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Diakonia ·as Servanthood in tb_e 
Synoptics 

A. W. ~WAMIDOSS* 

Introduction 

In the New Testamen:t diakonein group words are used pre
dominantly in two ways-with reference to waiting at table and 
of service done to someone else quite generally.1 What is diakonia ? 
Diakonia, service, is not simply to take care of the physical needs 
of a person only. Neither is it to take care of the spiritual needs 
only. In fact there is no dichotomy. Service is meant to cater 
to the total person (See Mt. 9 : 35-10: 15 and 25: 31-46). This 
comes out very clearly in the Nazareth Manifesto (Lk. 4: 16-21) 
where Luke delineates the purpose. of the incarnation of Jesus 
Christ. There is another side to this aspect of diakonia which 
we may term the nature or characteristics of diakonia. While 
involved in serving others how should one conceive of himself 
or to put it in other words what should be one's attitude ·t.o the 
whole concept of service? The aim of this paper is to :find this 
out, i.e .. , the nature of diakonia as seen in. the Synoptics. For the· 

. sake of convenience we can divide the topic into four divisions : 
diakonia as seen in the Person of Christ, Work of Christ, teachings 
of Christ, and the relationship between diakoneo and doule'll:o. 

1. :Oiakonia as seen in the Person of Christ _ 

One of the roles in which the Synoptics· see Jesus is that of 
· the servant of Yahweh. There are four passages in Isaiah which 

are usually called Servant Songs~Isaiah 42 : 1-4 ; 49 : 1-6 ; 
50: 4-9; and 52: 13_.:.53 : 12. In these four passages a figure 
lroown as the ebed Yahweh is seen as the one who brings conso
lation to Israel which is undergoing severe hardships in exile. -The 
identity of this servant is not clearly spelled out in Isaiah itseJf. 

* Dr. Swamidoss teaches at Union Biblical Seminary, Pune (formerly at 
Yavatmal). 

1 See H. W. BeYer,' diakoneli ', TDNT, Vol. ll, pp. 84f. and K. Hess' Serve' 
in C. Brown (ed.), New Internatio1Ull Dictionary of New Testament Theology, 
(NlDNTI') Exeter : The Paternoster Press, 1975-78, Vol. lli, pp. 546 f. 
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However, the servant's characteristics and functions are spelled 
out. Very obvious are two of these which 0. Cullmann points 
out thus: 

The most important essential characteristic of the ebed Yahweh 
in these texts is that his vicarious representation is accom
plished in suffering. The ebed is the· suffering Servant of 
God. · Through suffering he takes the place of the many 
who should suffer instead of him. A second essential 
characteristic of the ebed Yahweh is that his representative 
wor~ re-establishes the covenant which God had made with 
his people 2 

· The aspect of vicarious suffering and re-establishment of the 
covenant, both in the Person of Jesus, are seenin the 'Synoptics 
as well as in other New Testament literature, (Mt. 8 : 17 ; Mk. 
10: 45 ; Lk. 22: 31 and Mk!. 14: 24; Lk. 22: 19f (longer reading)). 
F. F. Bruce divides the subject nicely:~ - . 

(a)' Jesus spoke of himself as the I Son of Man.' 
(b) He spok!e Of the I 'suffering' Son of Man. 
(c) He spoke of the Son of Man's suffering as. something 

which was I written.' 
(d) He spoke of the Son of Man's suffering as a 'ransom 

for many.' · 

The 'controversy in this area of study is well-k!nown-the authent
icity of the sayings of Jesus. Whether Jesus himself was conscious 
of his suffering servant role or whether the early church has credited 
these to the Lord is the crux of the matter. 0. Cullmann has 
analysed the relevant passages: Mark! 2: 18ff, the issue of fasting 
while the bridegroom is present, Luke 13 : 31ff, a prophet not 
perishing away from Jerusalem, Matthew 12: 39ff, the sign of the 
prophet Jonah, Mark! 8 : 31 ; 9 : 31 ; 10 : 33f; the prediction of 
Passion, Mark! 12 : 1ff, the parable of the evil tenants, Mark 14: 8, 
the anointing at Bethany, Luke 22:37, where Isaiah 53 : 12 is 
quoted, Mark! 14: 24; Matthew 26:28; Luk!e 22:20, 1 Corin
thians 11 : 24, the institution of the Lord's Supper, Mark 10.: 45, 
the ra:t;1som saying, and Mark 1 : 11· and parallels, the voice from 
heaven during the baptism of Jesus. He concludes that the con
cept 'Jesus the ebed Yahweh' has its origin with Jesus himself 
and that it did n:ot arise from the early Church though Jef>us did 
not designate himself by the title. ~or Ctillmann such an ebed 
consciousness came to Jesus most probably during the time of his 
baptism. 4 

1 0. Cullmann, The Christology of the New Testament, London :SCM Press, 
1959, p. 55. . . 

8 F. F. Bruce, This is That, Exeter: The Paternoster Press, 1968, p. 97. 
4 Cullmann, op. cit., pp. 51-82. 
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Fuller, who earlier reqognised the influence of-... Isaiah 53 in 
the predictions of the Passion, is now of the opi,nion that Jes11s 
·did not understand himself as the atoning servant of the Lord in 
.the lino of Isaiah 53. In this ho follows H. E. Todt and M. D. 
Hooker. He, however, sees in this an earlier Palestinian tradition. 5 

These are two examples to show how the ebed Yahweh concept 
in the Syiloptics is. attributed to Jesus on the one hand and to a 
later but still very rapid development within the early Church 
on the other hand. Men like Goppelt6 and Jeremias7 have traced 
;tlie .concept directly to Jesus himself. 8 For Bultmann all the· 
;predictions of Pas~ion are· vaticinia ex eventu. 9 

- However, our main concern here' was not to come to grips with 
the issue of whether Jesus was conscious of a servant of Yahweh 
role in his earthly ministry. We have ·not analysed this issue at 
.all. We have only referred to the two different ways in which 
·scholars interpret the vicarious suffering of Jesus. Nevertheless 
the passages cited in connection with Cullmann's aitalysis are 
important for our study. From these we can assume .that the 
:Synoptics show that ebed Yahweh is one of the roles of Jesus if 
·we wai1.t to think in the category of the Person of Jesus. · Most 
scholars- on both sides would agree to this, though at times even 
this is questioned.10 · 

Admittedly the Synoptics do not use doulos as a. title for Jesus. 
Similarly ebed Yahweh is not directly used to describe the role of 
Jesus. The title which the SYl,loptics use most to describe Jesus 
is ' Son of Man '. But to the figure seen in Daniel 7 : 13 Jesus 
consciously adds the aspect of suffering and hence the common 
,description ' suffering Son of Man '. Since the Servant of Yahweh 

-
6 R. H. Fuller, The Foundations of New Testament Christology, London: 

'Lutterworth Press, 1959, pp, 115-119. IDs earlier· essay is The Mission and 
Achievement of Jesus (1954). 

6 L. Goppelt, Theo/o!fY of the New Testament, Grand RaPids: Eerdmans, 
1981, Vol. I, pp. 187-199. . 

·7 J. Jeremias, '·polloi', TDNT, Vol. VI, pp. 543ft'. 
8 In my judgement, Jesus was aware of his role as the suffering Son of 

Man in line with the ebed Yahweh concept oflsaiah 53. See also the discuSsion 
in R. P. Martin, Mark, Evangelist and Theologian, Exeter: The Paternoster 
Press, 1972, pp, 179-205, . 

• · R. Bultmann, Theology of the New Testament, London : SCM Press, 1952, 
Vol. I, p, 29. 

10 See~ however, H. Anderson, The Gospel of Mark, New Century Bible, · 
London : Marshall, Morgan & Scott 1981, p. 257. He thinks that the influence 
of Isaiah 53 in the Synoptic tradition is very peripheral. Following Hookeli 
he discards the role of suffering servant to Jesus altogether. He attributes the 
ransom-saying with the Maccabean martyrs giving their lives. Againstthis see 
Martin, Mark, V. Taylor, The Gospel according to St. Mark, London: 
Macmillan, 1955 ; pp. 44 f, and W. F. Albright and C. S. Mann, Matthew, 
Anchor Bible, New York: Doubleday, 1971, pp. 242-247. 
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was a1so a suffering Servant and since the Son of Man was also
the suffering one, there is an obvious connection. Whether' it 
is Jesus or the Synoptics, the fact remains that the. suffering tole· 
of the. servant is shadowed in. Jesus. That the servant role is attri-· 
buted to Josus is seen from Luke 4 : 18-21 also. Jesus read Isaiah 
61 : 1, 2 and said that that scripture was fulfilled in him that day .. 
In the original context in Isaiah 61 : 1, 2 the prophet is conscious 
of his new role of bringing consolation to Zion. The language
is reminiscent of the Servant songs, in particular Isaiah 42 : 1-4 
and 49 : 1-6. Several of the expressions and concepts fouri.d in 
61 : l:ff derive from these two passages11• It is reasonable to assume· 
that Isaiah 61 : 1ff. refers also to the Servant of Yahweh figure12 •. 

Luke 4 : 21 points out that ., the functions of this Old Testament 
figure are now fulfilled in Jesus who has been anointed with the· 
Spirit for this purpose.'13 The idea that Jesus took! the form of a 
servant in the process of Incarnation does not rest on slender · 
grourl.d. Later the same idea is picked up by Paul in Philippians. 
(2: 7).14 . ' 

. Now, what is the implication of this Servant motif in tlie in-· 
carnation of Jesus ? Obviously there is the role of suffering .. 
Also in becoming a Servant the Lord has taken a humble -form 

"for himself which is evident from the nature of his birth itself .. 
The king of kings was not born as a king. In his earthly ministry 
he se~ved humanity as a humble servant. Di.lring his controversy 
with the religious leaders he was never arrogant and during his 
trial he was very passive. Thus the diakonia of Jesus was dominated. 
by the concept of servanthood. His whole life was for the redemp-· 
tiori of mank!ind. · 

·· Servanthood conies ·out very clearly in one. of the sayings . of" 
Jesus concerning himself: Luke 22 : 27-' I am among you as. 
one who serves '15• The parallel passages are Matthew 20:20-28,. 
Mark! 10 : 35-45 and Luke ·22 : 24-27. The Markan and Matthean 
passages are very similar, but the Luk!an passage differs from them 
quite considerably. Luke does not mention the names of the· 
!!ODS of Zebedee and the parable in Luke 22 : 27 is not seen in Mark· 
or Matthew. Many have seen that Mark and Luke are related· 
and suggested that Luke has modified Mark. It is possible, yet 
Mark! 10: 45b is absent in -Luke and Luke 22: 27a is absent in 
Mar~. Marshall is rightin his observation: 'the Mark!an passage 

11 C. Westermann,Jsaitih 40-66, London: SCM Press,1969, p, 365. 
11 See Bruce, This is That, pp, 84 f. and I. H. Marshall, The GoJpel of Luke,. 

Exeter: The Paternoster Press, 1979,"p. 183. 
18 Marshall,lbid. 
14 In this Christological hymn (Phi). 2 : 5-11) many scholars see pre-Pauline

:material. So the concept that Jesus took the form of a 8ervant is.earlier and. 
in all probability from Jesus himself. · 

16 Our main concern is not the authenticity of the saying, but the meaning. 
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is more Semitic in style than .Luke's form, but Luke's settin,g_ at 
table is more.likely to be original, and Marki 10: :45 is better ex-. 
plained as. a separate saying from Luke 22 : 27.'16 Thus though 
' I am among you as one who serves ' is related to ' the Son of 
Man came not to be served but to serve' in meaning, most prob'ably 
they were separate sayings. In the former the Person of Christ 
is seen and in the latter. the function or the Work of Christ is seen. 

· Can Luke 22 : 27 be classified as one among the ' I ·am '-s~yings 
with a predicate that appear in John, for example, 'I am the good 
shepherd' (Jn. 10: 11)? R. B. Brown does not see any parallel 
for such sayings in John iii the Synoptics.17 Perhaps he does not 
consider Luke 22 : 27 in this category because the construction. 
of the. sentence ~s not exactly parallel. In the Johannine sayings 
of ws group the predicate follows the ego eimi and the predica~e 
is a noun. In Luke 22 : 27 there is the adverb hOs used as a com
parative particle and the predicate. is a participal construction .. 
If the saying was' I am a servant in the midst of you' then it would. 
be an exact parallel. However the hOs is needed in Luke 22:27 
boca use of the parable just preceding and in meaning the participle 
construction has the same force as the corresponding noun. Thus 
Luke 22 ~ 27 can be considered as· one belonging to the category 
of 'the Johannine 'I am '-sayings with the predicate. If we
can take it in this· sense then Jesus is in effect saying that he is a. 
servant amidst the disciples. Thus, who is Jesus ? He is a 
servant par excidl. nee. 

:· What is the meaning of ho diakonan in this verse ? To bring· 
out the meanjng the _Lord uses a parable : one is sitting at the 
table .and another is serving him. Jesus .asks a question, 'which 
one of the two is greater ' and answers with an affirmative question 
that it is the one who sits at the table. Then follows the ' I am •· 
-saying which points out that he has. taken the role of a servant.. 
This, however, does not mean that he is less important. Ra:ther,. 
the Lord means that with him there is a reversal of roles which is 
spelt out in verse .26c-let the .leader ·become as one who serves, 
again ho diakonon. Usually kings exercise lordship over ,the 
people and such people who exhibit authority ·are called bene
factors. But with the followers of Christ the leader should be
come the servant. Verse 26a, 'not so with you,' is a strong co:q
trast to verse 25. thus ho diakonon means the opposite of kings 
exercising lordship and benefactors exercising authority. The 
person called Jesus is then a servant who actually was somebody 
unique, a thought very close to Philippians 2 : 6, 7, though the 

1e ·Marshall, op. cit., p. 811. . 
1' R. E. Brown, The Gospel According to John, London : Geoffrey Chapman,. 

1971, VoJ.. I, p. 538. 
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word in Philippians 2 : 7 is doulos. Once again the person of 
Jesus brings out that diakonia is servanthood. 

l. Diakonia as seen in the Work of Christ 

In this section let us look! at the miracles of Jesus, his mission 
·. during his ministry and the· work! exhibited in 'the Cross. There 

is no doubt that the miracles of Jesus are works that describe his 
personality: 'The miracles said to have been performed by 
Jesus are also a . factor of Christology.'18 For Conzelmann, it 
is from them more than anything else that the self-understanding 
of Jesus can be grasped. He writes, ' Jesus sees his actions ·as 
signs of the coming kingdom of God. It is from them and not 
from the Christological titles, that ·his understanding of himself 
.can be grasped-above all from his expelling of demons.'19 

The miracles of Jesus are usually grouped into three categories 
-healings which include r;aising from the dead, exorcisms, . and 
nature miracles. Obviously these were done during different 
times in the ministry of our Lord and the evangelists have arranged 
them. Form Criticism holds that these were circulating in the 
early Church as independent units. Thus discussions often centre 
around the authenticity of. the miracles stories. However, this 
is not our :m.aiD. concern. · 

What is the purpose of the miracles of Jesus? Or, why did 
Jesus perform miracles? The answer comes out very clearly 
in the pericope of the Beelzebul controversy (Mt. 12 : 25-30 and· 
Lk!. 11 : 17-23). When some Pharisees said that Jesus was driving 

. oat demons through Beelzebul, the prince of demons, Jesus strongly 
disagreed with them and rejected their accusations. He said that 
it was by the Spirit of God that he drove out demons and because 
of this, the kingdom of God ·has come upon them. Luke uses 
' finger of Goq ' instead of ' Spirit of God ' (Lk. 11 : 20). Essen
tially this also ·means the power of God. Thus n:i.iracles point out 
that the kingdom of God has come. This is how ,Jesus interprets 
them. They were not simply acts of magic. ' The kingly and 
saving power of God has drawn near to the hearers and is there 
for them to grasp ; and the proof that it is near to them is that its 
power has been evidenced in the lives. of other people, namely 
in the exorcisms.'2o · 

Some scholars think! that the miracle stories arose. in the early 
·church following -the pattern of the hellenistic divine man,- the 

18 H. Conzelmann, An Outline of the Theology of the Ni!IV Testament, 
London : SCM Press, 1969, p. 137. 

19 Ibid. 
20 Marshall, Litke, p. 476. 



theios aner motif.21 However, the miracles are better interpreted 
.as a recognition of Jesus as the Messiah. Exorcisms, in: parti
cular, point this out. 22 Demons are portrayed as recognising Jesus 
as the Son of. God (e.g. Mkl. 3 : 11, 5 : 7). The gospel writers 
do not use miracles as a sign to prove the divinity of Jesus. When 
Pharisees as1red for a sign Jesus refused to· give one (M:k. 8 : 11-13 
and parallels).23 · 

. On one occasion John the Baptist sent word through his dis
ciples to find out whether Jesus was the coming one. Jesus answered 
them: 

Go and tell John what you hear and see: the blind receive 
their sight and the lame wall<!, lepers are cleansed. and the 
deaf hear, and the dead are raised up, and the poor have 
good news preached to them. And blessed is he who ta~es 
no offence at me (Mt. 11 : 4-6 parallel in Lk. 7 : 22, 23); · 

A list of such :miracles occurs in Isaiah 35 : 5-7 which .shows 
what will happen when God will come (v. 4). Thus these acts 
of Jesus imply that in and through him -God is visiting humanity. 
Also, for John's . question the answer of Jesus in Matthew 11 : 6 
(parallel, Lk!. 7 : 23) is that an acceptance of himself is equivalent 
to seeing God at work! in him. Thus Jesus implies a positive answer 
to John's question whether Jesus was the Messiah. Both these 
passages po:ii:J.t out that the miracles of Jesus are a Christological 
factor. They are mighty works of God in Jesus and reveal that 
he =s the Messiah and in and through him the kingdom of God 
is .ushering into humanity. 

How, if at all, is Jesus' concept of diakonia linked with his 
miracles ? By his miracles people were literally helped. Many 
diseases were healed. Particularly noticeable in the Markan 
summary in 2 : 32-34 are the words, ' all those who were sick,' ·· 
' the whole city •, ' many who were sick with various diseases ', 
and 'cast out many demons' .(see also Mt. 4: 23-25); He never 
rejected anyone. 24 He also exhibited. compassion. This is part
cularly noticeable· in the feeding of the. multitude (Mk. 6 : 34 ; 

91 For example, see H. D. Betz, 'Jesus as Divine Man' in E. C. Colwell 
Festschrift, Jesus and the Historian; Philadelphia: 1968, pp. 114-33. See also 
P. J. Achtemeier, 'Toward the isolation of pre-Markan miracle catenae ', 
Journal of Biblical Literature 89 (1970), pp. 265-91 in which the· author sees that 
miracles of Jesus in their pre-Markan fomi function as proof of the divine 
nature of Jesus. , 

29 R. P. Martin, Mark, pp, 136-38. . · 
28 R. E. Brown writes,' the miracle was not primarily an external guarantee 

of the coming of the kingdom ; it was one of the means by which the kingdom 
came' (New Testament Essays, p. 171). 

94 The story of the Syrophonecian woman is not a denial of Jesus. It ~nly 
indicates that during the earthly ministry of Jesus priority was given to Jews. 

43 



8 : 2). It is the concern for the hunger of the people that made 
him feed the crowd. Thus the miracles exhibit the diakonia of 
Jesus. We may put the whole thing thus : Miracles-the ' why ' 
of it is Christology and the 'how' .of it is diakonia. But is this 
diakonia in any way servanthood ? The concept of servanthood 
does not come out directly through the miracles. However, it 
must be stated that Jesus never performed miracles in . order to· 
lord over the people.. It was always to help the helple~ss. 

Matthew 9: 36, 'when he saw the crowds, he had compassion 
for them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sh~p· 
without a shepherd,' is paralled in Mark! 6: 34 except for' because 
they were harassed an:d helpless.' Matthew places this saying 
in the context of the mission of the Twelve and Mark places this 
in the context of the feeding of the five thousand. With a deep 
concern he feeds the crowd and similarly with deep concern 
he sends out the Twelve for· the preaching ministry. Concern 
and compassion are the motivating factors for his diakonia, meet
ing the physical as well as the spiritual need of the people. The 
Greek word for compassion, splagnizomai, 'is only used of Jesus, 
apart from three occasions on which it occurs on his lips with 
reference to figures in parables that have a close connection with, 
himself (Mt. 18 :27; Lk!. 10: 33, 15 : 20). It denotes not a mere 
sentiment, but a pity which expresses itself in active assistance.'2s. 

. The compassion of Jesus is magnified by the contrast shown in 
thehelplessness of the people. The word for' harassed ' in Matthew -
9 : 36 can mean, ' being flayed, being concerned, Vl;lxed, bewildered, 
despondent.'26 Similarly, the word for 'helpless' literally means_ 
'being thrown down. on the ground.' ' Sheep without a shepherd • 
has as Old Testament background and describes despair.27 One 
thing comes out very sharply : Jesus felt for the people. Dire 
need moved 'him to action. The compassion of Jesus is a pointer 
to the fact that his diakonia was unique. _ 

We cannot leave this section without touching on the Work 
of Christ on the Cross. Earlier in the first part of the paper we 
have· referred to Jesus being the suffering Son of Man and the 
Servant of Yahweh while discussing the Person of Jesus. Suffice 
it to mention here the love of Christ that is seen in the Cross. Jesus 
was arrested and he never reacted violently. During his trial 
he was beaten and insulted by the soldiers. The high priest was 
arrogant towards him. Yet he was humble, polite and his answers 
were minimal and to the point. What does the Cross point out 1 

26 C. E. B. Cranfield, The Qospel according to St. Mal'lc, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1959, p. 216. 

18 Albright and Mann, Matthew, p. 114. 
1'1 See I Kings 22: 17; II Chronicles 18: 16; Ezekiel 34:5. 
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.It·i;)Oints out the selfless service of Christ and his love for hulli.Rnity 
which are seen in the atoning sacrifice of himself. The salV~;~.tion 
·Of the entire human race hung on the Cross. 

Jesus was never seeking greatness in his earthly ministry. His 
way is the way of the Cross. He ushered in the kingdom of God. 
His exorcisms were poi)lters to this fact. He had 09mpassion 

:for the depressed and the downtrodden of society and healed the. 
sick! and the sinful. The Pharisees questioned him for healing 
·on the Sabbath, for violating tl:te traditions. They could not 
.ti.nderstand his heart and .his feelings for the needy. He dined 
with sinners and tax collectors and this too was disliked by them. 
'The Pharisees thought that Jesus was violating the law artd the 
.Sadducees thought that he was disturbing the status quo. In all 
these.-things his fun:ction was that of a servant. When the sons 
of Zebedee aspired for the places next to Jesus in the future king
·dom, Jesus advised the Twelve concerning greatness and said that 
• the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve.' An aspect 
of the work of Christ comes out very clearly : Jesus came into 
the world to serve and not to be served by others. Thus in all 
the activities of Jesus diakonia, service .in contrast to being served, 
·Comes to the foreground. Dlakonia b~comes servanthood b~cause 
-of the ~ontrast. 

.3. Diakonia as seen in the Teachings of Christ 
What does Jesus teach about diakonia? The teaching comes 

·foremost in the pericope of the sons of Zebedee and greatness 
;(Mk!. 10 : 35-45, Lk. 22 : 24-27 and Mt. 20 : 20-28) which has 
been touched upon in the earlier two sections of our paper. 

I 

The prediction of his passion by Jesus is systemaiicalJy presented 
by Mark. Jesus was travelling from the north towards Jerusalem 
and he foretells ·the ensuing Passion at three different places, at 
·Caesarea Philippi (8 : 31-33); while passing through Galilee (9 : 30-
. 32) and on the road going up to Jerusalem (10 : 32-34). Im
madiately following these predictions Mark! gives important teach
ings of Jesus which are either misunderstood by the disciples or 
not understood by them at all, on discipleship on the fii'st occasion 
and on greatness 1 servanthood on the next two occasions. Un
.avoidably there is a link! between the Passion and these concepts 
in the thoughts of Jesus. If we credit. only Marl<: for the arrange
ment of the material, the link exists at least as far as the evangelist 
·is concerned. Like the master, the follower must pay a price to 
be a disciple and exhibit greatness through suffering and servant

·hood, since true greatness lies in being a servant /Slave of all •.. 
The sons of Zebedee ask! for positions next to Jesus in the 

·Coming kingdom. After · some initial comments ~he Lord cites 
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the practice among the Gentiles,' where. greatness is asc~ibed to 
the one in authority. Jesus says that 1t should not be hke tqat 
among his followers. He tells them, ' Whoever would be great 
among you must be your servant and whoever would be first among 
you must be slave of all' (Mk. 10: 43, 44 parallels in Mt. 20: 26, 
27 and Lk. 22: 26). Matthew and Mark are almost similar. 
Luke has ' let the greatest among you become as the youngest 
and the leader as ·one who serves.' Diakoneo in the participle 
form is used in Luke but Mark! has used diakonos in verse 43 and 
doulos in verse 44. In the place of Mark!'s diakonos there is ho 
neoteros in Luke. Also, Marie refers to those who wish to be 

· gieat while Luke speaks of those who are great. 

Greatness should not be measured by worldly standards. This 
is made very plain:' It should not be so among you.' (Mk. 10:43; 
Mt .. 20 : 26 ; · Lk. 20 : 26). In fact the opposite is true. Whoever 
wants to be great must be a diakonos and a doulos. Thus there 
is a reversal of the normal understandings of the concept. The 
one who wishes to be great or first must serve others and be a 
slave. We do not have to differentiate between 'whoever would 
be great' and' whoever would be first' since the wordingis simply 
Jewish parallelism.28 This is· a revolutionary thought. Great
ness is conceived in terms of servanthood. The greater one wants 
to be, the more one should exhibit servanthood. · More servant
hood means more greatness and less servan:thood means less great-

. ness. Mathematically speaking · servanthood and greatness are 
in direct proportion. Diakonia attains a ·new dimension here. It 
is not simply service but it instils in man the quality of greatness. 
Also, diakonia is nothing but ser.vanthood. The followers of 
Jesus especially the disciples, those who are in ministry, do not 
boss others around since they are servants, i.e., their role is to 
serve; 

Lukie's wording (22 : 26), ' Let the greatest among you,' refers 
to those who are great. Perhaps later developments in the church 
in· which there were· leaders for the. community has influenced 
Lukie in the change of the wording. 29 If it is so, this phrase can 
mean the leaders of the community. Or this could mean ' who~ 
ever thinks that he is the greatest. among you,' in which case the 
meaning is· closer to the Markan version. If we take the phrase,. 
'let the greatest among you ' in the absolute sense, we do· not 
know which particular person Jesus has in mind especially in 
view of Lul<re 9 : 48 and parallels. For actual greatness is like 
the virtue humility. It disappears the moment one thinks that 
he is great (see also Mt. 23 : 11, 12). Most probably the second 
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interpretation is preferable. This will also be applicable to Mat. 
23.: 11, I he who is greatest among you.' . 

Neoteros, I the youngest,' in Luke 22 : 26, is used in Acts 5 : 6 ;. 
I Timothy 5 :.1 ; Titus 2 : 6 ; I Peter 5 : 5. It indicates a particular 
group in the church who, it seems, performed lowliest service. ao 
Similarly the word used for leaders, hegeomai, is used of 9hurch 
leaders also. 31 The point. is that whoever considers himself great 
should serve others like the yotingest would do. Luke includes 
a brief parable (22: 27)in,which again. the reversal.of roles of the 
master and the servant comes to the fore. 

The theme of greatnessjservanthood, as we have pointed out 
'earlier is a repeated theme in the Synoptics. Let us look! at the 
other pericope in connection with the second prediction of the 
Passion in Mark! (Mk. 9:33-37 ;· Mt. 18: 1-5 and·Lk. 9: 46-48). 
A discussion arose among the disciples concerning who was the 
greatest. Jesus then told them, I If any one would be first he 
must be last .of all and servant of all.' The word fot servant here 
is diakonos. This saying is very similar to Mark! 10: 43,44. It 
has. another qualification added to it, I last of a:ll;' The word 
' first,' here may mean an ambition to . be the first in everything. 

·Jesus means that he who wants to be the first must be the last.· 
Again a reversal of the common concepts of first and last is used. 
to describe the theme of greatnessjservanthood. 

Jesus took! a little child in his arms and told the disciples, I wb.o• 
ever receives one such child in my name receives me ; and who
ever receives me, receives· not· me but him who sent me ' (M:k!. 
9 : 37). The connection between greatness and receiving I one· 
such child' is not very obVious. Also there are certain other 
problems : (i) the Matthean parallel (18 : 4) has a different saying 
concerning the child, which includes two motifs-becoming like 
children entering into the lcingdom of heaven and humble like the 
child greatest in the lcingdom, of which the .former motif is paral
lelled elsewhere in Mark! and Luke (Mk. 10: 15 and Lk!. 18 :. 17) ;. 
(ii) the Luk!an parallel has the Markan motif but . the connection 
is made obvious by' who is least of you all is. the one :who is great' 
(9: 48); (iii) the Markan motif comes in a slightly different forma2 

in connection .with the. sending of the Twelve in Matthew (10: 40) 
and the Seventy in Luke (10·: 16). Thes.e factors suggest that 
th!)S<:' sayings probably existed independently and were put to-

10 Ibid. . 
11 See F. Biichsel, 'higeomai', TDNT, Vol. IT, pp. 907 f. 
81 • He who receives you receives me, and he who receives me receives him. 

who sent me (Matt. 10 : 40)' and 'he who hears you hears me, and he who 
rejects you rejects me, and he who rejects me rejects him who s~mt me· 
(Lk. 10 : 16).' . 
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:gether either by the evangelists or by their communities. :N;Iark 
is directly dealing with rivalry among the disciples and the connec
tion between the child and greatness is only implied. Luke avoids 
the embarassing question, ' What were you discussing on the way ?' 
and the comment by the evangelist which is a judgement upon the 
. disciples (Mk!. 33b, 34a) but at the end makes the connection _ 
explicit. Matthew, on the other hand, is concentrating ' on the 
question of rank! in the kingdom '. 83 . 

What does the Lord mean by the object lesson of the child ? 
·The aspect of the qualities of the child is not the main concern 
here in Mark! and Luke. 34 It is ' the attitude of others toward 
him ' 35 that matters. In view of Mark! 9: 41 'the child' could 
mean any lowly follower of Jesus. Also the phrase' in my name' 
is a pointer towards that direction. 36 Even otherwise ' child ' would 
mean the neglected and the despised group in ancient Palestine. 
So the connection of thought can be summarised along the follow
·ing lines : Anybody who wishes to be great must be a servant 
.and serve the lowly and the despised. Whoever serves such a 
,group actually serves Jesus and whoever serves Jesus serves God. 
Thus true greatness lies in serving the downtrodden. 

In the Luk!an parallel (9 : 48) the evangelist includes ' for he 
who is least among you all is the one who is great.' Who is this 
' least among you alJ ? ' I. H. Marshall thinks that this refers 
to the child and explaining the connection thus, ' the disciples 
should forget their desire for pre-emin.ence and be content ' to 
:serve the lowly (the child) who aretruly great in the eyes of God. ' 87 

However, a better connection can be maintained: 'in serving 
the lowly you become the least in the eyes of men. But you are 
actually serving me and in turn God. Thus you are great.' Jesus 
is 1:tal~ing about greatness· and an identification of the least with 
the child misses the whole point. .The most important thing is 
that ' the clause is concerned not with becoming great by acting 
.:as a servant but with being great.' 38 Thus a new dimension in 
. greatnessfservanthood is seen. It is in serving the despised·, that 
one is great. It is not achieving something but it is like being 
transformed . 

. There is another saying which is closer to this in meaning : 
· ' Whoever exalts himself will be humbled, and he who hu~bles 

88 D. Hill, The Gospel of Matthew, New Century Bible, London : Oliphants, 
1972,p.273. . . 

81 Matthew, however, has that concept in this context. This concept comes 
indifferent contexts in Mark and Luke. Compare Matthew 18:3, Mark 10: 15 
and Luke 18 :17. 

a& Anderson, Mark, p. 234. 
· 81 Ibid. 
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himself will be exalted ' (Lk. 14 : 11 parallel in 18 : 14 . and Mt. 
23 : 12). The basic meaning of hupsoo is 'to exalt ' i.e., 'to con
sider oneself better than others ' (Arndt and Gingrich). This is 
closer to being great. 39 In effect this saying conveys the idea that 
huinility is greatness. The moment some one considers himself 
great the virtue is lost. Matthew (18 : 4) directly links humility 
with greatness. Placing all these side by side we may say that 
true greatness is to be humbie and to serve others. 

In- Mark 9 : 37 (parallel Lk!. 9 : 48) there is another important 
point : ' Whoever receives the child receives me.' Jesus is identi
fying himself with the despised and the lowly. Whatever service 
done to them is done to Jesus. Such an identification is also seen 
between Jesus and his disciples as shown in Matthew 10 : 40 and 
Luke 10 : 16. This in fact is the secret of the transformation, 
the new dimension in the concept of greatness. In serving the 
despised and in serving the . disciples, diakonia attains its highest 
form because it is equivalent to serving Christ. No one cansay 
that he would serye Christ and yet neglect the service of the needy 
and the poor. · 

This thought comes out very strongly in Matthew 25: 31-46. 
Diakonia is. linked with eschatological judgement. This is a 
Matthean special section and the episode has been described 
graphically. There were people who in their earthly life ministered 
to the wants of the needy~ They fed the hungry; gave drink to 
the thirsty ; welcomed the strangers ; clothed the naked ; visited 
the sicl<! ; and came to see the prisoners. In so doing they were 
actually serving the Son of Man. In fact they were unaware 
of this. There were others who did not involve themselves in 
such activities and they were judged for their lack in serving others 
while the first group was rewarded for their action. 40 Two lessons 
come out : service is rewarded and service done to fellowmen ·is 
service done to Christ. 

A caution must be vpiced at this point. Any attempt' to ·meet 
the physical needs of humanity alone is one-sided. A proper 
balance of meeting the physical as well as the spiritual needs must 
be kept. When Martha complained to Jesus of overwork because 
of serving alone while Mary went off, Jesus' reply was in favour 
of Mary who actually spent her time listening to Jesus' teaching 
(Lk. 10: 38-42). The words used in verse 40 are diakonia and 
diakonein . 

. ao See G. Bertram, 'huphoo ', TDNT, Vol. VID, pp. 608 f~ · 
' 0 Some commentators tend to regard this as a parable (e.g. Albright and 

Mann, Matthew, pp. 306-10). However, the illustration of the shepherd 
separating the sheep from the goats is incidental to the main scene and it is 
better understood as the description of the last judgement and not as a parable 
(F. V. Filson, M'ltthew, London : A. & C. Black, 1960, p. 266). 
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There ate other places in the teachings of Jesus which point 
out the concept of diakonia rather indirectly. Mark! places teach,.. 
ings on discipleship next to: the first prediction of Jesus in 8 : 34-
38. Here again denying oneself to the point of losing his life is 
stressed as true discipleship. This is definitely linked with the 
concept of diakonia which is ' slave of all.' 

In answering the question of the rich young ruler ·concerning 
his neighbour, Jesus tells him the 'Good Samaritan' story and 
points out that t9 go out of the way .and help the suffering and the· 
needy is the mark! of a neighbour. - Again service is the key note. 
In the Sermon on- the Mount, loving the enemy and going the 
second mile are also ·extensions of the theme of servanthood. 

Thus one of tl1e k!ey thoughts in the teachings of Jesus is diakonia 
and servanthood. 

4. Diakonia as seen in the relationship between· diakoneo and 
douleuo 

'The verb diakonein is used' both in a narrow sense, with re
ference to waiting at table or attending to someone's bodily needs,. 
and also in a broad sense, of service rendered to another person 
quite generally, while the cognates diakonia and diakonos are 
used to denote, respectively, the action of .diakonein and the person 
who performs it.'41 

The basic meaning for_ diakonein is to serve;, to wait on some
one. This we can call the general meaning. In this sense the
word-group is :used in Mark 1 : 31, Peter's mother-in-law serving 
Jesus, Luke 10:40, Martha serving Jesus. Then the word is used 
with theological depth in Mark 10: 45, 9: 35, Luke 22: 27, etc .. 
which we have seen already. 42 

The meaning of douleuo is ' t9 be subjected to serve ' (Arndt 
and Gingrich). In this the element' of obligation is seen. One 
who is a slave to the master does not have any freedom of his . 

- own. He does whatever the master wants him to do. 43 The 
New Testament has transformed the word by making people slaves 
of Christ. 

The concepts of diakoneo and douleuo are combined in the· 
Synoptics primarily in Mark 9 : 35 and parallels. Thus an ana-, 

41 C. E. B. Cranfield, 'Diakonia in the New Testament '• Service in Christ 
edited by J. I. McCord and T. H. L. Parker, (Grand Rapids: Eeerdmans 
1966), p, 37. . 

48 See H. W. Beyer, 'diakone6 ', TDNT, Vol. II, pp. 81-93 and K. Hess,. 
'serve', NIDNTT, Vol. III, pp. 544-49. 

43 SeeK. H. Rengstorf, 'doulos ', TDNT, Vol. II, pp. 261-80 and R. Tuente. 
'slave', NIDNTT, Vol. III, pp. 592-98. 
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ysis of both words point out that true diakonia is servanthood 
zor slavory. -

Conclusion 

We may concludo tho paper in one -sentence : The Synoptics 
breathe the atmosphere·of diakonia both in the Person and Work 
of Christ and in his teachings, and this diako11ia is CQuched in the 
language of servanthood. 
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