
12

Thoughts on Leadership

The Servant Leader’s True Distinctives

Darryl DelHousaye

In leadership philosophy, the servant leader concept has maintained 
currency since the 1960s, when Robert Greenleaf began talking about 
servant leadership as the true function of power and authority.1 It’s 
clear that there has been a movement away from a self-enhancing, 
dictatorial kind of leadership toward a growing interest in people as a 
leader’s greatest asset. This is good news. Servant leadership has even 
become a prominent paradigm in the secular realm.

But as the twenty-first century makes greater demands on both secular 
and church leaders—and as Western culture accelerates its departure from 
a Judeo-Christian foundation toward pluralism and spiritual curiosity—the 
best and truest aspects of servant leadership are less understood and appreci-
ated. That loss is rooted in the prevailing cultural view that absolutes can be 
safely discarded in favor of expediency, and that perception is reality.

Pastors and church leaders are not exempt from these trends. To be 
servant leaders in the twenty-first century, they must seek more than 

1. Robert K. Greenleaf, Servant Leadership (New York: Paulist, 1977), 3.
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ever to be genuine disciples of Jesus Christ. Adequately addressing 
the demands upon today’s leaders will require greater attentiveness to 
the way of thinking Jesus had in mind two thousand years ago when 
he said, “Whoever wishes to become great among you shall be your 
servant” (Matt. 20:26).2

What is the essence of servant leadership? The antithesis to servant 
leadership—autocratic control through coercive power—is a stubborn 
contender among leadership models and can be observed in both secu-
lar and church leadership. Though largely disavowed in the literature 
of both realms (as irrelevant to a postmodern culture and inappropriate 
for the church), it tenaciously persists as an implicit model within the 
realm of leadership studies. Of equal concern is the thread of leader-
ship theory that views people as a means to leadership, rather than 
the object of sacrificial service. This is clearly at odds with what Jesus 
taught and exemplified.

The profusion of leadership philosophies and methodologies can 
be confusing for those who desire to become Christlike leaders with 
a capable understanding of the difference between the healthy and 
unhealthy authorities Jesus referred to in the New Testament. Rather 
than turning to current philosophies and methodologies for help, those 
in leadership need only consult God’s Word to gain a picture of true 
servant leadership. If genuine Christian servant leadership is to be un-
derstood and practiced in the way Jesus confirmed and modeled it, our 
thinking on the subject should be filtered through the biblical concepts 
for the design of leadership.

We find clarity on this through the study of seven biblical terms 
prominently related to leadership. Here we can identify distinctives 
that characterize the true servant leadership Jesus revealed. They rep-
resent seven things servant leaders must know about themselves. The 
seven terms are power, authority, rule, headship, servant, example, 
and humility.

Power
In the New Testament, the Greek word for power, dynamis, is used 
118 times and conveys the meaning of strength or force, as well as 

2. Scripture quotations in this chapter, unless otherwise indicated, are from the New American 
Standard Bible, ©1995 by The Lockman Foundation.
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ability and capability. It denotes a capacity to carry out something—
physically, militarily, politically, or spiritually.3 The word is used to 
refer to either a natural or a supernatural ability to exercise power—
the natural ability of man or the miraculous power God uses to ac-
complish his will.

This New Testament word, power, describes abilities one possesses 
to influence people and things. These abilities may be physical strength, 
mental acuteness, social charm, spiritual faith, or any other character-
istic that can bring about influence in accomplishing one’s desire.

Power is that force of influence over someone or something that can 
bring about desired change. It is meaningless to talk about leadership 
unless the leadership can make a real difference in people’s lives, for 
leadership’s essence is influence—the practical aspect of power. Where 
there is no influence, there is no leadership.

Power is a force possessed and thus should be a force carefully 
stewarded. The leader’s abilities, natural or miraculous, must be 
identified and sharpened in their effectiveness to influence the lives 
of people.

Those who finds themselves in positions of leadership must care-
fully steward this responsibility as a gift from God. Any power of 
influence that a person possesses should not be denied or set aside, but 
rather used for the glory of God, not the glory of man. To this end, 
Paul admonishes believers to take a sober look at the giftedness they 
have been given: “For through the grace given to me I say to everyone 
among you not to think more highly of himself than he ought to think; 
but to think so as to have sound judgment, as God has allotted to each 
a measure of faith” (Rom. 12:3). The Christian leader understands the 
nature of this calling and the miraculous gifts he has been given.

The greatest threat to a servant leader’s heart is the craving for 
power. There is no doubt that power in the wrong hands can have 
devastating repercussions. This was apparently John’s issue with Di-
otrephes, “who loves to be first” (3 John 9).

The night before Jesus was put to death on a cross, he called his dis-
ciples together in an upper room. Significantly, this One who claimed 
more power than any earthly king, ruler, or rabbi alive had just washed 
his disciples’ feet. He told them, “You call Me Teacher and Lord; and 

3. Otto Betz, “Might,” in NIDNTT, 2:606ff.
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you are right, for so I am” (John 13:13). It was clear in the mind of 
Jesus who he was and what power he possessed, both natural and 
supernatural. He was their teacher because he knew more than they 
knew, and he was their Lord because he was (and is) God the Son. He 
was well aware of what he could do and what he had to offer them.

In regard to power, servant leaders must especially understand 
themselves. The beginning of leadership is to know one’s person. The 
questions must be asked: Who am I? What do I stand for? What do I 
have to offer? To be credible, a leader must be able to identify what 
kind of influence (power) he or she can make available to others.

Power in this sense is defined as ability, whether strength, knowl-
edge, experience, spiritual maturity, or any other quality that can 
influence others in positive ways that serves them. To deny its pres-
ence in some kind of mock humility would be both ludicrous and 
irresponsible. In true humility and with a sense of responsibility, the 
servant leader must proactively discover the area in which he is par-
ticularly gifted.

Possessing a philosophy of leadership is a great start, but a servant 
leader must consistently and competently execute this philosophy. His 
giftedness is that competence. He must know what he is doing and ac-
quire the experience and training to do it well. He must believe that this 
is his giftedness, and he must persist in it, even in the face of adversity. 
When Paul comments in Romans that we are to “think so as to have 
sound judgment, as God has allotted to each a measure of faith” (Rom. 
12:3), he’s indicating that this “measure of faith” is the influence God 
has given to each of us, whether it be a natural talent or supernatural 
giftedness.

If you aspire to be a servant leader, ask yourself: What is my given 
“power”? What do I believe is my greatest contribution into the lives 
of others? Then find three people who can be objective, and ask them 
if they affirm the same influences in your life. If they have observed 
something different, listen to them, for “faithful are the wounds of a 
friend” (Prov. 27:6).

Authority
The New Testament makes a distinction between authority and power. 
For example, Luke tells us that Jesus has both power and authority 
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over the forces of darkness (Luke 4:36). Whereas power is the ability to 
influence people and things, authority is the legitimate right to exercise 
that influence.

Authority often carries a negative connotation, especially for the 
emerging generation, because many persons in authority have violated 
trust. History shows a frequent partnership between authority and 
coercive force. Authority by design is not a bad thing; it’s the abuse of 
authority that has made it an unpopular concept.

The New Testament distinction between power and authority is 
borne out by a study of the terms used. The principal word used for 
authority in the New Testament (as in Luke 4:36) is exousia.4 Paul uses 
the same word when he says that the potter has the authority over the 
clay to make from the same lump whatever he chooses (Rom. 9:21). 
The word denotes the unrestricted possibility of freedom of action, or 
the right of action, and was used in regard only to people (never to 
natural forces).5

Exousia as “authority” is distinct from the power to actually en-
force that authority. For example, whereas Jesus’s dynamis had its 
foundation in his being God the Son, his exousia was founded in his 
being sent by the Father.6 The power was there because of who he was; 
the authority was given because of what he was about to do.

We can safely deduce that the word authority carries the idea of 
freedom to choose and execute decisions. This exercise of power can 
be in accordance with knowledge (Mark 1:27) or with position (Matt. 
8:9) and is used to describe the power exercised by rulers or others in 
high positions by virtue of their office.7 This is the legitimate right to 
exercise power. The right may come from the personal influence one 
has or from one’s position of influence. Power is thus the force of influ-
ence, whereas authority is the legitimate right to exercise that influence.

When Jesus said, “All authority has been given to Me in heaven 
and on earth” (Matt. 28:18), he was speaking in reference to the right 
to exercise the power given him by the Father because of what Jesus 
had accomplished on the cross. Thus we see that authority—as the 
ability to exercise one’s influence upon the lives of others—is granted 

4. This Greek word for authority is used 108 times in the New Testament.
5. Betz, “Might,” 2:606–7.
6. Betz, “Might,” 2:609.
7. Betz, “Might,” 278.
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by a higher power, as Jesus reminded Pilate. In essence it is delegated 
authority. The driving force behind this delegated authority was the 
intent of the one from whom the authority was given—the dynamis 
(power) behind the exousia (authority).

A servant leader understands the nature of the right he has been 
given to exercise influence in accomplishing the desires of the power 
behind him. The servant leader understands his position and the nature 
of the authority entrusted to him from God. Servant leadership cannot 
be exercised without full knowledge of that position and of the author-
ity that has been entrusted to exercise it.

Jesus had a full understanding of what power he had to offer; he 
also had a full understanding of his position. He knew he had the right 
to exercise the power he possessed (John 5:19–23). It’s clear that Jesus 
understood his authority before he commanded his followers to obey.

The study of authority reveals that a leader has the right to exercise 
power in pursuit of legitimate goals. A servant leader must have full 
knowledge of the freedom he has to make decisions to bring about 
change. Responsibility without freedom of authority most often results 
in frustration and failure. This is a crucial point. The right to lead is 
present when authority has been granted and is recognized by those 
under it.

Although formal authority may be delegated through an organiza-
tional structure or person in higher authority, the informal authority 
granted to a leader is equally important. People choose—even perhaps 
at a subconscious level—those whom they’ll be influenced by. This is 
especially true of the emerging generation. Furthermore, though people 
may obey formal authority, they will not permit it to change them un-
less they believe their best interests are being served. Most people will 
willingly submit themselves to the influence of another only when they 
believe they’re being offered something of significance, and when the 
person offering it has their trust.

A servant leader demonstrates an understanding of his or her au-
thority by acknowledging that the right to influence others is really a 
right to serve them according to the will of God. This type of authority 
is freely granted to a leader.

As a servant leader, ask yourself: Am I in a place of influence where 
I can best help people with what I have to offer? Have I been given 
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the “right” of influence so that I may have the freedom to exercise the 
giftedness I’ve been given?

Rule
In instructing his disciples about servant leadership in Matthew 
20:25–28 (cf. Mark 10:42–45), Jesus begins with a reminder of typi-
cal secular rule:

Jesus called them to Himself and said, “You know that the rulers of 
the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great men exercise author-
ity over them. It is not this way among you, but whoever wishes 
to become great among you shall be your servant, and whoever 
wishes to be first among you shall be your slave; just as the Son of 
Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a 
ransom for many.”

Jesus communicates here the antithesis to servant leadership with two 
expressions: “lord it over” and “exercise authority over” (Matt. 20:25). 
The first of these is katakyrieuō (occurring also in Mark 10:42; Acts 
19:16; 1 Pet. 5:3), a word with a clearly negative force. It implies an ex-
ercise of authority exclusively to one’s own advantage and contrary to 
the interest and well-being of others. The second expression—“exercise 
authority over”—is katexousiazō, found in the New Testament only 
here in Matthew 20:25 and its parallel in Mark 10:42. It signifies the 
abusive exercise of authority to tyrannize someone.8

The abuse of leadership expressed by these terms has selfishness as 
the driving goal. In contrast, the servant leader understands the design 
behind his power and authority, and does not abuse the position in 
self-interest.

Servant leaders possess a willingness to sacrifice time and energy 
to support the achievement of others. Their focus is to help others 
accomplish their goals. They reflect the attitude expressed in the 
concluding words of Jesus in this passage: “The Son of Man did not 
come to be served, but to serve” (Matt. 20:28). As clearly evident 
throughout the Gospels, Jesus was never interested in abusing his 
power or authority to serve himself. We, too, must be careful not 

8. William F. Arndt and Wilbur Gingrich, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1967), 422.
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to lapse into the unintentional misuse of our position for selfish 
motives—an all-too-common phenomenon. When people feel used 
and manipulated to simply carry out someone else’s agenda, they 
naturally lose both motivation and creativity, and bitterness will 
eventually grow in their hearts.

By contrast, the servant leader knows his purpose; he understands 
that to exercise power and authority is to serve, not to be served. 
Rather than using others, he makes himself available to them in useful, 
loving service.

As a servant leader, ask yourself: Is my leadership helpful to those 
under my care, or is it self-serving? Do others recognize that they’re 
the focus of my attention? In what way does my leadership benefit 
those under it?

Headship
Peter referred to Christ as our “Chief Shepherd” (1 Pet. 5:4), and Jesus 
used the imagery of a shepherd to describe his own leadership. The 
intent of the metaphor was to describe the unique relationship he had 
with those who followed him. The duty of the shepherd is to care for 
his sheep, providing protection and nurture, seeking them out if they’re 
lost, and knowing them by name.9 All these elements—a position of 
authority, a task of protection, and a responsibility of support and 
care—are present in the concept of headship.

Whereas a hireling would abandon the sheep at any sign of dan-
ger in order to preserve his own life (John 10:12), the good shepherd 
lays down his life for them (John 10:11). This degree of love and re-
sponsibility, in contrast to being more interested in self-preservation, 
characterizes the servant leader. A leader who creates an environment 
where his authority provides protection and nurture will help cultivate 
successful lives for those under his or her influence.

We see this illustrated in God’s design for family life. Paul says that 
“the head of every man is Christ,” and “the head of a wife is her hus-
band” (1 Cor. 11:3 ESV). Paul goes on to say that “the husband is the 
head of the wife, as Christ also is the head of the church” (Eph. 5:23). 

9. John E. Skinner, The Meaning of Authority (Washington, DC: University Press of America, 
1983), 6. Knowing sheep by their name is especially relevant and essential for shepherds in the 
Near East.
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The husband’s loving leadership is intended to portray Christ’s loving 
and saving work for the church. Thus the responsibilities of husbands 
and wives are designed to serve as a living illustration of God’s love for 
the church and the church’s submission to Christ.

Paul’s use of kephalē (“head”) carried the primary meaning of “au-
thority over,” an authority that speaks of responsibility. The model for 
headship is illustrated in our heavenly Father’s relationship with the 
Son, the Son’s relationship with the church, and the husband’s relation-
ship with the wife (1 Cor. 11:3; Eph. 5:23; Col. 1:18). The responsibil-
ity in all these relationships includes two major provisions.

The first is protection. Protection develops from love. The heavenly 
Father loves the Son (John 3:35; 5:20; 10:17; 15:19). The Son of God 
loves the church, and the husband loves his wife (Eph. 5:25). John 
makes it clear that perfect love casts out fear because the object of love 
is so valued that it will be protected (1 John 4:18).

The Son is protected under the headship of the Father (John 7:30; 
8:20, 54). Because of this protection, Jesus could entrust himself to the 
Father even during his crucifixion (1 Pet. 2:23). The church experiences 
protection from its Head, Jesus Christ. Jesus says he gives eternal life to 
those who are his, and “they will never perish; and no one will snatch 
them out of My hand” (John 10:28). Jesus, as Head of the church, will 
not let it be destroyed, for he makes this commitment: “I will build My 
church: and the gates of Hades shall not overpower it” (Matt. 16:18).

A careful reading of Paul’s instruction to husbands in Ephesians 
5:23–30 makes it clear that the wife is to be protected by her husband, 
who is to lay down his life for her as Christ did for the church. The 
husband is therefore to set her apart (sanctify her) and present her to 
himself in the same way: “in all her glory, having no spot or wrinkle 
or any such thing; but that she should be holy and blameless” (Eph. 
5:27). This is protection. The husband is responsible for her care and 
thus should live with her in an understanding way (1 Pet. 3:7).

Besides an environment of protection, headship also provides 
honor. The Father honors the Son (John 5:23; Phil. 2:9–11); the 
Son honors the church (1 Pet. 1:7); the loving husband honors his 
wife (1 Pet. 3:7). The word honor (timaō) means to set value upon 
someone or something, to revere and to reward.10 One feels honored 

10. Arndt and Gingrich, Greek-English Lexicon, 824.
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when one feels listened to. Listening is still one of the great tools 
of leadership.

To honor adds to a leader’s effectiveness because it is received as re-
ward, and reward is one of three motivations employed by the Lord in 
his dealing with mankind: love, fear, and reward. Too often, leadership 
forgets to model the Lord in the first and last of these three, settling for 
only the second. But the servant leader communicates appreciation of 
individuals’ worth by rewarding them. In doing so, he honors them.

Headship creates a context for people to grow; they mature in an 
atmosphere of protection and honor. Headship is an act of love; its 
intention is to prize those one leads by nourishing their growth. It’s the 
same care that the shepherd gives his sheep.

As a servant leader, ask yourself: How much do those under my 
leadership feel protected and honored? In what way am I fostering an 
environment that creates both safety and an appreciation of worth? 
What kind of soil have I provided my people to grow in?

Example
When Jesus explained why he had just washed his disciples’ feet, he 
emphasized his leadership by example:

Do you know what I have done to you? You call Me Teacher and 
Lord; and you are right, for so I am. If I then, the Lord and the 
Teacher, washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another’s 
feet. For I gave you an example that you also should do as I did 
to you. Truly, truly, I say to you, a slave is not greater than his 
master, nor is one who is sent greater than the one who sent 
him. If you know these things, you are blessed if you do them. 
(John 13:12–17)

Jesus here uses the word hypodeigma for “example.” Technically, hy-
podeigma is used to denote a model or pattern of something good to 
be followed (James 5:10) or of something bad to be avoided (Heb. 
4:11; 2 Pet. 2:6).

The greatest force behind the authority of a servant leader is leading 
by example. Peter instructs elders to prove themselves as “examples 
to the flock” (1 Pet. 5:3). Paul admonishes Timothy to do the same 
(1 Tim. 4:12). Both Peter and Paul utilize the term typos to express 
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the concept of example. Typos comes from the primary verb “strike,” 
and speaks of the impression of a form—what an object leaves behind 
when pressed against another, such as a trace, a scar, the impression of 
a seal, a letter of the alphabet, a likeness.11

The same idea is conveyed in the New Testament by two other 
Greek words used by Paul: summimētēs (Phil. 3:17) and mimeomai 
(2 Thess. 3:7, 9). In these verses Paul issues a call to his readers to join 
with others in following his personal example. Paul viewed himself as a 
personal embodiment of an ideal that must be imitated (see also 1 Cor. 
11:1). He confessed his own imperfection (Phil. 3:12); his example was 
not one of perfection but of excellence; his thought here could be stated 
this way: “Follow my lead in conduct and heart.”

A servant leader knows and is concerned about how he is perceived 
by others because a positive perception is a key component of leader-
ship. People value a leader’s integrity (even those without integrity 
desire to see it in others). When it comes to servant leadership, there 
must be a continual pursuit for the highest integrity possible. The out-
come of this is that our character will naturally become an example 
to others.

Credibility is mostly about consistency between words and deeds. 
People listen to the words and look at the deeds, then measure the 
congruence. A judgment of “credible” is handed down when the two 
are consonant.12

Integrity displayed by example is a compelling and indispensable 
instrument in the hand of an effective leader. When people see integrity 
in others, they’re encouraged to act in the same way. Not only will they 
be motivated to follow, but the path to be traced will enable them to 
do so.

Even more importantly, through the example of godly leadership 
we glorify God in fulfilling the mandate of Jesus “Let your light shine 
before men in such a way that they may see your good works, and 
glorify your Father who is in heaven” (Matt. 5:16).

As a servant leader, ask yourself: What consistency is there be-
tween what I say I am and what I’m seen to be? What consistency 
is there between what I say and what I do? (For a good perception 

11. Dietrich Muller, “Tupos,” in NIDNTT, 3:904.
12. James M. Kouzes and Barry Z. Posner, Credibility: How Leaders Gain and Lose It: Why 

People Demand It (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1993), 47.

Scripture and the People of God.SECRET PROJECT.558573.int.indd   245 5/3/18   5:26 PM



246 Darryl DelHousaye

check, ask those who are doing the perceiving to answer these ques-
tions for you.)

Servant
What is a servant? How does one have a servant attitude and yet carry 
out the responsibility of leadership?

When Jesus said, “Whoever wishes to become great among you 
shall be your servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you shall 
be your slave” (Matt. 20:26–27), he used the words diakonos (“ser-
vant,” 20:26) and doulos (“slave,” 20:27).

A diakonos was one who waited on another at a table, one who 
served, one who cared for or helped and supported another. Such a 
servant lived primarily to benefit others.13 The servant mentality does 
not exclude reward, but the driving force behind it is the success of the 
person being served. This is why self-willfulness negates any picture of 
servanthood. People feel used when treated as servants. But the aim of 
true leadership is for them to feel served.

A doulos, as a slave, was a person of lower status than a dia-
konos. Freedom was a prized possession in ancient culture. To be 
independent of others without any accountability was the essence 
of freedom. At the opposite end of the continuum was the doulos, 
one who belonged by nature to another.14 To be a doulos involved 
the abrogation of one’s autonomy and the subordination of one’s 
will to another. The slave’s status as such was viewed with revulsion 
and contempt.

Jesus was well aware of the controversial thought he introduced 
by using the term doulos. Paul makes the point that Jesus took upon 
himself this very nature when he came to the earth, taking on the 
morphē doulou (“the form of a bond-servant,” Phil. 2:7). This morphē, 
this form, had to do with one’s nature. Jesus did not merely act like a 
servant; he took on the very nature of one. He understood his earthly 
role; his aim was not self-promotion but other promotion. Specifically, 
he came “to seek and to save that which was lost,” and he was willing 
to be born in a stable and to die on a cross to accomplish this (Luke 
19:10). People were his purpose.

13. Klaus Hess, “Serve,” in NIDNTT, 3:544.
14. Hess, “Serve,” 3:592.
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Jesus emphasized to his followers that a leader is a doulos. There-
fore someone who strives for personal glory is not a leader. When Jesus 
washed the feet of his disciples, what exactly was he doing? Washing 
the feet of those who’d spent the day on dusty roads in leather sandals 
was the responsibility of the lowliest of servants. When Jesus took on 
that role, he burned his point into his disciples’ thinking. This was the 
example he intended to lay down for leadership (John 13:14–15).

A servant leader sees the powerful influence a servant can have in 
the lives of those he leads. When people know they’re being served 
well by a servant leader, they’ll permit their lives to be influenced by 
that leader.

This thinking counters the dark side of human nature. John Milton 
understood the motivation that lay behind Satan’s rebellion against 
God as expressed in his epic poem Paradise Lost, where Satan declares, 
“Better to reign in hell, than serve in heaven.”15

Most of us admire leaders who do not place themselves at the cen-
ter, but rather place others there, and who say, “I’m here to make you 
successful!” These leaders focus attention on others, not themselves.

As a servant leader, ask yourself: How does my leadership provide 
for the growth and accomplishment of those I lead? How do I measure 
my achievement by the success of others? Would those I serve consider 
me one of the reasons for their achievement?

Humility
When Paul wrote about Jesus taking on a servant’s form, it was in the 
context of a discussion on humility: “Do nothing from selfishness or 
empty conceit, but with humility of mind regard one another as more 
important than yourselves; do not merely look out for your own per-
sonal interests, but also for the interests of others” (Phil. 2:3–4). The 
word here for humility, tapeinophrosynē, means “not self-seeking.” 
The “humility of mind” Paul speaks of here reflects the impelling drive 
of a servant leader. It’s also the prescription against arrogance. James 
reminds us that “God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the hum-
ble” (James 4:6). Humility means fully understanding the simple reality 
that “God is God and I am not!”

15. John Milton, Paradise Lost (Danbury, CT: Grolier, 1978), bk. 1, p. 14.
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How is humility recognized? Paul says in Philippians 2:3 that each 
Christian should “regard one another as more important than [him-
self].” This means viewing others not as smarter, wiser, more powerful, 
or nobler but as more important. This may traumatize our ego, but true 
humility is actually helping others to surpass one’s self.

Paul’s further instruction to “not merely look out for your own 
personal interests, but also for the interests of others” (2:4) indicates 
that Christians should include others’ interests as part of their own 
(it is not a call to ignore one’s own interests). This is the essence of 
servant leadership.

Jesus described himself as “gentle and humble in heart” (Matt. 
11:29), using there the same word (tapeinos) that James uses in con-
trasting humility with prideful arrogance (James 4:6). Tapeinos is used 
in the sense of lowliness. In that same verse in Matthew, Jesus tells 
us, “Take My yoke upon you and learn from Me” (Matt. 11:29). A 
yoke was not an implement of burden but a device for instruction. A 
younger, less experienced ox would be yoked up to an older and more 
experienced one. As the wise older ox went about his routine of work, 
the younger ox would either learn the way of his elder or end up with 
a terrible pain in the neck.

Humility is a preference for treating others as more important than 
oneself. The humble mind is displayed by an attitude of wanting not to 
be revered or served but to focus attention on the success of others. A 
commitment to that success is not to think less of oneself but actually 
to not be thinking about oneself at all. When ego is set aside, a whole 
new dimension of leadership is unleashed. The preference of a servant 
leader is to make great those he leads.

As a servant leader, ask yourself: In my leadership, am I thinking, 
how can I make others great? How eager are you to take all you have 
to offer and use it to bring about the success of those around you?

Feeling Served
In summary, when people feel valued, inspired, invested in, protected, 
honored, supported, respected, advised, challenged, and rewarded—
they feel served. When they feel served, they’re experiencing the essence 
of servant leadership, for they’re under the care of a shepherd who 
truly follows in the shepherding steps of Christ, our Chief Shepherd.
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Addendum: That “Cup” of Suffering
Jesus called me to practice servant leadership, and for the most part it 
has been a good thing. But I have found from time to time it has cre-
ated pain. Instead of being viewed as a leader I have been mistakenly 
taken for being weak and powerless. There have been times I have 
over-empowered others, then been betrayed by them.

Servant leadership is basically loving as a leader and letting the influ-
ence of love have its effect on others. But is this effect always successful? 
What is the “cup” of suffering Jesus mentions in Matthew 20? Jesus would 
later ask for it to be removed from him as he prayed in the garden (Matt. 
26:39). After that night people turned against Jesus and crucified him.

Why would God permit this? Why would people not respond to ser-
vant leadership with love and respect? Moses was described in Num-
bers 12:3 as the most humble man, and what happens? Kora rebels 
against him in Numbers 16.

Paul’s relationship with Hymeneas and Alexander deteriorated, 
according to 1 Timothy 1:18–20, as did his relationship later with 
Demas and others in 2 Timothy 4:9–16. That’s why Paul warns young 
Timothy to give himself to faithful men who will in turn be faithful 
to teach others (2 Tim. 2:2). Not all have learned servant leadership.

Here’s the lesson for us: love exposes flaws in others. As they are em-
powered by love, so their flaws are empowered and exposed. What flaws?

• arrogance
• competiveness
• envy
• ambition

Most are acquainted with an Attila the Hun approach to leadership 
(lording over and exercising authority over) and call it strong leader-
ship. And when they don’t see it in you, they just might think you are 
weak and take advantage of you. Some people will not recognize ser-
vant leadership for what it is and will lose respect for it and for you.

Should we then abandon this approach? We need to take a long 
view. Eventually some will come to recognize who truly loved them, 
and the respect will return. We can rest assured that servant leadership 
was designed by Jesus Christ, and we must trust him for the results of 
this influence on the lives of others.
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