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‘The door to happiness opens outward…’
Minister: 
For the Word of God in scripture
 All: 

For the Word of God among us
 Minister: 
For the Word of God within us
 All: 

Thanks be to God. Amen

‘We can’t get the servants anymore’ sounds like a line from Jane Austin.


I always feel like an imposter walking through the front door of a National Trust house because I know full well, I come from an ancestral line of servants who always used the door round the back.  I love those census entries describing my grandmother as being In Service!  And I have a feeling that’s what made her such a great cook!

In the early 80’s, St Helen’s church in Bishopsgate called its annual intern student The Slave, and although they had no shortage of applicants of young people wanting to work for a year in a city church doing all the odd jobs, I think St Helen’s has now re-branded its internship programme.


The Greek word for slave is Doulos, and in the ancient world there were so many slaves that their masters feared a united rebellion and did everything they could to supress charismatic slave leaders.  Maybe some even saw Jesus in that light.

Yet the word service is still much used and highly respected.  Young people, whether in Scouts, Guides or through the Duke of Edinburgh award scheme will often be encouraged to spend monitored time in acts of service to the community to win badges or progress through the scheme.  Service is encouraged as something honourable, rewarding and character building.

Yet leaders in the ancient world, in Jesus’ world, were often tyrannical.  They sought power not so they could serve but rule.  And that rule was frequently oppressive.


So, it is against that backdrop that we have our three set readings for today.  Readings that promote the idea of service, willingly and sacrificially given, service for the benefit of others and the for the good of the community.


In Isaiah, which we had as a responsive reading there is the concept of a servant.  In 1 Corinthians, Paul talks of the gifts given to those who might serve. And in John we see in Jesus the personification of someone who came not to be served but to serve.

For 2nd Isaiah there was something very profound about the concept of servanthood.  

Chapter 49 has some ringing phrases, such as: Listen to me, you islands and distant lands…before I was born the Lord called me and said you are my servant.

These are multi-layered words and although we, as Christians, quickly attach them to Jesus, they could also describe another specific historic individual, or indeed anyone, at any time, ‘called’ to serve God. They could even be used to describe the servant ministry of a whole nation, acting like a beacon of light to others.

Yet, this is no rose-tinted poetry because Isaiah has something of a ‘moment’ in the middle of this passage.  He gets worked up because being the Servant of the Lord can be tough.  People don’t always listen, and indifference can feel like a very personal rejection.  And so he pens this rant: I have laboured in vain and I have spent my strength for nothing.


We feel Isaiah’s frustration at this point, and therefore his words at the end strike us as being ones of great trust, uttered with a deep sense of renewed purpose: But God has been our strength and will make you a light to the Gentiles, even kings will see you and stand up.

Of course, it’s not just Judaism and Christianity that emphasises service as a way of life.  The 3rd Pillar of Islam, Zakat, talks of the importance of a generous life in giving both time and money to others, and in Buddhism the word Dana is used about actions which are focused on others.

From today’s passage in Isaiah we are under no delusion that such an outward looking way of life is easy.  Indeed, such a way of thinking and living never ceases and is a constant challenge.

Those first readers of Isaiah 49 were in exile and must have wondered at times if serving God in such tough surroundings was really worth it.  The passage even talks of labouring in vain. And maybe the temptation was to close down and close in, just look after number one and enter so called Survival Mode.


No, says Isaiah, the call to service never goes away. And he would, I sense, have agreed with Kierkegaard’s words that the door to happiness opens outward.


This is perhaps an inadequate illustration, but it helps me, so I hope it has a place in this sermon.

I don’t think we can think of our service, and God’s call to serve as being like a finished masterpiece. You can’t hang it on the wall of the National Gallery and say – there, look at that piece of Christian work, all done and dusted.  

Instead, I think of it more like a meal than a painting.  When we are in the kitchen cooking today’s meal, we know the ingredients that are needed.  We know too that we’ll be preparing another meal tomorrow and the day after that.  And every day we’ll want to put in those good ingredients, without which something life giving, and nourishing would be missing.

Your acts of service, both great and small, will be needed today, tomorrow and the next day.  And if you don’t offer that encouraging smile, that hour having a cuppa with a friend in need, that half day at Work Aid or that evening round a table at The School Governors’ Meeting – something valuable will be missing.  

Now, our New Testament readings this morning also have the theme of service running through them.

Paul writes to the Corinthian church with great optimism and with a sense of thanksgiving.  By all accounts this church had its fair share of difficulties, especially with controversies surrounding its practice of Communion.  Yet, for all that, Paul sees them as a great team, a real community of co-operation.  

So, he says of them that they lack no spiritual gift, and that together they have been enriched by all kinds of speech.

This is surely Paul at his most appreciative of the Christian Church.  He sees beyond their personality squabbles and thinks of all the churches he planted as powerhouses of loving service, gifted by God with all that is necessary to continue the mission of Jesus.

In a very real sense Paul believed that God has given us the tools needed to do this.  Our service is made possible because collectively we bring those gifts to the table that can make us into an effective local Body of Christ.

So, I think if St Paul was in the pulpit this morning, well, he’d look out from where I’m standing now and say my, you are a gifted lot here at Amersham Free Church.  And he’d mean it!  


I think there was a lovely example of that among us just before Christmas.  One of our organisations was finding it difficult to think of 2023 because no one was stepping up to be Speaker Booking Secretary.  So, at their December meeting someone made the helpful suggestion that maybe, instead of next year’s programme being just the burdensome responsibility of one person, why didn’t they all spend some time at that meeting pooling their ideas and coming up with speaker suggestions for the next year.  As I was conducting a funeral I wasn’t at that meeting, but I’m told that after that time, working together, as a team, different people bringing their gifts, insights and suggestions, a draft programme for 2023 was drawn up.  Those who relayed the news to me were clearly delighted, that it was as folk worked together that things started to fall into place.


Isn’t that what Paul is saying here?  As churches we’ve been enriched – that’s the word he uses.  God has given us individual gifts, which, when pooled together, enables us to the Body of Christ in this place and for this time. We are never called to do everything, but to offer something.  And all those somethings add up.

In our Gospel reading the focus falls on Jesus as the Servant of the Lord.  

We only have to do the briefest of surveys of The Christian Year to appreciate what sort of servant Jesus came to be.

At Christmas he’s born in humility, a stable rather than a palace.

During Lent we think of his time in the Wilderness, never using his powers selfishly.  On Maundy Thursday we meet him washing his disciples’ feet.

At Easter he’s found at one of his resurrection appearances as cooking breakfast for his disciples by the shore of Lake Galilee.

Again and again the gospels present us with a picture of Jesus the Servant. 

And we need that.  We need the stories of Jesus and the annual celebrations of Christmas and Easter to remind us that just as Jesus served, so we are called to be servants too.

Well I’m in something of an imagining frame of mind this morning, and I’ve already wondered what St Paul might say from the pulpit, so now I’d like to end with the thought he’d been asked to write the opening letter in AFC’s Family News for January.  How might it have gone, perhaps something like this?


Greetings to you, my sisters and brothers in Amersham.
As you enter 2023, I give thanks that there are so many gifts in your community which, when pooled together, will enable you to be a bright witness for God.
Some of you have been engaged in some areas of service for many years and you are laying these down, yet new, and possibly less onerous, opportunities will continue to come you way.  Opportunities to make a difference and still feel part of the team.
Others of you are stepping up to the mark and offering yourselves for service, both inside and outside of the church.  May you know God’s help and much joy in all you do.
My sisters and brothers, service is so much more than being on a rota or filling a job vacancy, it’s about living an openhearted life within a community, travelling together and looking out for each other.  
It may not always be easy, but Jesus is our inspiration, the Holy Spirit is our strength and the essence of service is the character of God.
And, although I’ve never met him, Kierkegaard truely had a point: The door to happiness really does open outwards.

May God sustain us all in our service this year.  Amen



Ian Green, Amersham, 11th January 2023
