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SERVANT OF ALL - 08:00/10:00 SUN 23 SEP 2018 
 
James 3:13-4:3, 7-8a 

Two Kinds of Wisdom 
13 Who is wise and understanding among you? Show by your good life that your works 

are done with gentleness born of wisdom. 14 But if you have bitter envy and selfish 
ambition in your hearts, do not be boastful and false to the truth. 15 Such wisdom does not 
come down from above, but is earthly, unspiritual, devilish. 16 For where there is envy and 
selfish ambition, there will also be disorder and wickedness of every kind. 17 But the 
wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, willing to yield, full of mercy and 
good fruits, without a trace of partiality or hypocrisy. 18 And a harvest of righteousness is 
sown in peace for those who make peace. 

Friendship with the World 
4 Those conflicts and disputes among you, where do they come from? Do they not 

come from your cravings that are at war within you? 2 You want something and do 
not have it; so you commit murder. And you covet something and cannot obtain it; 
so you engage in disputes and conflicts. You do not have, because you do not 
ask. 3 You ask and do not receive, because you ask wrongly, in order to spend 
what you get on your pleasures.  

7 Submit yourselves therefore to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you. 8 Draw 
near to God, and he will draw near to you. 
 
Mark 9:30-37 

Jesus Again Foretells His Death and Resurrection 
(Mt 17.22—23; Lk 9.43b—45) 

30 They went on from there and passed through Galilee. He did not want anyone to 
know it; 31 for he was teaching his disciples, saying to them, “The Son of Man is to be 
betrayed into human hands, and they will kill him, and three days after being killed, he will 
rise again.” 32 But they did not understand what he was saying and were afraid to ask him. 

Who Is the Greatest? 
(Mt 18.1—5; Lk 9.46—48) 

33 Then they came to Capernaum; and when he was in the house he asked them, 
“What were you arguing about on the way?” 34 But they were silent, for on the way they 
had argued with one another who was the greatest. 35 He sat down, called the twelve, and 
said to them, “Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all.” 36 Then he 
took a little child and put it among them; and taking it in his arms, he said to 
them, 37 “Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me, and whoever 
welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who sent me.” 
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WHO IS THE GREATEST/SERVANT OF ALL - 08:00/10:00 SUN 23 SEP 2018 
 
Our gospel reading today continues the narrative arc which we started exploring last week 
with Peter's declaration about Jesus on the road to Caesarea Philippi and the first of 
Jesus' predictions about his forthcoming death.  As Nicky-Sue stated last week, this 
section forms a major turning point in Mark's gospel as Jesus sets his face towards 
Jerusalem and his ministry moves from public facing to one focused on preparing his inner 
circle for what lies ahead.  And after taking their leave of the Caesarea Philippi area Jesus 
and his followers now hit the road South for some private training - Master to disciples.  
Their immediate destination is Capernaum, although Jesus knows that his final destination 
is the cross in Jerusalem.  It's helpful to remember that this entire section in Mark's gospel 
is framed at the beginning and end by accounts of blind people who are given sight.  This 
stark image of going from blindness to sight is a big literary clue.  As the blind man is given 
sight, however gradually, so the disciples, who are blind to Jesus' mission and identity, are 
given sight, albeit gradually.  Knowing and not knowing, understanding and not 
understanding are woven throughout these chapters. 
 
So this is a crucial time for Jesus and his twelve disciples.  The men need to be prepared 
to be physically separated from him and they need to be trained for their upcoming world-
changing mission.  And as they travel Jesus plainly describes his coming sacrificial death.  
This is the second time Jesus has revealed why God became a man.  However, for his 
followers, the prospect of the Messiah being taken and killed just does not compute.  
When God comes in glory, it is surely to conquer his enemies, not to be handed over into 
the hands of men who will kill him.  So they did not understand what he was saying and 
they were afraid to ask him.  It's not just that they don't understand some piece of 
information, it's that they don't understand this specific teaching at the very heart of the 
Incarnation. How is it possible for the Son of God to suffer and die?  And why should it 
happen?  Underneath are the basic questions of who Jesus is, and of the nature of God. 
 
So why don't the disciples simply ask Jesus to explain?  Maybe because they don't want to 
appear as confused as they are.  Or their distress at his teaching is so deep they fear 
addressing it.  Besides, the closer you are to Jesus, the more you're supposed to know 
about God, about prayer, about Scripture, about religious stuff, right?  In our own time, no 
one wants to look uninformed, confused, or clueless.  We withhold our toughest questions, 
often even within our own churches and Christian groups.  We pretend we don't have hard 
questions, yet the deepest mysteries of life do indeed elude us.  Why do good people 
suffer?  Why are humans so brutal to one another?  Why does evil succeed?  If God's own 
Son is betrayed and killed, then no one is safe.  Why did God set up a world like this? 
 
Why ask our hard questions?  Because we withhold these questions at our own peril.  
Verse 34 reveals what happens to the disciples when they sidestep the real questions they 
are afraid to ask - they turn to arguing with each other, squabbling among themselves over 
petty issues of rank and status - who is the greatest?  And isn't this a trap that we fall into 
rather too easily today?  Bickering about pews and hymns and rosters and so on rather 
than drawing closer to Christ and searching for answers to the deep mysteries of life. 
 
Returning to the Gospel account it seems that Jesus, rather sneakily, has been 
eavesdropping on the disciples as they walk and as soon as they reach the house in 
Capernaum Mark tells us Jesus sat down and calls the twelve to come around him.  “What 
were you arguing about on the road?” he asked.  Busted!  Like little children caught red-
handed, they hung their heads in shame and remained silent.  Sometimes I think that's 
how I should be acting.  While Jesus was talking about his sacrificial death, the last act of 
the suffering servant, the disciples were discussing distribution of shares at the next 



3  

stockholders meeting, who's going to get the biggest dividend.  This exchange begs us to 
ask ourselves; "What reward do we seek for loving Jesus?"  Are we like the twelve, 
seeking position, popularity a seat at Jesus' right hand?   But Jesus knew the disciples 
hearts - and here's the thing - he still loved them, and he still loves us too.   
 
So what does Jesus do to reset their thinking?  He says whoever wants to be first must 
become last and servant of all.  And to drive home his point Jesus took a child into his 
arms.  Now this is not a cute, warm, fuzzy story about Jesus and children. In this passage, 
Jesus is making a statement about power.  The child represents the powerless, the lowest 
status members of any society.  Even when loved by their parents, children still had few 
legal rights in the culture of that time; they owned nothing and were completely dependent 
upon others for all their care.  But Jesus wraps his arms about this child, giving it his 
protection and his most heartfelt welcome into their midst.  And to his astonished disciples 
he says that whoever "receives," that is, "welcomes," such a child in Jesus' own name, 
receives Jesus himself.  And this is only half of the message.  Jesus also reminds his 
disciples that when they welcome Jesus, they also welcome the one who sent him.  This 
was in line with Jewish tradition which taught that a great person's messenger was to be 
treated with the same deference that the person himself would receive. 
 
Jesus is making a stark statement here about the values of his Kingdom, his upside down, 
topsy-turvy, turn everything on its head, Kingdom.  “When you welcome this child, you 
welcome me,” Jesus says.  I can almost see the disciples squirming: No, Lord, you are 
powerful.  You’re the Messiah.  You do great things.  You’re so much more than a child!  
But in God's Kingdom greatness is not measured in power or import; greatness is 
measured in humility, hospitality and Servanthood.  If the greatness we seek is measured 
in power, money, success, or the stuff we own, we are not walking the same path as the 
Lord we proclaim with our lips.  We have to serve people who exhaust us, who can’t pay 
us back or promote us.  People who aren’t emotionally fulfilling to be around.  People we 
feel, if we're honest, are below us.  This feels impossible to us; what could possibly 
motivate anyone to become this type of servant?  But by becoming this type of servant, we 
get to know God's heart.  So the only reason you would want to become this type of 
servant is if God is your goal.   
 
Jesus’ words in Mark 9 no doubt caused a bit of a stir among the disciples as they 
continued on a journey of misunderstanding.  They certainly stir up my heart as I think 
about the values of the Kingdom of God and consider what it means for my own human 
pursuits.  Jesus’ words are a challenge to consider the things and the people we value.  
We can simply dismiss them today because they are hard to understand and live into, or 
we can accept the challenge of the Holy Spirit to consider the ways we welcome those 
who have no power or status.  Now I’m not here to debate or affirm or even to inform your 
politics this morning; I don’t have any great insight into politics.  But based on what I've 
learnt about Jesus over many years I can tell you this: Jesus holds close, stands with, and 
elevates the ones who are least.  The single mother working two or three jobs and still not 
making enough money to make all the ends meet to put food on the table, pay the rent, 
keep the lights on, and provide opportunities for her children.  She matters to Jesus and 
she should matter to Jesus’ Church.  The tiny child tossed around in the sea until the 
waves overwhelm him and his lifeless body is washed up on the shore of the country his 
family was desperately trying to reach.  Jesus welcomes and embraces him, his family, 
and his fellow travellers, and the Church should be on the front line of welcoming and 
resourcing that situation.  The thirteen year old girl kidnapped and sold into the sex trade, 
abused, used, forgotten.  Jesus has not forgotten her and neither should Jesus’ Church.  
Christian pastors, missionaries, and believers imprisoned, executed publicly, martyred for 
their faith.  Jesus has been there too and the Church cannot turn her back to the horror of 
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that situation.  And you can insert here whatever terrible situation has crossed your mind in 
the past moment and who in that situation is weak, terrorized, powerless, rejected, 
frightened or abandoned.  That’s where you’ll find Jesus’ heart and that’s where ours 
should be too. 
 
You see, I don't believe that God celebrates our creeds, our buildings, our sermons, our 
music; God celebrates our hospitality for the least little ones.  Quite simply, if our creeds, 
buildings, sermons and music do not lead us to love the least of these with gracious 
compassion, then they are a distraction and not worthy of the effort that goes into them. 
They are like "dust."  Receive the lost, for in so doing we receive Christ and in receiving 
Christ, we receive God. There is our heavenly reward, the blessing to be the most to the 
least, to make the most forgotten the absolute greatest in our lives.  The incomparable 
blessing of heaven is the honour of carrying the lost, the ones who won't make it alone, 
into the waiting arms of Jesus and to hear him say the words, "Well done, good and faithful 
servant, enter into the joy of your master." 
 
You know folks, there's a Kingdom breaking through into our world that reorders life.  It 
challenges us to look deeply into our hearts.  Who are the least of these in our society?  
How are we ranking people in our church, in our community, in our work place?  How does 
our thinking need to be reordered to see all people as God's children in need of his love.  I 
don't know about you but I don't want to do Christianity the other way any more, the empty 
way. No more ranking.  No more pretending.  No more judging.  No more fudging.  Instead 
more embracing.  More loving.  More forgiving.  More lifting up.  And do you know what's 
really absurd?  I actually believe one church can make a difference.  One group of 
committed Jesus followers like the congregation at St Mary's Hook with Warsash.  I 
actually believe we can help 1 child, or 10, or 20, and make a real difference in the lives of 
the powerless.  So let's be the very last. Let's be the last church in this area.  Giving glory 
to God alone, let's be the servants of all. 
 
In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, Amen. 
 
 


