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When we hear thewords dlave or servant, weusualy view it with anegative connotation. In
the Greek, it did havethat same meaning also, but thewritersof the Bible put apositiveangle onthe
word. The Greek word that istranslated asslave or servant isdodiog. Theword dovrog, and
severa othersthat belong to that word group, appears 178 timesin the New Testament. Of these 178
timesitisused inthe Synoptic Gospels 73 times (37 in Matt., 5inMark, 31in Luke); in John 12 times;
inActs7 times; in Paul Os Epistles 62 times; in the Catholic Epistles (including Hebrews) 7 times; andin
Revelationitisused 17 times(Aland, 78-79, 264- 265).

Other wordsbel ong to that grouping with smilar meanings. For thisstudy, wewill not only look
at that word, but other wordsthat bel ong to the same group. Thesewordsare dovAevm beasave,
serve; dovhaywyew bringinto slavery; dovieta, 1, lavery; dovin, 1, female slave,
maidser vant; doblog, n, ov, subservient, subject; dodroc, 0, Save, servant; dovAdom enslave,
subjugate; ouvdovrog, o fellow dave. Thereare several areasto consider aswe study wordsfrom
the Greek text-how it wasused in (1) Classical Greek; (2) Jewish Literature; (3) the New Testament;
(4) by the Early Church.

Word Study
Classical Greek

Inthe Classical Greek, the meaning hasessentially the same negative connotation. One of the
few timesthey view being adobiog aspositiveiswhen it isassociated with being adaveto, or serving,
oneof their many gods. Inthe non-religiousworld, the dotAog hasno possibility of avoiding thetasks
he hasbeen ordered to do (Kittel, 2:261). Plato also held to the belief of the negativeimpact onthose

whoselifewasdescribed asadave.

1 Software used was Corel Word Perfect 8. Greek fontsare the Symbol Greek Pfontsfrom
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If al ruleshavean exception, Plato found onetothisruleaswell -- that iswhen somebody was
adavetothelaw. Thiswasthedetermining mark of atrue citizen, and only when thecitizensrecogni zed
their mastersinthelaw could acity besolid. Thisa so distinguishesthefreeman fromthedave, sncehe
isdavetothelaw of thecity it guaranteesthe solidity of thecity (Kittel, 2:262).

Arigtotle sharesthisderogatory view. In hisPolitics, Aristotle makesastatement that clarifieshis

belief that daveshaveno partinthecity or itsservice (Kittel, 2:263). This seemsto contradict what
Plato believes, but thedifferenceisbeing an ordinary daveor adavetothelaw. The Stoicshavea
broader or more of auniversal conception of service(lbid). Zeusistheonewhoissuesthecall to
service. Eventhoughthe Cynic may befreeinrelaiontoal, heisaso unconditionaly boundtoal and
responsiblefor all they leave undone. Oncethey have committed themselves, they have becomethe
servant (8uakovog) of Zeus.

Philo also takesthissameview. In hismind, everything that isbeautiful and earnestisfree, while
everythingthat isevil, isin astate of servanthood. A Stoic view isalso shared by Philo, in thethought
that no oneisadoviog originally, but aman becomesthat way viasomeone el se’ sgain, punishment,
revenge, or some other way. It isalso specul ated that there may have been aJewishinfluence on Philo
because he usesthe phrase dotLog 100 0D (Kittel, 2:264). Thereislittle evidencethat the usage of
thisword hasany connection with therdigious spherein the Greek world. Euripidesusesthiswordin
only three passages (Kittel, 2:264). Each timethereisnoreligiousreference madeto God. Itisusedin
thesame manner asPlato, Aristotle, and Philo useditintheir writings.

Thereisno placewithin the Greek thought and belief in God for the dotAog word group asan
expression of service. It was used to describe the attitude that gods and men are bound to serveintheir
family relationships. Sincethe Greeksat thistimedid not recognize God, they did not usethewordin
relationto serving Him. They did, however, haveaplethoraof gods, that described their serviceasmpog

Beovg optiio or in company with the gods (Kittel, 2:265).

Jewish Literature

In Jewishliterature, wefind adifferent use of the dotbiog word group. Herewe seethey useit



inareligioussphere. It wasa so used in the same derogatory manner the Greeks used. The Jewish
writers, some of them anyway, recognized God and attributed serviceto Him. We seein Josephus
writingsthe use of several wordsthat are within thisword group. Thewordsthat he usesare §oviog,
dovlela, dovievm, doVAN, and dovrlom (BAG, 204). Sometimes he usesthese wordsin attributing
some sort of serviceto God, others he denotes somebody being subservient to someoneelse.

When welook at how theword group was used in the Septuagint, also known asL XX, we see
thesamefeatures. Thetrand ators used theword, or one bel onging fromthisgroup, inamost every
instance the Hebrew word 7123 appears. They mainly used theword dovAevm except in |saiah 56:6
and Danid 7:14, 27 whereintheoriginal context thereisno verb that means*to serveA (Kittel, 2:265).
Sincethe Hebrew did not have aword from the main root for fema e daves, thetrand ators used 5o0vAn
inthe place of the Hebrew words R or 1maw. Theonly exceptionsto thisarefoundin Exodus2:17
and Nehemiah 5:5b (Kittel, 2:266).

When used inthe LXX to refer to those borninto davery or thosewho haveno other stationin
lifethey used theword noiig instead of dovAoc. When trand ated thisway it usually meansanatural
relationship that isincontestabl e, but when dobAog isused it isused to represent theillegdity of the
servicerendered. A good exampleof thisisfoundin Genesisasit describes Jacob’s servicefor Rachel.
Theword also carried with it meaning of servicethat could have been forced or voluntary, but was
alwaysfdtredtrictive. A good exampleof thiswould betherel ationship between aking and his
subjects.

Theword group was a so used in relating aperson’ srelationship of serviceto God. Whenwe
look at the LX X we seethat when they refer to service of God, inatotally committed way, the most
common word they used was dovievery (Kittel, 2:267). Thisisaso thereason why only afew menin
|srael’ shistory have been given thetitle sotiot. These men were Moses (Jos. 14:7a; Jos. Ant., 5. 39),
Joshua (Jos. 24:29; Ju. 2:8), Abraham (Psalms 104:42), David (Psalms 88:3 and others), 1 saac (AQ.
3:35), the prophets (4 Bao. 17:23 and others), and Jacob equaling I sragl asthe people of God
(1s.48:20). Thisisunderstood to mean that any attitude towards God other than dovievelv is

considered abetrayal to Hiscause (Kittel, 2:268).



New Testament

In most of the caseswhere one of thesewords are used, except whereit hasareligious
connotationtoit, itisused improperly, mainly infiguresof speech and comparisonsespecialy in Jesus
parables (Kittel, 2:270). When Jesuswanted to emphasi ze the unconditional nature of theresponsibility
humans have to God, He used theword dodiot. He also wanted to makeit clear that God is not
constrained in Hisrelationship to man by any preordained notionsthat He must keep. Inrelating to God
asmaster and humansas dovrog, thereisno room for one’'sownwill or initiative (Ibid). Inrelating this
to us, inthe New Testament the 500Lo¢ isthe picture of bondage and limitation. With thisthought in
mind though, thedaveisnever thought of in the derogatory way that hewasin the Greek world. The
dovhog ishever looked down upon just because he hasthat stationinlife.

Being onalower level of humanity, thedave had norightsin thelaw or could not own property.
Eventhedave sfamily wasnot hisown, they were property of hismaster. Thiswasnot good. Sincehe
had no laws protecting him, the davewas at hismaster’swill. If the master wanted to beat or abuse
him, that wasfine. A master could even mutilate him if hewanted to, aslong asit complied withthe
Law, theonly onetherewas, in Exodus 21:26, and then only if he had witnesses (Kittel, 2:271). There
iseven evidenceof thisin Rabbinictales. It can beread whereadavehad afull cup thrown at him by
hismaster, or where he had hishead 9 apped for not following hismaster’ steaching precisely. Tothe
Rabbisthe greatest insult that could fall upon someoneisto becaled adave (Kittel, 2:271).

If the Christian chosenot to reject davery, every effort wasmadeto endit. If giventhe chance,
adavewasencouraged to joyfully accept hischancefor freedom. Thisfollowed theruleof love. The
rulewas understood aseverybody was equa withinthecommunity inrelationshipwith Christ. Thisis
foundedinthefact that weareall redeemed in Jesusand it wasgiven universally to all men regardliess of
their status or ancestry (Kittel, 2:272). The New Testament asawhol e appliesthisconcept toal, even
the non-Christians, since Christ camefor al.

Used very littleinthe New Testament are the phrases dobiog 6e0® and 1@ 6e@® dovieveLy

(Kittel, 2:273). Most references speak of therelationship Christianshavewith Christ. Inmost of the
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occurrencesof dovAog B0, thereisaconnection with the men referred to earlier and their relationship
with God or from aquotation. In Rev. 15:3, Mosesisgiven thetitle 5odAo¢ tod 6eo® and in Rev. 10:7
and Acts4:29, the prophets arereferred to as sovAot tod Oe0v. We can also assumethat the meaning
isthesamein 1 Pet. 2:16 when the people of Isragl arecalled dovAot of God.

Inthe normal Jewish usage, the phrasewasreserved for just afew selected outstanding men or
thepeopleof Isradl collectively. Wefind two exceptionsto this. Paul, in hisepistieswould normally refer
to himsalf asdothoc Inco® Xpiotod but, in Titus 1:1, herefersto himself asdotiog 6e0. Theother
placeisinJas. 1.1 wherethe author refersto himself asfeo%...600A0¢ (Kittel, 2:273). The prominent
theological use of thesewordsinthe New Testament isthat Christiansare 6obLog of Christ.

Jesussaid of himself that Hewas also just adoblog when He washed the disciplesfeet at the
last supper. To better understand this, only the daveswere supposed to wash thefeet of theguests. This
iswhat Christ wantsin us; aspirit sowilling to serveand beaservant that wedo it without thinking
about it or realizing we are doing it. Jesus expected thisout of Hisdisciplesand He expectsit out of you
andme.

Thereisoneother word inthe New Testament that can betranslated asser vant. It istheword
that we understand to mean deacon, diaxovoc. The difference between thetwo isthat odAog
stressesthe Christian’s compl ete devotion and service to God, and didkovog reflectsmore of the

service one providesto the church fellowship and others (Brown, 546).

The Early Church
The dovAog word group was started to be used more and more by Christiansin applying the

meaning to themselves. Therearetwo factorsthat account for this: thefirst oneisthat the people started
accepting theideaof Chrigtianity asthetruelsragl, and the second isthat the people started viewing
Jesusasthe Son of God and not the oo of God. Thistotally eiminated thefegling of competing
withor arivary with Him (Kittel, 2:274).

Onething asoinherent to thesewordsisthe strong implicationsbehind them. If oneistotruly

call himsalf adobAog of God, he needsto beready and willing to makeafull commitment to God. If this



isthe case, then Christiansneed to be prepared to accept thisresponsibility (1bid.).

Conclusion

Inthisstudy, wefind avariety of usesstemming from theword dobAoc. It meansmorethan just
being adaveor aservant. Inthe Greek thought, they had no religious connectionto them, itismainly
used in aderogatory manner. In Jewish literature, thereisthe same usage except when referring to afew
outstanding peopleinthe LXX. Whenthewriters of the New Testament used it, therewas nothing
negative about it. Everyonewasequa, thedave aswell asthefreeman. Themajor difference beingthe
theological twist they addtoit.

Themajor shift from the New Testament to the early church reinforced the meaning that the
New Testament writersweretrying to establish. Only through afully committed life, one dedicated to
serving Christ with al their heart, soul, and strength, could one call himself adotAog of God. Thisisa

real challenge. Areyou uptoit?
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