but it isn’t.  Jesus’ teaching is not so much about status as it is about attitude, Jesus instructs us 
to;  



Think of ourselves as slaves                                                                                                                                                
To have the attitude of slaves                                                                                                                                                            
To willingly condescend                                                                                                                                                      
To conduct ourselves as slaves                                                                                                                                                      
To work unrelentingly                                                                                                                                                                     
To not expect thanks or praise                                                                                                                                          
To work according to the highest possible standard 

Why?                                                                                                                                                                                                       
Because we are called to be like Him                                                                                                                                       
Because it is good for us                                                                                                                                                                               
It prevents us from being indifferent, unwilling to serve                                                                                                             
It prevents us from being haughty and self-righteous                                                                                                                          
It instils within us a sense of purpose                                                                                                                                               
Not only is it good for us, it is good for His church! 

 

We should consider ourselves saved for slavery. We should be prepared to dress up and step up, all the while being 
aware that we are most certainly not slaves - But sons and daughters of the Most High! – Heirs -  Co-workers with 
God. 


