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WHAT IT’S ALL ABOUT
(Mark 9:30-41)

SUBJECT: God’s kingdom
F.C.F.: What is the Christian faith all about?
PROPOSITION: Since Christ is king, we must honor him, enthrone him, and rejoice in his victory.  
INTRODUCTION

A. It is not uncommon for a business or other organization to have both a public persona and an unspoken, private purpose. Most businesses, for example, will advertise some product or service that would be helpful to the consumer, and that will be their public message. What they often will not disclose is the fact that the real point of their operation is to turn a profit. And, honestly, if any business does not make a profit, they will soon be unable to offer their product or service, for they will be out of business. 

It’s not improper for us to ask concerning a non-profit organization or non-governmental organization (NGO) what is its true purpose. If they ask for our support, we have a right to know. 


B. And here in our text, we find that the ministry of Jesus himself included both a public and a private focus. He burst onto the scene with remarkable teaching, and performing stunning, irrefutable miracles, bringing hope to the suffering and raiding Satan’s strongholds. As we might expect, this created great excitement among the crowds of onlookers. It gave the promise of something truly great in store for the future of those who followed him. All that was true, by the way, as he was demonstrating the glory of his kingdom where, in the end, there will be no sickness or death or mourning or crying or pain.


But there was an important work for Jesus to accomplish in the interim. That was the secret work, the private message that is now no longer secret or for insiders only. Here, Jesus has deliberately withdrawn from the crowds, remaining incognito, so that he could speak plainly to the twelve and prepare them for the work they would soon commence.


C. So, if you want to know what it’s all about, what Jesus is really up to, what kind of work he is doing in the world, and where this is all headed, you can join the secret enclave with Jesus and the twelve as he levels with them in plain words, no sugar coating, and from the heart. And what we find is that Jesus is telling the truth with a wisdom that is truly unattainable from the world. Here is a focus and quality of life that is both glorious and unsurpassed in all the world. And it centers on Jesus himself. 
I. WE MUST HONOR THE SON OF MAN.

A. As he led his chosen twelve aside, Jesus began to explain to them the heart of the purpose of his coming. And, honestly, even though this was the second time they had heard this speech, they still could not take it in. “30 They went on from there and passed through Galilee. And he did not want anyone to know, 31 for he was teaching his disciples, saying to them, “The Son of Man is going to be delivered into the hands of men, and they will kill him. And when he is killed, after three days he will rise.”

So, there it is, plain and simple, direct and to the point. And this was their response. “32 But they did not understand the saying, and were afraid to ask him.” Here’s a fancy explanation of their reaction: “It is no part of their credibility structure that the Messiah should be betrayed and killed, whatever Jesus says about rising from the dead.” (English, 169)
This was not on their radar. This was no part of their thinking of who the messiah would be or what he would come to accomplish. It never even entered into their thoughts. It was as incompatible as using the words “quality” and “Chevy” in the same sentence.

They did not know what he was talking about, but what he said contained some scary words like “delivered into the hands of men” and “they will kill him.” So even if they did not grasp the full message, they didn’t really want to know, either. And we should pause at this point and take stock of our own expectation when it comes to Christ and his church. That Jesus would be handed over to his enemies (by God the Father, no less!) to be unjustly put to death by them is to the heart of the Christian faith. The enormous and irreconcilable breach that we created by our sin had only one remedy, and this was it. 

B. Notice that here in this secret counsel with the insiders of all insiders, Jesus did not talk about good deeds done to others, to family values, or reclaiming the culture. Oh, he did speak elsewhere about other matters. But here at the revelation of the very heart of his mission, Jesus focused on the absolutely essential work of his death and resurrection. All the rest would follow as, we might say, secondary concerns. But this is the thing. 


And have you been there with Jesus as your teacher, explaining to you that he must be handed over, crucified, and then rise again for you, for your sins, to reclaim you and reconcile you to God? This is where it begins: faith in him and submission to him.

II. WE MUST ENTHRONE THE SON OF MAN.


A. It starts here. The beginning of life eternal commences when we close with Christ, when we recognize the indelible stain of our sin and the necessity of Christ shedding his blood on the cross to wash it away. And then comes the scouring of our way thinking and our heart desires and their replacement with something so incomparably superior that the world cannot imagine it. 

B. In what followed we find a clue as to why the twelve were so dull and impervious to the truth that Jesus was disclosing about his suffering and death. “33 And they came to Capernaum. And when he was in the house he asked them, “What were you discussing on the way?” This is a great set up! Of course, Jesus knew what they were debating, but they were too ashamed to admit it. “34 But they kept silent, for on the way they had argued with one another about who was the greatest.” Can you feel how irrational and inappropriate this was in contrast to what Jesus had just told to them? No wonder they could not understand him and were afraid to ask! 


It may have been the three who initiated this conversation about who was the greatest. After all, they had been selected by Jesus to go up on the high mountain with him. They had been the ones to behold Moses and Elijah personally. Who could be greater than them? 

In their view, as is true of virtually every other fallen human being on the planet, “greatness” meant praise, power, and privilege. It is so very natural as to be unexceptional for all people to vie for the accolades, authority over, and acquiescence of others. And Jesus had come to invoke and demonstrate the better way. “35 And he sat down and called the twelve. And he said to them, “If anyone would be first, he must be last of all and servant of all.” 36 And he took a child and put him in the midst of them, and taking him in his arms, he said to them, 37 “Whoever receives one such child in my name receives me, and whoever receives me, receives not me but him who sent me.”


C. I think this sounds better on paper than it might appear in practice. “Oh, yes, we should all be the humble servants of one another.” This is what people would and think they should say if asked directly, even among some non-Christians. And it is almost never realized, lived out, in real life. 

R.C. Sproul relates the following story. “Winston Churchill once had a verbal tiff with one of his servants, and Churchill used abusive language as he chastised the man. Finally, the servant had had all he could handle, so the talked back to Churchill in the same tone of voice Churchill had [used with] him. Churchill was stunned and said to his servant, “Who do you think you are, talking to me like that?” The servant cowered, but he said, “Sir Winston, that’s the way you talk to me.” Churchill looked at the servant and said, “Ah, but I am a great man.” Sproul marks that as perhaps the lowest point in his life. 


D. Children were of no account in the Roman Empire. Jesus turned that worldly value on its head. How we treat those of little value out of love for Jesus, is how we treat him and also the Father who sent him. This is the true character of Christ’s kingdom. Now we need to read his words carefully. What he said was this: “If anyone would be first, he must be last of all and servant of all.” We might mistakenly think that playing the servant role now is our ticket to true greatness. If we serve others for a time on earth, the we will be exalted in heaven, and others will have to serve us. But service is not the way to greatness, it is the greatness. This is and ever will be the quality and character of God’s kingdom. 

Speaking of church elders, whom he called “bishops,” Saint Augustine wrote: “A Bishop’s office is a name of labour rather than honour; so that he who coveteth preeminence rather than usefulness may understand that he is not a bishop.” (Ryle, 187n)

So, we must honor the Son of Man, for true reconciliation comes through his death and resurrection. And we must enthrone the Son of Man, for true glory comes through humble service to others. And 
III. WE MUST REJOICE IN THE VICTORY OF THE SON OF MAN.


True salvation comes only through his suffering and death. True glory comes only through humble service. And true fellowship comes through following Jesus. 

A. John may have thought that he was improving the situation by what he said next, but the effect was just the opposite. “38 John said to him, “Teacher, we saw someone casting out demons in your name, and we tried to stop him, because he was not following us.” “We are your loyal followers, not those others. We are the ones who have abandoned all for your sake. Those other pretenders have not come in the right way. They are not a part of us.”


It is highly ironic that John and the other disciples were trying to stop others from casting out demons in Jesus’ name. Apparently, those others had been successful in doing so. But the disciples rejected their practice. Remember, it was the scribes who shortly before this were gleeful that Jesus’ disciples could not rescue a demon-possessed boy. They were happy the boy was still demon-possessed. And here, Jesus’ own disciples were trying to stop others from relieving demon-possessed people just because they were not of their small circle fellowship. 

 
But what they missed is that the work of salvation was spreading. There were other faithful disciples, okay, not of the twelve, but faithful disciples nonetheless who had joined in the good work that Jesus had initiated. Miserable people in bitter bondage to evil were being released. Jesus was extending his power and victory to others. It was just that it wasn’t under the oversight of the twelve, and they resented it. No wonder they had been arguing about who among them was the greatest! 


B. I am delighted to be part of the faithful fellowship of the Presbyterian Church in America. It is a fine church, not perfect, but certainly faithful to God’s Word and to Christ’s Great Commission! But the PCA is not the only faithful church. And we should be very glad of that. 


We must not draw the borders too narrowly. We are not the only ones who believe. There are many others, all around the world of different traditions, languages, and practices, who also serve Jesus and enjoy fruitful ministry in his name. Oh, we may disagree with them on the details. Their cultural expression of worship and church life may seem quite different to us. But they love the Lord Jesus, believe his Word, and are seeking to serve him and make disciples of their nations as well. “39 But Jesus said, “Do not stop him, for no one who does a mighty work in my name will be able soon afterward to speak evil of me. 40 For the one who is not against us is for us. 41 For truly, I say to you, whoever gives you a cup of water to drink because you belong to Christ will by no means lose his reward.”

In a 1552 letter to Archbishop Thomas Cranmer of the church of England, John Calvin wrote of the need for Christian unity. “The members of the Church being severed, the body lies bleeding. So much does this concern me, that, could I be of service, I would not grudge to cross even ten seas, if need were, on account of it.” In a book called Catholic Calvinism, Dr. Joel Beeke notes: “Calvin’s calls for unity in the church would probably not sit well with some modern-day Calvinists who condemn, reject, or even excommunicate believers over minor doctrinal differences. To make that point, [British Presbyterian pastor] Ian Hamilton once declared, ‘I’m not sure if Calvin would be “kosher” enough today to be invited to a Reformed conference.’” (89) 

J.C. Ryle states: “They make an idol of their own particular ecclesiastical machinery, and can see no merit in any other.” R.C. Sproul adds: “Sadly, I know people who will not tolerate any deviation from their theology. If someone differs at any point, whether it is over baptism, art, justification, predestination, or myriad other issues, that person must not be truly saved. That’s not just foolishness, it is sinfulness.” (232)


C. By including this story, Mark may have had Gentile believers in mind. They certainly were not among the original chosen people of Israel, and yet by the time Mark wrote, many Gentiles had come to Christ and were filling the churches of the empire. This was the first serious debate in the Christian church: what to do about Gentile believers. They were not part of “us,” meaning the Jews. How could they now stand shoulder to shoulder with us on equal terms and equal footing? And yet, that was God’s plan all along. 


Every Lord’s Day we confess together our belief in the “holy catholic church.” We do not mean the “Roman” Catholic church. “Catholic” means universal, all true believers all around the world. And thankfully, that includes a lot more people than us.
CONCLUSION


In a day when God’s people are routinely dismissed, cancelled, and sometimes viewed with suspicion, we need to rejoice in God’s work through Christ wherever and through whomever he is working. This doesn’t deny or diminish in any way the differences we may have with other Christian traditions or practices. We think our way is right, according to God’s Word, obviously, or we would change it. But, at the same time, we can rejoice in and appreciate the kingdom work and gains through others with whom we may disagree. 

Christ’s kingdom is both surprising and unique. In defiance of all sinful pride and self-seeking, it centers on suffering and engaging in humble service to others. Jesus has given his life for our salvation. And in response, we give our lives away in serving him through serving one another. This flies in the face of everything we naturally seek or value in our fallen, sinful state. There is nothing like this in all the world, which is an obvious indication that this is God at work. And he bids us join him, and to come into the joyful fellowship of the ransomed and redeemed people of God. J
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