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Good morning friends.  Lots of good things happened this week – especially with our Mexico Work & Witness team getting funded at 131% of their goal, and heading out yesterday to build a house in Mexico for a family.  I hope you’ve had a great week too – partnering with Jesus in the things He’s been inviting you to do with Him.  

Here’s the deal, I find that when I’m actively partnering with God in the things going on in my life – in the things that SEEM SPIRITUAL, and in the things that SEEM NATURAL … when I’m PARTNERING WITH GOD IN ALL OF IT, I have a week that STAYS ON TRACK, that has a PURPOSE, that has a MISSION, and that isn’t just randomly going through the motions of being life.  You know what I’m talking about.

This is why we come together as the CHURCH GATHERED each Sunday … because when we press into Jesus Christ and into His purposes for us as a group, it’s then that we’re ENCOURAGED and EQUIPPED to press into God and His purposes for us as individuals, as the CHURCH SCATTERED out in the world … in Newberg, Lake Oswego, Tigard, Tualatin, Beaverton, Sherwood, McMinnville, Portland, Dundee, Wilsonville, Dayton … and in all the places where we live, go to school, play, and work.

This morning we’re digging into MARK 9:30-50, 21 verses that can be divided up into four themes or sections, with the following four areas of instruction for us …

1. vv. 30-32 … more about Jesus’ death and resurrection.
2. vv. 33-37 … a new paradigm for greatness.
3. vv. 38-41 … who is included in God’s Kingdom.

4. vv. 42-50 … how to battle against sin.

As we move through these twenty-one verses we’re going to see the undeniable two-pronged truth that has to be understood if we’re going to move forward in our life with Jesus Christ and grow up before we grow up … and here’s our FIRST FAITH LESSON this morning … and it’s one that we’ll come back to again this morning …
FAITH LESSON … 

FIRST, SELF is always the enemy of what God wants to do in us and through us.  SECOND, SERVANTHOOD is the main pathway we’ll take when we’re listening to Jesus Christ, surrendering to Jesus Christ, and making choices to partner with Jesus Christ in the day-to-day stuff of life. 
In FIRST CORINTHIANS 4 the Apostle Paul wrote about some pastor-teachers who were being looked at and treated like CELEBRITIES instead of SERVANTS.  And here’s what he wrote about this in FIRST CORINTHIANS 4:1 …

FIRST CORINTHIANS 4:1a (GOOD NEWS TRANSLATION)
1a You should think of us as Christ's servants [emphasis added] …
The word servants Paul uses there is huperetas (hoop-ay-RET-ace), which comes from the vocabulary used on galley ships, and literally means underrowers … or the people on the bottom level of a ship, just pulling the oars.  Are you picturing this?  Okay … well where’s all the boasting and in the glory in that?  Where are the gold rings, jets, plaudits, and the mansions?  I guess most of the pastor-teachers on TBN didn’t get the memo.

And it’s not just pastors who are called to be servants.  ALL DISCIPLES OF JESUS CHRIST are called to be servants because like the Apostle Paul also writes in GALATIANS 5:13, “through love, we are all called to serve one another.”  And so, in the end, one of the main reasons for the existence of the church is for you and me to learn how to love God, love people, and serve the world.  Sound familiar?
MARK 9:30-32 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
30 From there they went out and began to go through Galilee, and He did not want anyone to know about it.
31 For He was teaching His disciples and telling them, “The Son of Man is to be delivered into the hands of men, and they will kill Him; and when He has been killed, He will rise three days later.”
32 But they did not understand this statement, and they were afraid to ask Him.

Jesus and His disciples have been about 25 miles north of the Sea of Galilee, in an area called Caesarea Philippi … and now they’re heading back down through Galilee and Samaria … about 85 miles south to Jerusalem … which would be about like walking from the Aurora Exit on 1-5, south to Eugene.

I think the reason Jesus didn’t want anyone to know His plans was because He was weary to the bone of how the people in Galilee were clinging to Him and to His disciples – barely letting them breathe.  He didn’t want their trip to Jerusalem held up, and He wanted and needed some one-on-one time with His disciples in order to explain to them some of the important things they’d need to have an increased understanding about if they were going to be able to keep following Him.

One of the things Jesus talked with His disciples about is found in v. 31, as He gives them more information about His upcoming arrest, death, and resurrection.  He’d talked with them first about this in MARK 8:31, but back then it was more future tense.

But now that Jesus and His disciples are heading to the place where this part of His destiny would actually unfold in ways that would change His life and their lives, as well as the history of the entire world, everything was coming into present tense.

But the disciples struggled to understand what Jesus was talking about.  And as Mark tells us in v. 32 that they were afraid to ask Jesus about what He meant, I see an important SECOND FAITH LESSON for you and for me …

FAITH LESSON … 

As disciples of Jesus Christ, we don’t need to be afraid to come to Him with our questions, with our concerns, with our fears, and with our doubts.  Oh, how Jesus loves it when we come to Him.

Gang, God can handle all of this.  In fact, God longs to walk with us through these valleys of our lives.  Sometimes God walks with us into the answers He has for us.  And at other times, God walks with us into the realities of what it means to live within the TENSIONS OF PARADOX THAT CAN EXIST when it comes to what we understand and will have to wait to understand about His plans for our lives.

If you’ve never seen any of the movies of Terrence Malick, you’re really missing out.  Malick’s latest movie, The Tree of Life is the story of a Midwestern family in the 1950’s that follows the life-journey of their oldest son, Jack through the innocence of childhood to his disillusioned adult years as he tries to reconcile the complicated relationship he had with his father, played in flashbacks by Brad Pitt.  As an adult, Jack is played by Sean Penn … and as a young boy, he’s played by Hunter McCracken.
There’s a beautiful scene in The Tree of Life, where the young Jack starts his usual nighttime prayers, and in between what he usually prays for, he begins questioning the nature of God and how he can know God better.  Here’s what Jack prays …

[Jack prays out loud] … “God, help me to not kick dogs or get into fights.  Help me be thankful for everything I’ve got.”
[Jack whispers to God in prayer] … “God, where do You live?”
[Jack prays out loud] … “Help me to not tell lies.”
[Jack whispers to God in prayer] …“God, are You watching me?  I want to know what You are.  I want to see what You see.”
Let’s watch this short clip … VIDEO CLIP / 1:12 IN LENGTH
The disciples couldn’t “process” what Jesus had said to them about the destiny that was waiting for Him in Jerusalem – that it was God the Father’s plan for Him to die and then rise again.  But unfortunately, they were afraid to ask Jesus about this lack of ability to understand.  And friends, we need to learn from their mistake.  Jesus longs for us to talk with Him and then listen to Him.  Talking with Jesus doesn’t need to be fearful.  Do you see what happened to Jack’s perspective when he prayed?

When Jack started praying, he was just talking with God, asking Him to help him do things … “to help him not kick dogs or get into fights … and to be thankful for everything he had.”  And that simple conversation opened up Jack’s heart, eyes, and ears to the bigger picture of who God was … that God is alive … that God is watching over us … that God wants to SHOW US and TELL US more about who He is … and that God wants to teach us to see what He sees because He wants us to learn how to look at life, and at people, and at our circumstances, through His eyes.

How awesome that this is the kind of God we serve … and know … and love.  Let’s not be afraid to come to God, and talk with God, and pray to God, and listen to God, and ask God our questions, and invite God to teach us a whole new way to live.

MARK 9:33-34 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
33 They came to Capernaum; and when He was in the house, He began to question them, “What were you discussing on the way?”
34 But they kept silent, for on the way they had discussed with one another which of them was the greatest.
Jesus and the disciples were probably staying at the Apostle Peter’s house in Capernaum, and this will be the last time any of them will be here before Jesus begins His final journey to Jerusalem.  Apparently this was a favorite topic of debate between the disciples.  I mean, if they were all counting on Jesus taking over the world as a Conquering King Messiah, then having conversations about who would be His Chief of Staff, seemed be a pretty important topic.  But like a kid getting caught with his hand sin the cookie jar, after Jesus casually asks them to let Him in on what they were walking about, there was an awkward, embarrassed silence.

Because, you see, in the end, all of them KNEW that they should be ashamed for having this unhealthy obsession with POWER, PRIDE, and GREATNESS.  And their silence showed Jesus and one another that SHAME, in the right context, can be a good thing … and showing their teachability, we see that the PERSON, the WORK, the MINISTRY, the MISSION of Jesus Christ was indeed beginning to sink into their hearts and minds.  They were finally starting to get it.  See, there’s hope for you and for me!

MARK 9:35a (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
35a Sitting down, He called the twelve and said to them …
Jesus wasn’t sitting down because His feet were tired.  When a Jewish Rabbi taught, especially when he taught something important and pivotal, he usually sat down.  And so by sitting down, Jesus showed His disciples that He wasn’t about to give them a little spiritual snack, but that He had some really important truths to pour into them.  Here’s what 20th Century British pastor, teacher, and author, William Barclay, writes about this in his commentary on MARK …

“When a Rabbi was teaching as a Rabbi, as a master teaches his scholars and disciples, when he was really making a pronouncement, he sat.  Jesus deliberately took up the position of a Rabbi teaching His pupils before He spoke.” 

MARK 9:35 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
35 Sitting down, He called the twelve and said to them, “If anyone wants to be first, he shall be last of all, and servant of all.”
Again, the question of “Who would be the greatest?” was rooted in SELF not SERVANTHOOD.  Jesus could have said, “NONE OF YOU KNUCKLEHEADS IS THE GREATEST – I AM!  STOP KIDDING YOURSELVES!”  But Jesus resists the temptation to put the focus back on Himself – and then as an illustration of greatness, He tells the disciples, and He tells you and me that in the economy of the Kingdom of God, the last will be the first, and the servant will be the greatest.
Of course, Jesus Christ IS the greatest in the kingdom!  But Jesus didn’t have to proclaim this for it to be true.  And so when He said that God values the last and the servant, He was actually describing Himself … and in fact, revealing the deepest part of His nature.  And in the end, you and I have to surrender to the truth that it was Jesus who was truly first, and yet made Himself last of all and servant of all for our sake.  I love how the Apostle Paul writes about this in PHILIPPIANS 2 …

PHILIPPIANS 2:2b-8 (THE MESSAGE)
2b-4 Agree with each other, love each other, be deep-spirited friends.  Don't push your way to the front; don't sweet-talk your way to the top.  Put yourself aside, and help others get ahead.  Don't be obsessed with getting your own advantage.  Forget yourselves long enough to lend a helping hand.
5-8 Think of yourselves the way Christ Jesus thought of Himself.  He had equal status with God but didn't think so much of Himself that He had to cling to the advantages of that status no matter what.  Not at all.  When the time came, Jesus set aside the privileges of deity and took on the status of a slave, became human!  Having become human, He stayed human.  It was an incredibly humbling process.  He didn't claim special privileges.  Instead, He lived a selfless, obedient life and then died a selfless, obedient death-and the worst kind of death at that:  A crucifixion.

This whole idea of greatness in terms of how Jesus describes it, putting SELF to death, and learning to be a SERVANT can be pretty tricky.  And I think that one of the reasons it can be so hard to figure out, get right, and to stay on track with Jesus in living out His priorities, is because HUMAN ACHIEVEMENT is usually built on FAME, MONEY, MARKETING, POWER, POSITION, and POSSESSIONS.
The disciples fell into the trap that you and I too easily fall into – they got caught up in A VALUE SYSTEM BASED ON THINGS instead of embracing A VALUE SYSTEM BASED ON THE CHARACTER OF JESUS CHRIST … and they started competing with each other.  And this isn’t the last time this argument about greatness will come up in MARK.  It resurfaces again in MARK 10:35-45.  In other words, I don’t think I have to talk you into believing that the quest for significance through power can be a pretty insidious problem … and one that we have to keep talking with Jesus about in order to move past it in ways that will are INTENTIONAL not HAPHAZARD, and that are CONSISTENT and not OCCASIONAL.
I think it’s awesome how Jesus noticed His disciples’ wrong thinking about this, and in fact, in v. 35, challenged it … pointing out to them that true greatness is found in serving others, rather than trying to outdo others.  Later, in MARK 10:21, Jesus gives this same instruction to man whose name we don’t know, but who history has ended up calling “The Rich Young Ruler” … a man who not only a hold of many things, but in fact, a man whose many things had a hold of him.

One of the most crippling diseases of the modern world, inside and outside the church is what I call comparisonitis — which is the tendency to measure our worth by comparing ourselves to other people.  Do you suffer from comparisonitis?  Do you need to have an EXTREME MAKEOVER OF YOUR VALUE SYSTEM?  Are you addicted to ATTENTION, RECOGNITION, ACHIEVEMENT, or FORTUNE?  A good test is to just simply ask yourself, “Where do children and the poor fit into my priorities?”  For this will reveal much.

Gang, Jesus Christ challenges His followers to follow His example, and to be the last of all, and the servant of all.  The desire to be praised and to gain recognition needs to become foreign to you and me as followers of Jesus.  This doesn’t mean that we’re supposed to have low self esteem, or that we’re to see ourselves as losers.  Listen again to the words of British Bible teacher William Barclay …

“It was not that Jesus abolishes ambition.  Rather Jesus recreated and sublimated ambition.  For the ambition to rule, Jesus substituted the ambition to serve.  For the ambition to have things done for us, Jesus substituted the ambition to do things for others.”

The priorities and the values of people making the choice to live as subjects in the Kingdom of God have got to be different from the priorities and values of the world.  I get that according to the world’s definition, the GREAT, STRONG, and COMPETENT person is distinguished by how many people SERVE them, ADORE them, and FOLLOW them.  In fact, in some ancient cultures, it was fashionable for wealthy men and women to grow their fingernails so long that they were literally crippled and unable to do any basic tasks.  And yet, as weird as this sounds, there’s a part of us that when we hear about that, or even see a picture of it, we say to ourselves, “Ya, I think I could dig that.”  Really?!  Well the world might think of this as greatness, but let me assure you that God doesn’t.  And here’s our THIRD FAITH LESSON …

FAITH LESSON … 

Jesus Christ declares that true greatness is shown NOT BY HOW MANY PEOPLE SERVE YOU, but BY HOW MANY PEOPLE YOU SERVE.
And then Jesus draws our attention to His nature by holding up a little child as a compelling example …
MARK 9:36-37 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
36 Taking a child, He set him before them, and taking him in His arms, He said to them,
37 “Whoever receives one child like this in My name receives Me; and whoever receives Me does not receive Me, but Him who sent Me.”
What about a child, made them a good example of what Jesus is calling us to here?  I can think of two main ways that what Jesus is teaching us here makes sense …

FIRST, CHILDREN AREN’T TOO THREATENING.

I don’t think any of us, while walking down a dark alley, has nightmarish fears about a five year old jumping out and attacking us.  Children aren’t all that threatening.  And gang, likewise, when we have a rough, gruff, intimidating presence, we aren’t being like Jesus Christ.  Let’s invite God to soften us up.
SECOND, CHILDREN AREN’T TOO DECEIVING.

Oh, kids think they’re good at deception, and they practice.  But they’re not really … they never do a very good job fooling their dads and moms.  Likewise, when you and I, as followers of Jesus Christ practice getting good at hiding ourselves, and hiding our motives, and hiding our actions, and hiding our true attitudes, all for the purpose of deceiving others, we aren’t being like Jesus Christ.  Let’s invite God to help us become more honest, more transparent, more real.
Remember the boy in the verses last Sunday?  Satan tormented him, abused him, isolated him, controlled him, tortured him, and caused him unimaginable physical, spiritual, and emotional pain.  That’s what Satan wants to do with children.  But how different is the Jesus we see in these verses … SELFLESS, LOVING, and FULL OF JOY.

And because Jesus is the last of all, and the servant of all, and like a little child, when we honor and receive children - or another person who’s a servant like Jesus - we honor and receive Jesus Himself.  Gang, let’s remember this all-important lesson – and invite God to pound the wisdom of it into our HEARTS, into our MINDS, into our WORDS, into our ACTIONS, and into our PRIORITIES.

I love what Jesus goes on to teach us next, as He redefines for His disciples who is really in the Kingdom of God … that true greatness isn’t cliquish, but rather inclusive.

MARK 9:38-41 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
38 John said to Him, “Teacher, we saw someone casting out demons in Your name, and we tried to prevent him because he was not following us.”
39 But Jesus said, “Do not hinder him, for there is no one who will perform a miracle in My name, and be able soon afterward to speak evil of Me.
40 “For he who is not against us is for us.
41 “For whoever gives you a cup of water to drink because of your name as followers of Christ, truly I say to you, he will not lose his reward. 

Apparently there was a little bit of competitive demon casting out going on here – as Jesus’ disciples were a little bit bent out of shape that these other disciples of Jesus Christ who they didn’t really know, had been able to cast out demons when they’d just failed.  But let’s remember our FIRST FAITH LESSON …

FAITH LESSON … 

FIRST, SELF is always the enemy of what God wants to do in us and through us.  SECOND, SERVANTHOOD is the main pathway we’ll take when we’re listening to Jesus Christ, surrendering to Jesus Christ, and making choices to partner with Jesus Christ in the day-to-day stuff of life. 

ILLUSTRATION … Judy Rogers tells a story that illustrates just how practical our SERVANTHOOD will be when Jesus Christ is living in us and living through us.  Judy wrote that after many months after being laid off from his job, and being unable to find other work, her dad gave her mom a dishwasher for Christmas.

“You have to understand” Judy wrote, “the magnitude of the gift:  Our house had its old original wiring and plumbing – neither of which could handle a new dishwasher.  Not to mention that there was no place in our little kitchen for a dishwasher.  We hadn’t even been able to pay the mortgage interest payments for several months.  Dad hated the very thought of washing dishes; he would rather do anything else.  But mom had undergone major surgery that spring, a radical mastectomy for breast cancer, and found it difficult to do any work requiring the use of her arms.
That Christmas morning, no large dishwasher box appeared on our doorstep, no new plumbing or wiring was installed, and no remodeling of the kitchen took place.  Rather, a small note, handwritten by dad appeared on a branch of our scrawny little, table--top Christmas tree … and it read,  ‘Honey, for one year I will wash all our dirty dishes.  Every one.’  And he did.  He really did.”
Gang, not a one of us is 100% right in all of our theology, or in our understanding of God or God’s Word.  But when we get our eyes off earthy AMBITION and SELF, and onto being SERVANTS to one another, we’ll stop being nitpicky about theology, and start LOVING others, Christians and not-yet-Christians, the way Jesus does.

In PHILIPPIANS 1:15-18 the Apostle Paul had a similar situation, where a group of people were telling others about Jesus, but with some pretty mixed motives.  But after thinking it through, in the end Paul just rejoiced that the name of Jesus Christ was being proclaimed.  So if there’s someone who has a different view from you ON END TIMES, or ON SPIRITUAL GIFTS, or some OTHER DOCTRINE THAT ISN’T ESSENTIAL TO SALVATION, just let God deal with them.  You don’t have to rail against them.

Instead, look at what people are doing in the name of Jesus, feeding the poor, visiting the sick, caring for prisoners, for widows, and for orphans, offering a cup of cool water … because when these things are done OUT OF LOVE FOR GOD, OUT OF LOVE FOR PEOPLE, AND WITH A HEART TO SERVE THE WORLD, then the Kingdom of God is being tended to, and will grow.  And in the end, it’s small acts, done with great kindness, that will turn the world upside down.  But then in v. 42 Jesus tells us about the punishment that will come to those who cause a little child to stumble or fall …

MARK 9:42 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
42 “Whoever causes one of these little ones who believe to stumble, it would be better for him if, with a heavy millstone hung around his neck, he had been cast into the sea.
In Jesus’ day there were two main kinds of millstones.  A small one used in homes to grind up a days worth of grain, and a large one turned by a donkey, in a mill.  The one Jesus refers to here, is the larger one.  And this should give us a kick in the pants to realize that Jesus is fiercely serious about the instruction He’s giving us here.

The old saying, “Misery loves company,” is true enough, but followers of Jesus Christ who’ve been walking with Him for a long time show their own immaturity when they draw young, immature Christians into squabbles.  Because THEY might come out on the other side without much damage, but the little ones (which doesn’t just refer to children, but also to new, young Christians), can stumble, and even end up shipwrecked in their faith.  So let’s watch out for one another.  And now, in vv. 43-48, Jesus uses hyperbole, which is a figure of speech that uses exaggeration to prove a point.  

MARK 9:43-48 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
43 “If your hand causes you to stumble, cut it off; it is better for you to enter life crippled, than, having your two hands, to go into hell, into the unquenchable fire,
44 [where their worm does not die, and the fire is not quenched.]
45 “If your foot causes you to stumble, cut it off; it is better for you to enter life lame, than, having your two feet, to be cast into hell,
46 [where their worm does not die, and the fire is not quenched.]
47 “If your eye causes you to stumble, throw it out; it is better for you to enter the kingdom of God with one eye, than, having two eyes, to be cast into hell,
48 where their worm does not die, and the fire is not quenched.
Jesus isn’t calling us to mutilation.  Because even if we cut off our sinful hand or foot, or gouged out our offending eye, we’d still deal with sin and the temptation to sin, because sin is more an inward matter of the heart than of any outward limb or organ.  So when Jesus says in v. 40 … it is better for you to enter life lame, than, having your two feet, to be cast into hell … He wants to correct a misunderstanding on the part of the disciples … because they thought of the Kingdom of God mainly in terms of REWARD, and Jesus wanted them to think about it in terms of SACRIFICE.
Listen to me … Jesus doesn’t make the choice to cast anyone into hell – which is eternal separation from God.  People themselves choose to live life and eternity separated with God.

The word hell Jesus uses here is an ancient Greek translation of the Hebrew name of a placed called The Valley of Hinnom, a place outside Jerusalem’s walls desecrated by the worship of the false god named Molech, and by human sacrifice.  It was a place that had been turned into the dump where garbage was burned.  And so Jesus’ uses of the words fire and worms made it a graphic and effective picture of the fate of people who make the choice to live their lives and eternity separated from God.

Jesus knew that when you and I see, really see, and believe how terrible hell is, then it’s worth any sacrifice to avoid.  And that’s why, as followers of Jesus Christ we can’t think of the Kingdom of God just in terms of REWARD; but we must also think in it terms of SACRIFICE.
MARK 9:49-50 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
49 “For everyone will be salted with fire.
50 “Salt is good; but if the salt becomes unsalty, with what will you make it salty again?  Have salt in yourselves, and be at peace with one another.”
What in the world is Jesus saying to us here?  I hear Him saying, “Stay useful, stay salty, and affect your world.”  The disciples had been arguing about who was the greatest.  In light of that, I think Jesus was reminding them that their arguing over who was the greatest needed to stop at all costs, because when we argue over who is going to be greatest, we lose some of our effectiveness and our saltiness.  Let’s stay effective and salty for God, flavoring the world with Who He is and the good news of the fact that He is always inviting us to come to Him, and to press in deeper to Him.

NEXT SUNDAY, GREGG WILL TEACH THROUGH MARK 10:1-12.  COME PRAYING AND EXPECTING! 
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