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JAMES 3:13-4:3, 7-8a (p. 979)     SEPTEMBER 23, 2018 

MARK 9:30-37 (p. 821)     BLAINE 

 

PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION 

Illuminate us through your Word Lord, so that we might be lifted out of our own selfish 

creation, and into the Kingdom of Heaven. Awaken our hearts Lord, to the moving of 

your Spirit. Open our minds to the stirring of your will. And guide our actions Lord, each 

step that we take, as we humbly walk your righteous paths. We ask this in Jesus’ Name, 

Amen. 

 

“HUMBLE HEROES” 

It’s a little odd, don’t you think? Jesus takes a small child and places him right in the 

middle of an adult conversation—right there, right in the midst of the Twelve, right in the 

midst of the Heroes of the Faith! I mean Mark has just told us that Jesus wants to be 

alone with the Disciples, away from the crowds, away from bystanders and gawkers, so 

that He can teach them without distraction. What He has to say, apparently, is serious! 

And yet, as soon as He enters the house, Jesus reaches down and scoops up a little child 

in His arms, and begins to talk about being welcoming. 

 

That is what the text says, right? Our first question for serious Theological Discernment 

has been asked and answered, correct! “What does it say?” Now for the second question 

for serious Theological Discernment, the tougher one. “What does it say to us?” “What 

does it mean for us?” 
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Children were second-class citizens back then, nobodies. Yet notice that Jesus uses the 

word “welcome” to describe His actions, and by extension, ours. He doesn’t say 

“tolerate,” or “indulge”, or “put up with”. The Greek word that Jesus spoke here is 

actually translated “welcomes” in the New International Version, the New Living 

Translation, and the Passion Version. It’s “receives” in the King James and New 

American Standard Versions. And “accepts” in the Amplified Version. Eugene 

Peterson’s, The Message, says “embraces”! 

 

Jesus is clearly, not just saying “be nice to people”, or “be polite”, or show a little 

“dignity and respect”, to everyone, even to those of lower status in life. It’s more than 

that. Much more than that, in fact! He is saying that anyone who 

welcomes/receives/accepts/embraces the “least of these”—whoever the “least of these” 

may be in our own present context, or more importantly, in your own mind—whoever 

welcomes them, actually welcomes Me, receives Jesus, accepts Him, embraces The Lord, 

the Son of God! And thus, embraces His Father in Heaven! So, what does that say to us? 

 

This text is not simply about “being nice to someone”. And it’s certainly not about 

“acting nice”, to a child, or anyone else for that matter! It’s deeper than that. I get that 

children back then, much like today, often got treated as “non-important” or 

“unacceptable” in adult conversations. Which is obviously wrong! And with the “Graying 

of the American Church”, certainly an attitude we need to rethink! But the “Welcoming” 

here is an “outcome”, a “result” really, the “fruit”, it you will. It is not the “goal”! 
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What I’m saying is, this entire teaching comes on the heels of an argument, doesn’t it! An 

argument between the Disciples as they traveled along the road! An argument over which 

of them is the greatest! Rank and prestige were huge in that culture. And the Disciples 

would have quite naturally fallen into that model. And the recent choice of who was 

going to be with Jesus on the Mount of Transfiguration, and the prominence of Peter 

among them, would have exacerbated that thinking, easily creating an occasion for them 

to discuss it! 

 

In addition, Jesus has just told them they are headed to Jerusalem. Kingdom Fever would 

have naturally developed! To which Jesus says, humility is a primary condition of 

greatness! And more importantly, a requirement for even entering the Kingdom of God! 

Not “acting humble”, mind you. Actually “being humble”. In your heart! The 

“welcoming” comes as a result of that. 

 

I think this lesson is far deeper than it first appears. And much more personal. “If anyone 

wants to be first,”—achieve glory, receive honor, look good in the eyes of God—he or 

she “must be the very last, the servant of all”. “Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain 

conceit.” “Consider others better than yourself,” is says elsewhere in Scripture. “Humble 

yourself” we’re told often in Scripture. “Don’t take the seat of honor” Jesus declares. And 

then there is that whole, “Take up your Cross and follow me” thing, isn’t there! 
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“Stoop down, and wash the feet of others”. You do remember that, right? It’s actually 

what Jesus did. After He stooped down from Heaven to save those who accept Him as 

Lord. He stooped down and washed the feet of Judas, the man that He knew was about to 

betray Him! He stooped down and washed the feet of Peter, the man that He knew was 

going to deny even knowing Him, three times! He stooped down and washed the feet of 

Thomas, the man He knew would be filled with doubts! 

 

There is a consistent biblical theme, isn’t there, one of humility! And a graphic visual 

example for us to follow! In Philippians, there is a whole section on Christ’s humility. 

Followed by a command; “Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus”! 

 

According to the The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fourth 

Edition, with Text Revisions, from the American Psychiatric Association—affectionately 

known as the DSM-IV-TR—a “Narcissistic Personality Disorder” is characterized by 

someone who “has a grandiose sense of self-importance,” “is preoccupied with fantasies 

of unlimited success, power, brilliance, beauty, or ideal love,” “believes that he or she is 

‘special’ and ‘unique’ and can only be understood by, or should associate with, other 

special or high-status people,” “requires excessive admiration,” “has a sense of 

entitlement, unreasonable expectations of favorable treatment,” “is interpersonally 

exploitative,” “lacks empathy,” “is often envious of others or believes that others are 

envious of him or her,” or “shows arrogant, haughty behaviors or attitudes”. 
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In short, a Narcissist is someone who thinks, or even says, “I’m better than you! I am 

more important than you are! I matter more than you do!” “My values are higher than 

yours”. “My actions are more acceptable than yours”. “What I believe, what I do, what I 

understand is far superior to what you believe or do”! “I’m right!” So, can you think of 

someone who might be a Narcissist? If so, does that then, by definition, make you one? 

Can you see yourself in this description? Or should I pause for a moment, to let it sink in? 

 

I want to be clear! I am not saying that we don’t judge right from wrong! And to borrow 

a phrase from a friend of mine, we do not, “celebrate bad behavior”! But we also don’t 

look at someone else—how they act, or what they do—and then, somehow, consider 

them less than we are? And I’m not saying that the Disciples are “Clinically 

Narcissistic”. Making a judgment like that, would sort of confirm that I am, right? But 

when they entered the house, and Jesus asked what they were arguing about on the road, 

they “kept quiet, because they were arguing about who was the greatest!” That’s when 

Jesus scoops up the child into His arms and starts talking about being a servant! 

 

So, is there a lesson here? And are we humble enough to see it? Are we teachable, like 

children, open to learning something new? Because the Kingdom of God belongs to such 

as these. 

 

These are the Disciples, the Heroes of the Faith, the Inner Circle! And Jesus has 

intentionally taken them aside for the express purpose of teaching them privately, to share 

about the Kingdom, to mentor them personally, on what really matters! 
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They have returned to Galilee, the very place where Jesus called each of them to follow 

Him. It’s the perfect setting to reiterate what their mission really means! And Jesus has 

just told them, for the second time, that in order to fulfill God’s purpose, the Son of Man 

must be betrayed into the hands of men, killed, and after three days rise again! He has 

laid it out plainly! Self-Sacrifice! Servant Leadership! Living, and even dying for others! 

 

That’s what this is all about! But they don’t get it! And they were too embarrassed, or too 

afraid, too self-conscious, or too arrogant, too proud, or too something to even ask! So, 

instead, they start comparing resumes, focusing entirely on themselves! 

 

These are the Pillars of Faith. Our Role Models. These are the people who gave us much 

of the New Testament! But their behavior here sounds pretty self-absorbed, doesn’t it? 

Maybe even Narcissistic? Their teacher, their friend, their companion for the last several 

years has just told them, “I am going to Jerusalem where I will be betrayed, beaten, 

abandoned, and killed! I am going to give up my life so that you, and everyone else who 

accepts me as Lord, will have Eternal Life! I am going to make the ultimate sacrifice for 

you!” 

 

To which they respond by arguing over who is the greatest! They are like kids in the 

backseat of a car! And when Jesus confronts them on it, Mark says “they just kept quiet!” 

I wonder if the original Greek translates, “they slinked away with their tails between their 

legs”! 
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Remember, just recently, they witnessed the Transfiguration of Jesus into Glory, up on a 

mountaintop, right before their eyes! They listened as Jesus spoke with Moses and Elijah, 

and heard Almighty God proclaim from a cloud, “This is my Son, whom I love. Listen to 

Him”! They are clear on the fact that this is the Messiah! Peter has just confessed 

publicly that Jesus is the Christ! And yet their focus is still very much on themselves! 

 

How do you do that? How do you miss the magnitude of what all this really means—the 

grand scale of this Cosmic Drama—the Glory of the Kingdom of God? It sounds kind of 

Narcissistic, doesn’t it? And unfortunately, kind of familiar too! We too live in the daily 

Presence of Almighty God, some of us for several years now. We too have heard the 

teachings, and we too have seen a miracle or two. We too understand, at some level, that 

all this is far bigger than just the here and now! And yet, we too still have a tendency, to 

focus only on ourselves! 

 

I want this! …What’s in it for me? …What can I get out of it? …How will I be fed? 

…This is my church! …What do you mean serve others? …How will doing that make 

me feel? …What kind of rewards can I expect? …Are these people like me? …Do they 

believe what I believe? …Are they the same, because, I am obviously right where I need 

to be? …It’s almost as if the Heroes of the Faith haven’t learned much about humility in 

the last two thousand years. 
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“The Kingdom of God is like…” Jesus says often in Mark. Matthew uses the phrase 

“Kingdom of Heaven”, but it’s the same thing. The “Kingdom” is that time and place 

where God Reigns as King! “Thy Kingdom come. Thy will be done. On earth, as it is in 

Heaven” And every time Jesus mentions the Kingdom, He follows it up with a lesson, or 

parable, or visual example. In this case, with a child. 

 

Jesus calls us aside, away by ourselves, away from the crowds and the distractions, calls 

us into church, into His Presence, into Bible studies, into private times of reflection, 

where He teaches us what is of ultimate importance, The Kingdom of God! That’s what 

matters, Jesus says! And it unfolds like this…! 

 

James tells us that “Heavenly wisdom is humble, and merciful, and fruitful. Whereas 

worldly wisdom is ambitious and boastful”. “What causes the fights and quarrels among 

you,” he asks—quarrels in your church, quarrels in your neighbor’s church—fights in 

your family, fights in your neighbor’s family? “Don’t they come from the desires that 

battle within you”? Aren’t you really just being arrogant and narcissistic—envious and 

jealous maybe—convinced that you know what is right? “Whoever wants to be first in 

the Kingdom, must become the very last, the servant of all”! 

 

“Submit yourselves to the Lord.” “Come near to Him, and He will come near to you”! 

Submit! Surrender! Be Humble! I get it! This is a very different way of thinking for most! 

But if you welcome the powerless, the marginalized, the folks who the world sees as 

different or unimportant, like a child, then you are actually welcoming Me! 
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If you approach the unapproachable, if you focus on giving instead of receiving, if you 

focus on others rather than on yourself, if you do everything you can for the people 

around you, including the “least of these”, then you will be right where I want you to be! 

 

That little boy was the perfect visual example. Those in the First Century world would 

have gotten the point immediately! Today, we would consider someone on the margins a 

“Second-Class Citizen”. But do you know where that phrase comes from? 

 

It started back on the early American frontier. The primary mode of public transportation 

back then was the stagecoach. And much like the airline industry today, they had various 

fares for “coach” or “first-class”. The difference on a stagecoach, though, wasn’t always 

easy to see. There weren’t bigger seats or priority boarding. No champagne or special 

drinks were served. Everyone was seated without distinction. You could sit wherever you 

wanted to, no matter what your ticket said! The difference came when the stage came to 

an obstacle—a great big hill, or a nasty mud-hole, or a huge rock. If that happened, First 

Class passengers would all remain seated. Second-Class passenger had to get out and 

walk around the obstacle. And Third-Class passenger, well—when stuff happened, when 

things got tough, when an unexpected hazard got in the way—you were expected to get 

out and push! 

 

What Jesus is saying is that, as a Christian, you have to willingly and enthusiastically 

sign up for Third-Class! If you want to be first, then you need to become last, a servant to 

all! Whenever obstacles appear, it’s your job, as my Disciples, to jump out and push! 
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Better yet, stick your head out of the window and start looking for the obstacles before 

they arrive! That’s the lesson here! That’s the reason Jesus cradled a little child in His 

arms! It’s also why we are called to do the same! 

 

You know those Psychologists and Psychiatrists? They tell us that there are two “root 

causes” of Narcissism. The first, is an inability to idealize others. If you can’t celebrate 

the greatness in someone else, then you will have a tendency, to turn inward on yourself. 

If you fail to have someone you look up to, someone you appreciate, who you respect, 

then you’ll become self-centered! The second root cause, stems from an inability to 

differentiate, to let go, and move on. If you cling to the past, then you will have a 

tendency, to be Narcissistic.  

 

The Disciples have failed to understand who Jesus really is, to comprehend Him in His 

Glory! And they have certainly failed to understand the Kingdom of Heaven! And now, 

with His second announcement of the looming Cross, they are having a difficult time 

individuating from His earthly Presence, even though Jesus has told them He will not 

leave them alone! So, competition, and greed, envy and jealousy, raise their ugly head on 

the road that day! …Can you let go of the past and see what God has in store for 

tomorrow, and thus become a Humble Hero? Can you, welcome others, so that they too 

can have a personal relationship with the Lord? Or would you rather wallow in self-

righteousness, and be an ineffective witness to the Good News? You know what the 

Kingdom of God is like. And all of God’s people said, Amen. 
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PASTORAL PRAYER 

     Lord, show us your way. Enable us to look beyond the challenges, the difficulties, and 

the dilemmas of the present moment, and take the longer view. Lift our vision up to 

eternity, so that we might see your purposes being worked out among us. And then, 

having seen your way, give us the courage to follow it. 

     Lord, we have come before you this morning with our silent pleas and petitions. We 

have come with our prayers and with open hearts. And we ask you now to heal us, and 

comfort us, strengthening us for the journeys that we are about to face. Awaken us to 

your Holy Spirit that already resides in our hearts Lord. And open our minds so that we 

can better understand your will and your ways. 

     Lord, as your people, we thank you for calling out to us by name. We thank you for 

bringing us into a personal relationship with you. And we thank you for using us to reach 

out to others in your Son’s name. It is as your people Father, that we worship you today. 

And it is as your people that we lift up those who need your powerful presence in their 

lives right now. Lord, please be with……. 

     We have faith in you Lord. We know that you will be present in their lives, and within 

their hearts. We believe that you will grant to each one of them, and to each one of us, the 

things that we need most right now. And so, in faith, we pray together in Jesus’ name, 

and with the very prayer that He taught us saying, Our Father… 

 


