News for ARPC I (Mark 9:30-50)

Preached by Pastor Andrew Ong to Adam Road Presbyterian Centre on 19-20 June 2001.

30 They left that place and passed through Galilee. Jesus did not want anyone to know where they were,

31 because he was teaching his disciples. He said to them, "The Son of Man is going to be betrayed into the hands of men. They will kill him, and after three days he will rise."

32 But they did not understand what he meant and were afraid to ask him about it.

33 They came to Capernaum. When he was in the house, he asked them, "What were you arguing about on the road?"

34 But they kept quiet because on the way they had argued about who was the greatest.

35 Sitting down, Jesus called the Twelve and said, "If anyone wants to be first, he must be the very last, and the servant of all."

36 He took a little child and had him stand among them. Taking him in his arms, he said to them,

37 "Whoever welcomes one of these little children in my name welcomes me; and whoever welcomes me does not welcome me but the one who sent me."

38 "Teacher," said John, "we saw a man driving out demons in your name and we told him to stop, because he was not one of us."

39 "Do not stop him," Jesus said. "No one who does a miracle in my name can in the next moment say anything bad about me,

40 for whoever is not against us is for us.

41 I tell you the truth, anyone who gives you a cup of water in my name because you belong to Christ will certainly not lose his reward.

42 "And if anyone causes one of these little ones who believe in me to sin, it would be better for him to be thrown into the sea with a large millstone tied around his neck.

43 If your hand causes you to sin, cut it off. It is better for you to enter life maimed than with two hands to go into hell, where the fire never goes out. 

45 And if your foot causes you to sin, cut it off. It is better for you to enter life crippled than to have two feet and be thrown into hell.

47 And if your eye causes you to sin, pluck it out. It is better for you to enter the kingdom of God with one eye than to have two eyes and be thrown into hell,

48 where "`their worm does not die, and the fire is not quenched.'

49 Everyone will be salted with fire.

50 "Salt is good, but if it loses its saltiness, how can you make it salty again? Have salt in yourselves, and be at peace with each other."

Introduction

Have you ever been in a Jacuzzi? When I went on my honeymoon with my wife Cheryl, we went to a resort and there right next to the swimming pool was a Jacuzzi.

What is a Jacuzzi? It’s a small pool about the size of a few bathtubs, filled with really nice warm water. On the side of the Jacuzzi are countless holes. When you turn on the Jacuzzi each of these holes shoots out millions of tiny air bubbles which massage, rub and caress your body.

If you haven’t tried it, you should. It is one of the most relaxing, laid back, totally indulgent experiences in life. The church office staff is thinking of putting one in Chris’ office.

Application

Do you ever feel like Christianity today is a bit like a Jacuzzi?

You step into the Church. The temperature is just right. The lighting is soft and not harsh. The chairs are comfortable. Quiet music playing in the background. The service starts. The music must be not too fast, not too slow, just right. Then the pastor comes to give the sermon. Good and interesting sermon. It’s not too long, speaks to you, meets your needs, warms your heart, gives you some encouragement. Altogether it is a relaxing, laid back, totally indulgent experience.

But is Christianity supposed to be like a Jacuzzi? Is it supposed to be a relaxing, laid back, totally indulgent experience?

Background

We have been studying the book of Mark over the last few months at ARPC. Those of you who have been following the series through our preaching program and in our discipleship groups will know that the book itself can be roughly divided into 2 parts:

1st half of the book of Mark asks the question: Who is Jesus? Who is this man?

All of the action is centred on the region of Galilee. Jesus teaches with authority. He heals. He casts out demons.

Question on everyone’s lips is “Who is this man?”

By the end of Chapter 8 that question is finally answered. In Mark 8:29, Jesus asked Peter the disciple “But what about you?” he asked. “Who do you say I am?” Peter answered, “You are the Christ." With this statement, with this recognition, with this revelation of who Jesus truly is, immediately the narrative changes. The story turns in a new direction. The plot moves on.

1.  Whereas before, Jesus did public ministry in Galilee, now he leaves Galilee. Now he makes his journey southward to Jerusalem. The question on peoples' lips is no longer “Who is this man?” But the question on peoples' lips is: “What has this man come to do?” “What has Jesus come to do? “What has the Son of Man come to do?”

Jesus answers this question by prophesying of his future in Jerusalem. He must suffer. He must be rejected by the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law. He must be killed and after three days rise again.

3 times Jesus prophesizes:

1   Caeserea Phippi

2.  2nd time, as he travels through Galilee to Capernaum

3.  3rd time as he make his way up to Jerusalem

At each of these prophecies, Jesus follows a pattern.

3 times Jesus prophesies, each time Jesus explains what it means to follow him.

3 times Jesus prophesies, each time Jesus teaches what it means to be his disciple.

3 times Jesus prophesies, each time Jesus instructs on what it means to be a believer in him.

Today, I want us to look at Jesus’ words after his 2nd prophecy. Turn with me to Chapter 9:30-34.

You must be a servant. Mk 9:33-37

The disciples had just seen the unforgettable Transfiguration at the top mountain where Moses and Elijah had appeared from heaven beside Jesus. They had just witnessed a marvellous healing at the foot of the mountain. They had just heard Jesus repeat his disturbing prophecy of his death and resurrection. Yet as they travelled through Galilee and had now reached Capernaum, what were they doing?

Were they trying to figure out what the transfiguration meant? No. Were they talking about the healing of the Boy with the evil spirit at the foot of the mountain? No. Were they discussing what Jesus really meant when he said he would die and rise in 3 days?  No. What were they doing? They were arguing!  And of all things – they were arguing about who was “the greatest”.

When they arrived at Capernaum, Jesus asked them what they were talking about on the road. No one could answer him. There was only an embarrassing, shameful silence.

Jesus called the 12 disciples to him. And this is what he told them:

Come with me to verse 35: “If anyone wants to be first, he must be the very last, and the servant of all.”

Repeat: “If anyone wants to be first, he must be the very last, and the servant of all.”

Illustration

My dad was the captain of a Golf Club in Singapore. Occasionally I would be fortunate enough to go with my dad to the Golf Club. We would enter the gates of the Golf Club with my dad's big car. My dad would go directly to the entrance of the clubhouse. He would open the boot of the car. Caddies emerge to grab both our golf clubs. The club manager would grab our bags. My dad would park in his reserved car park next to the entrance. A few footsteps later, we are in the cool aircon of the clubhouse. We go into the changing room. The locker room attendant knows my dad by name. “Hello, Doctor.” He gives us our locker keys - No. 10--the best lockers in the changing room, right near the showers. When you open your locker, your bag is miraculously there. 

Different day, different situation. I go to the golf club by myself. I drive in in my small car. Since I have no car park allocated for me, I have to fight for a car park with everyone else. I end up parking at the farthest corner of the carpark. I take out my golf clubs and my bag myself. I lug it to the club house – a distance of a soccer pitch at least. I get to the clubhouse, my shirt is already drenched with sweat. I go to the changing room and get a locker key. Locker attendant who doesn’t recognize, gives me my key - No. 60 But at the farthest corner.

So what is the moral of the story?

In this world, if you were a somebody, then people serve you. If you are a nobody, then nobody serves you. If you are rich, other people serve you. If you are powerful, others pick up after you. If you are connected, then you expect good service.

Now I am not saying that there is something wrong with this. There is nothing wrong – that is just the way the world is. But what Jesus is saying is that we are not to be like that in the church. As Christians, that is not the way we relate to one another. Jesus says “If anyone wants to be first, he must be the very last, and the servant of all.” All of us here are to be serving others. We are not to be thinking about being the greatest and having others serve us. We are to serve all.

And the way we serve is not the way that the world serves. That is only serving people more important than ourselves and expecting others lower than you to serve us. As Christians we are called to serve ALL-- rich or poor, powerful or weak, influential or not.

Jesus is calling on you to serve all. Why? Why should we serve all? Why should we bother to serve?

Jesus goes on to explain it in a visual parable in verse 36-37. Read.

As Christians, where do we find our true worth? Surely, not from our status, not for our wealth, not from our influence. But from having the Holy Spirit indwell the body of each and everyone of us – the richest to the poorest. It comes from having a living relationship with Christ. It comes from being a disciple of Christ.

Therefore, why we serve is because we are actually serving Christ. Therefore, when we serve our brothers and sisters, in reality we serve Christ. Therefore, when we serve our brothers and sisters, in reality we serve the one who sent him – God the Father.

PICTURE

They are very dear to me. But really, to everybody else, they are nobodies. They have no accomplishment, no influence, no fame, no power, no wealth. Why would anyone want to serve them? Why would anyone want to welcome them? No reason at all. Except for one: Christ lives in them.

Jesus says: Whoever welcomes one of these little children in my name welcomes me; and whoever welcomes me does not welcome me but the one who sent me. This is why we serve one another. It is not because we are rich, powerful or influential. It is because when we serve our brothers and sisters, in reality we serve Christ. Therefore, when we serve our brothers and sisters, in reality we serve the one who sent him – God the Father.

But do we believe that? Do we live that out? Do we come to church with the intention of serving others? Or do we just come to church and sit back and say okay? Feed me the word. Make me feel good with music. Encourage me with fellowship.

Cutting

Article appeared in the Straits Times Thursday May 3rd issue titled: Goodbye Gen-X, Hello Gen-M. It's about what PM Goh calls the Generation M which he defined as those born in the last millennium but will grow up in this one. One characteristic of Gen M is: self first, others later.

I’ll read an excerpt from it: This generation M is one that places self first, others later. They are quoted as saying: “From young, we have been conditioned to place ourselves before all others.” The majority of respondents are interested in “living as I like”, “getting rich”, or “acquiring social position”. 

The funny thing is that as I read this article, it sounds very much like many Christians today. As you come to church today, I want to ask you this question: Do you think – self first, others later? Do you come with a servant attitude? Are you serious about serving?

Jesus says to us all: If anyone wants to be first, he must be the very last, and the servant of all. You are not to stumble others but encourage them Mk 9:38-42. 

The narrative continues in Mk 9:38-42. Jesus is not saying that we shouldn’t use our wisdom and discernment, but to disassociate ourselves with those who pervert the gospel, to rebuke those who have turned from the truth. Jesus clearly and passionately warns and exhorts us to watch out for false teachers in Mk 13.

But what Jesus is criticising is the narrow-minded and jealous discouragement of others. What were the disciples' motivations when they tried to stop the man from driving out demons? Surely it was not discernment, it was not wisdom, it was not in the name of guarding the truth. Instead, it reflected a jealous spirit, self first, others later attitude, ambitious nature. Therefore, they should not be stopping the man. But what were they to do instead? They were to encourage him.

I tell you the truth, anyone who gives you a cup of water in my name because you belong to Christ will certainly not lose his reward.

But at the same time, Jesus gives a warning, If your jealous spirit, self first, others later attitude, ambitious nature causes others to stumble then it would be better for you to be thrown into the sea with a large millstone tied around his neck.

PICTURE

Imagine what it would be like to have this millstone tied around your neck and thrown into the sea. Imagine being dropped down, down into the darkness, struggling and then hanging motionless in the darkness. Jesus uses this stark warning to say that it would be better to be drowned in this way than stumble humble believers who served him.

We are to throw off a jealous and narrow view of ministry. We are to encourage others. We are not to stumble them. There is no place for an exclusive and intolerant attitude – "there is only my way or the wrong way" attitude. Narrow view of ministry– "only we do things the right way". Jealousy.

Let me ask you? Is there only one way of running a church? Is there only one way of running a small group? Is there only one way of running a BB /GB company? There is no one way of running a church. More music, less music, no music. Long sermon, short sermon. Announcements, no announcements. There is no one way of running a small group. There is no one way of running a BB/GB company. More marching, less marching. More activities, less activities.

I know that in our church today, there are people who will not even talk to each other because of disagreements over how things are run. Disagreements buried in the sands of time. For those of you in that situation, is Christ speaking to you through his word? Should you be encouraging each other instead? Are you being warned about the great danger of stumbling others?

Illustration

My lecturer once said that we often make our personal issues become gospel issues. We let our personal preferences become gospel truths.

Is that true for you? Have you let your personal preference become gospel truths? Have you let your personal issues become gospel issues? Does your judgement of others come from discernment, wisdom in the name of guarding the truth? Or does it reflect a jealous spirit, self first, others later attitude, ambitious nature?

If this is you, then let Jesus' words speak to you: Throw off a jealous and narrow view of ministry. Encourage others. Do not stumble them.

You are to take sin seriously. Mk 9:43-50

Jesus continues his teaching in Mk 9:43-48. Read Mk 9:43-48.

Does Jesus mean for us to literally cut off hands and feet? Surely not! Jesus is not speaking of the physical cutting off of hands, feet and plucking out of eyes. Jesus is calling for the symbolic cutting off of harmful practices in one’s life.

The hand symbolizes what we do, the foot symbolizes where we go, the eye symbolizes what we see. Jesus is saying that we must hack off all practices which stand in the way of following Jesus, pluck out whatever would draw us away from being his disciples, sever whatever tempts us to cling to this world, than to go to hell.

The Greek word for hell was Gaheena. It referred to a place south of Jerusalem. The OT records that children were once sacrificed to the pagan god. By Jesus' time, the site had become Jerusalem’s refuse dump. Here night and day, the fires burned continually burn up regular deposits of garbage. Yet in spite of the fires, worms would not die. They would continually eat away at all living flesh in the dump. With such a horrific picture hell that we must take sin seriously. We must take a no prisoners approach to sin. We must cut off whatever would keep us from following Jesus.

Jesus is saying that we must hack off all practices which stand in the way of following Jesus, pluck out whatever would draw us away from being his disciples, sever whatever tempts us to cling to this world. Jesus is saying that any sacrifice, any denial, any self discipline is better than to go to hell.

Let me ask you frankly:

1.  Are there internet sites which you are going to which you shouldn’t be going to? Jesus is saying cut it off - disconnect your internet account?  Live without the internet? Would you rather risk hell – where the worm does not die and the fire is not quenched?

2.  Do you have trouble resisting temptation when you travel on business alone? If you can’t handle it, Jesus is saying take drastic steps - quit your job.

3.  Do you find yourself being attracted to someone you should not be attracted to? Someone at work or an acquaintance or even someone in your discipleship group. Jesus is saying take the no prisoners approach, leave your job, transfer to another department, change to another discipleship group.

Jesus is saying that any sacrifice, any denial, any self discipline is better than to go to hell. If God is speaking to you to do it – don’t wait, do it now.

Conclusion

How did Jesus Christ capture and hold people while he was on this earth? Did he flatter them with nice sounding words? Did he hold them with light jazzy programs? Did he use slick psychological methods? No, no, no.

Jesus made it clear that it would never be easy to follow him. He left us with no illusion that to be his disciple, there would be a cost, a price to pay. And he made it clear what would be involved. Here we read these uncompromising words that fell from the lips of Jesus Christ.

Are you serious about following Jesus? Are you serious about serving others? Are you serious about encouraging others and not stumbling them? Are you serious about dealing with sin in your life?

Illustration

On one occasion, a little girl had been to a birthday party. She returned home and her mother said “Well how did it go?” She said “Okay mum.” Her mother said “Did you behave yourself?” The little girl said “Yes I think so." The mother said “Were you very good or were you very naughty?” The little girl thought for a while and said “I was just comfy.”

Now this story strikes at the heart of one of the chief failures of the Christians and of the Christian Church today.

And what is it?

A desire to be comfy, a complacency, a love of self, a desire for that comfy sort of Christianity. Where there is no challenge, no enthusiasm, no cost, no effort.

Jesus calls us to be serious people who are serious about following him. He calls us to be serious about serving others, serious about encouraging others, serious about cutting off the sins in our lives.

Is that you? Is following Christ the central motivation in your life? Or are you of those, who may claim to be Christians, who aim to please self? Are you serious about serving others – serving all? Are you serious about encouraging others and not stumbling others? Are you serious about cutting off the sin in our lives?

PAGE  
5

