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"WHO'S NUMBER ONE?"

MARK 9:30-3/

"WHO'Ss NUMBER ONE?” IS THE QUESTION ON THE
MINDS OF MOST SPORTS FANS THIS TIME OF YEAR,
IN COLLEGE FOOTBALL, THERE’'S A NEW RATING

EVERY WEEK DURING THE FALL SEASON, AND THERE
ARE FREQUENT CHANGES IN THE RATINGS.,

HOWEVER, IT’S NOT ONLY IN FOOTBALL THAT

WE TRY TO DETERMINE WHO'S NUMBER ONE, OR

IN OTHER WORDS, WHO'S THE GREATEST? OUR
SOCIETY AND WE, AS INDIVIDUALS, HAVE OUR

OWN RATING SYSTEMS WHICH WE APPLY TO OURSELVES
AND OTHERS ALL THE TIME., EVEN THE DISCIPLES
OF JESUS WERE NOT IMMUNE FROM THIS TENDENCY

OF WANTING TO RANK THEMSELVES AND OTHERS,

AND OF MAKING COMPARISON,

lET’'S SEE HOW IT HAPPENED AND THEN WE'LL
LOOK AT WHAT THIS STORY FROM THE BIBLE HAS
TO SAY TO US IN OUR TIME.

ACCORDING TO THIS STORY JUST READ FROM THE
GOSPEL OF MARK, JESUS HAD BEEN TRYING TO
EXPLAIN TO HIS DISCIPLES THAT ONE DAY SOON

HE WOULD BE ARRESTED, PUT ON TRIAL AND THEN



EXECUTED., BUT HE ALSO TOLD THEM THAT THIS
WOULD NOT BE THE END, FOR ON THE THIRD DAY
HE WOULD RISE AGAIN.,

THE DISCIPLES, HOWEVER, DID NOT UNDERSTAND

OR MAYBE DIDN’T WANT TO UNDERSTAND WHAT

HE WAS TALKING ABOUT. THEY LIKED THINGS

THE WAY THEY WERE. JESUS WAS POPULAR AMONG
THE MASSES OF PEOPLE, AND THEY, THE DISCIPLES,
WERE BECOMING WELL KNOWN AS HIS ASSOCIATES.
SOME OF HIS FAME WAS RUBBING OFF ON THEM

AND THEY LIKED IT. THEY DIDN'T WANT ANY
CHANGES, How couLD THE PEOPLE POSSIBLY

TURN AGAINST JESUS? THUS IT WAS DIFFICULT
FOR THEM TO HEAR ANYTHING CONTRARY TO WHAT
THEY WANTED TO BELIEVE,

WE'VE HAD THAT EXPERIENCE. SOMEONE TRIES
TO TELL US SOMETHING QUITE DIFFERENT FROM
WHAT WE WOULD LIKE TO BELIEVE AND BECAUSE
IT'S TOO PAINFUL TO CHANGE OUR POINT OF
VIEW, WE MAKE LITTLE EFFORT TO UNDERSTAND
WHAT IS BEING SAID,

WE ACT LIKE WE BELIEVE THE OLD CLICHE, "WHAT
YOU DON’'T KNOW CAN’'T HURT You.” OF COURSE
IF WE REALLY BELIEVED THAT WE WOULD BE IN
FAVOR OF CLOSING ALL SCHOOLS AND STOPPING
ALL EDUCATIONAL PROGRAMS ON THE PREMISE

THAT THE MORE ONE KNOWS, THE MORE ONE CAN

BE HURT. MAYBE THAT'S WHAT ANOTHER OLD

SAYING IS BASED ON, “IGNORANCE IS BLISS,”
BUT AS SOMEONE REMARKED, "IF IGNORANCE IS




BLISS, WHY ARE SO MANY PEOPLE UNHAPPY?"

BUT BACK TO THE STORY FROM THE GOSPEL OF
MARK. ONE WAY NOT TO PAY ATTENTION TO
WHAT'S BEING TOLD US IS TO THINK AND TALK
ABOUT SOMETHING ELSE. THAT'S WHAT THE
DISCIPLES DID., WHEN JESUS TRIED TO TELL
THEM WHAT WAS GOING TO HAPPEN, THEY BEGAN
TO ARGUE AMONG THEMSELVES AS TO WHO WAS
THE GREATEST.

WHO IS THE GREATEST? WHO IS NUMBER ONE?
IT ALL DEPENDS ON THE CRITERIA WE ARE USING

FOR MAKING THAT JUDGMENT. WE DON’'T KNOW
WHAT CRITERIA THE DISCIPLES WERE USING THAT
DAY, MAYBE ONE WAS CLAIMING, "I AM THE
FAVORITE OF JESUS,” OR ANOTHER WAS CLAIMING

“"OUR TEACHER LOVES ME MORE THAN THE REST
OF YOU,"” OR “I'LL BE IN CHARGE IF AND WHEN

OUR LEADER IS NO LONGER WITH US.,” OR "I
AM A BETTER SPEAKER THAN THE REST OF You,”
OR “"I'M MORE SPIRITUAL."”

AND NO DOUBT BENEATH THE DISCIPLES’ QUESTION
WAS A DEEPER ONE, THEY WERE ASKING AS
INDIVIDUALS, “AM I A SIGNIFICANT PERSON?”
Do 1 HAVE WORTH?"” "WouLD ANYONE MISS ME

IF I WERE NO LONGER HERE?"

L IKE US, THE DISCIPLES HAD OBSERVED THAT
IN SOCIETY AT LARGE, CERTAIN PEOPLE ARE
CONSIDERED MORE VALUABLE THAN OTHERS. LIKE



US TOO, THE DISCIPLES FELT LIKE LOSERS AT
TIMES--THEY WONDERED AS WE WONDER, “AM I
OF ANY VALUE TO ANYONE?" “DOES ANYONE
APPRECIATE ME?" “How CAN I BECOME OF MORE
VALUE IN THE EYES OF OTHERS, AND IN MY OWN
EYES?" "How CAN I RAISE MY SELF-ESTEEM?”

SOME TIME AGO I HEARD A PSYCHOLOGIST SAY,
“THE VAST MAJORITY OF YOUNG PEOPLE BETWEEN
TWELVE AND TWENTY THAT [ HAVE OBSERVED ARE
BITTERLY DISAPPOINTED WITH WHO THEY ARE

AND WHAT THEY REPRESENT. IN A WORLD THAT
WORSHIPS SUPERSTARS AND MIRACLE MEN AND

WOMEN, THEY LOOK IN THE MIRROR FOR SIGNS
OF GREATNESS, SEEING ONLY A TERMINAL CASE

OF ACNE.”

HOWEVER, TEENAGERS ARE NOT ALONE IN THIS
PERSONAL DEVALUATION. EACH PERIOD OF LIFE
POSES ITS OWN UNIQUE THREATS TO SELF-ESTEEM,
FOR EXAMPLE, FREQUENTLY AS ADULTS WE LOSE

OUR SENSE OF SELF-WORTH IF WE LOSE OUR JOB
BECAUSE WE GET A LOT OF SIGNIFICANCE FROM
OUR WORK.,

THEN AS WE GROW OLDER AND FACE RETIREMENT,
AGAIN WE CAN LOST SELF-WORTH BECAUSE THE
WORLD AROUND US VALUES THOSE WHO ARE

PRODUCTIVE.,

I BELIEVE THAT MUCH OF OUR SELF-DOUBT, MUCH
OF OUR WORRY ABOUT WHETHER OR NOT WE ARE
SIGNIFICANT OR HAVE ANY VALUE RESULTS FROM




A FALSE SYSTEM WE USE IN JUDGING HUMAN
WORTH, THAT OF OURSELVES AND OTHERS. IT
WAS THE SAME IN THE CASE OF THE DISCIPLES
OF JESUS., THEY AND WE LIVE IN A SOCIETY
WHERE NOT EVERYONE IS SEEN AS WORTHY. NOT
EVERYONE IS ACCEPTED. JSOME PEOPLE ARE
CONSIDERED MORE VALUABLE THAN OTHERS.,

WHAT THEN ARE SOME OF THE WAYS OUR SOCIETY
GIVES VALUE TO PEOPLE? HOW DO WE DECIDE
WHO'S THE GREATEST, OR WHO'S NUMBER ONE?

1. ONE WAY WE JUDGE PEOPLE TODAY IS BY

HOW MUCH MONEY ONE MAKES OR HOW MUCH WEALTH
ONE POSSESSES. IF WE CAN SAY OR THINK TO
OURSELVES, “I MAKE MORE MONEY THAN YOU.,"
THEN WE GO ON TO THINK THAT WE ARE WORTH
MORE THAN SOMEONE ELSE WHO MAKES LESS. WE
CONFUSE MONETARY WORTH WITH SELF-WORTH.,

NOW THIS IS NOT A SERMON ON WAGES OR SALARIES.
CERTAINLY BUSINESSES AND OTHER EMPLOYERS

MUST MAKE DECISIONS ON HOW MUCH TO PAY

SOMEONE DEPENDING ON THE MARKET AND

DEPENDING HOW A PARTICULAR SALARY OR WAGE

PLAN IS NEGOTIATED. THE POINT I WANT TO

MAKE HERE IS THAT AS FAR AS THE CHRISTIAN
FAITH IS CONCERNED, HOW MUCH MONEY ONE EARNS

HAS NOTHING TO DO WITH HUMAN VALUE, JUST
BECAUSE ONE PERSON IS PAID OR EARNS $100,000
A YEAR AND SOMEONE ELSE ONLY $9,000 A YEAR,
OR SOMEONE ELSE SEVERAL MILLION DOLLARS




A YEAR--ALL THIS HAS NOTHING TO DO WITH
HUMAN WORTH.

IT’S NOT AN ADEQUATE WAY TO JUDGE HUMAN
BEINGS OR TO ASCERTAIN WHO'S NUMBER ONE
OR WHO'S THE GREATEST.

LAST WEEK THERE WERE NEWS STORIES ABOUT
PATRICK EWING, THE BASKETBALL PLAYER, WHO
TOOK A GIANT STEP TOWARD BECOMING ONE OF
THE RICHEST IN TERMS OF HIGH SALARY. HE

ENDED MONTHS OF NEGOTIATIONS WITH THE NEW
YORK KNICKS, SIGNING A CONTRACT THAT CALLS

FOR A 1.7 MILLION DOLLAR PAYCHECK IN 1985
AND UP TO 30 MILLION OVER THE NEXT TEN
YEARS. IT MAKES HIM THE HIGHEST PAID
ROOKIE IN NBA HISTORY.

ALL THIS, HOWEVER, HAS NOTHING TO DO WITH
MR. EWING'S VALUE AS A HUMAN BEING, HE
HAS JUST AS MUCH SELF-WORTH BEFORE THE
CONTRACT WAS SIGNED, AS AFTER.

2, A SECOND WAY WE MISTAKENLY VALUE HUMAN
BEINGS IN OUR CULTURE IS IN TERMS OF GOOD
LOOKS OR BEAUTY., OR PHYSICAL ATTRACTIVENESS.,

STUDIES SHOW, FOR EXAMPLE, THAT AS WE ADULTS
RESPOND VERY DIFFERENTLY TO AN UNUSUALLY

BEAUTIFUL CHILD THAN WE DO TO A PARTICULARLY
UNATTRACTIVE ONE, AND THAT DIFFERENCE 1IN
RESPONSE CAN HAVE A PROFOUND IMPACT ON A
DEVELOPING PERSONALITY.
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IN SO MANY SUBTLE WAYS AND IN SOME NOT SO
SUBTLE, WE TEND TO EVALUATE HUMAN WORTH

IN TERMS OF BEAUTY. A NUMBER OF YEARS AGO

A TRAGIC INCIDENT OCCURRED IN CHICAGO, WHEN
EIGHT STUDENT NURSES WERE VICIOUSLY MURDERED,
THE FOLLOWING DAY A NEWS COMMENTATOR WAS
DISCUSSING THE VIOLENT EVENT ON THE RADIO
AND HE SAID, “THE THING THAT MAKES THIS
TRAGEDY MUCH WORSE IS THAT ALL EIGHT OF
THESE YOUNG WOMEN WERE SO ATTRACTIVE.” HE

WAS IMPLYING THAT THEY WERE MORE VALUABLE,
HAD MORE HUMAN WORTH. BECAUSE THEY WERE

BEAUTIFUL, IF ONE ACCEPTS THAT ASSUMPTION,
THEN THE OPPOSITE IS ALSO TRUE; THE MURDERS
WOULD HAVE BEEN LESS TRAGIC IF HOMELY YOUNG
WOMEN HAD BEEN KILLED,

WE'VE HEARD THE SONG, “A PRETTY GIRL IS
LIKE A MELODY.” THEN WHAT IS A NOT-SO-
PRETTY GIRL? FORTUNATELY, THE GOD THAT
JESUS CHRIST REVEALED, DOES NOT EVALUATE
HUMAN WORTH IN TERMS OF HOW MUCH MONEY WE
MAKE, OR HOW MUCH PROPERTY WE OWN, OR HOW
PHYSICALLY ATTRACTIVE WE MIGHT BE,

3., A THIRD WAY OUR SOCIETY GIVES VALUE
OR SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMAN BEINGS IS IN TERMS

OF INTELLIGENCE.

NOT LONG AFTER EXAMINING A NEW BABY'’S EYES,
EARS, NOSE AND RELATED APPENDAGES FOR
IMPERFECTIONS, MOST NEW PARENTS BEGIN



LOOKING FOR SIGNS OF BUDDING GENIUS. AND
BELIEVE IT OR NOT, THEY OFTEN SEEM TO FIND
IT. A CHILD'’S GROWTH AND DEVELOPMENT ARE
SO RAPID DURING THE FIRST YEAR OF LIFE THAT
HIS OR HER AWESTRUCK PARENTS WATCH THEIR
BRILLIANT CREATION IN AMAZEMENT.

ONLY EIGHT MONTH AGO, THE CHILD WAS COMPLETELY
HELPLESS, NOW LOOK AT HER! SHE SAID "MAMA”

A FULL SIX WEEKS BEFORE THE AVERAGE CHILD,

AND WHAT AN ATHLETE SHE’S GOING TO BE--

NOT ONLY IS SHE VERY INTELLIGENT, BUT SHE
HAS PHYSICAL ABILITIES THAT ARE INCREDIBLE.

I’'M NOT DOWNPLAYING BEAUTY OR INTELLIGENCE,
BUT WITH OUR OVER-EMPHASIS ON JUDGING HUMAN
BEINGS ACCORDING TO THESE STANDARDS, WE
FORGET THAT ALL PEOPLE ARE VALUABLE AND
THAT ALL PEOPLE NEED TO BE LOVED AND
ACCEPTED--ALL PEOPLE HAVE WORTH AS HUMAN
BEINGS IN GOD’'S CREATION.,

LOVE IS NOT SOMETHING WE EARN OR DESERVE
BY BEING BEAUTIFUL OR INTELLIGENT.

WHO THEN IS NUMBER ONE? WHO IS THE GREATEST
AS FAR AS GOD IS CONCERNED? JESUS PUT IT
PLAINLY TO HIS DISCIPLES., WHEN HE LEARNED
THEY HAD BEEN DISCUSSING AMONG THEMSELVES

WHO WAS THE GREATEST, HE CALLED HIS DISCIPLES
TOGETHER FOR A MEETING AND TOLD THEM, "IF

ANY ONE WOULD BE FIRST, HE MUST BE LAST




OF ALL AND SERVANT OF ALL.” GOD EVALUATES

US QUITE DIFFERENTLY FROM THE WAY WE LOOK
AT OURSELVES AND OTHERS,

ACCORDING TO THE WORDS OF JESUS, YOU ARE

THE GREATEST., YOU ARE NUMBER ONE WHEN YOU

ARE A HELPER TO OTHERS. YOU ARE THE GREATEST.
YOU ARE NUMBER ONE WHEN YOU ARE NOT TRYING

TO BE NUMBER ONE. YOU ARE NUMBER ONE WHEN
YOU PUT YOURSELF LAST. AS JESUS SAID IN
ANOTHER PLACE, "“THE FIRST SHALL BE LAST,

AND THE LAST FIRST.”

THEN JESUS TOOK A CHILD AND PUT THAT CHILD
IN THE MIDST OF THEM; AND TAKING THE CHILD
IN HIS ARMS, HE SAID, "WHOEVER RECEIVES
ONE SUCH CHILD IN MY NAME RECEIVES ME; AND
WHOEVER RECEIVES ME, RECEIVES NOT ME, BUT
GOD WHO SENT ME."”

WHY A CHILD? BECAUSE A LITTLE CHILD IS
VULNERABLE AND IN COMPARISON TO ADULTS,
HELPLESS. IT HAS BEEN SAID THAT THE FINAL
TEST OF A SOCIETY IS WHAT IT DOES TO CHILDREN.,
HOW IT TREATS CHILDREN, ALSO, BY USING

A CHILD AS AN ILLUSTRATION, JESUS MEANT

TO INCLUDE ALL THOSE PERSONS AMONG US WHO

ARE SMALL, WEAK, HANDICAPPED, VULNERABLE

IN ANY WAY. THE GREATEST AMONG US ARE THOSE
WHO WATCH OUT, TAKE CARE OF AND DEFEND THE
CHILDREN AND THE CHILD-LIKE AMONG US--NOT

ONLY THOSE IN OUR OWN IMMEDIATE FAMILIES.,
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BUT OTHERS AS WELL,

SO TRUE GREATNESS, ACCORDING TO GOD’S
STANDARDS AND CRITERIA, COMES THROUGH
SERVICE TO OTHERS, PARTICULARLY THE
HELPLESS, THAT'S WHAT GOD CARES ABOUT THE
MOST--HOW WE TREAT OTHER PEOPLE. GOD DOES
NOT JUDGE US ACCORDING TO THE AMOUNT OF
MONEY WE MAKE, OR HOW WEALTHY OR HOW POOR
WE ARE., (GOD DOES NOT JUDGE US ACCORDING
TO OUR PHYSICAL ATTRACTIVENESS OR OUR

INTELLIGENCE, OR OUR ATHLETIC ABILITY, OR
OUR FAMILY BACKGROUND. OR OUR ETHNIC ORIGIN,

OR THE COLOR OF OUR SKIN, OR HOW FAMOUS
WE ARE. AGAIN, LISTEN TO THE WORDS OF
JESUS--"WHOEVER WOULD BE GREAT AMONG US,
LET THAT PERSON BECOME THE SERVANT OF ALL,”

OVER-ALL, EVERY HUMAN BEING IS SIGNIFICANT
IN THE EYES OF GoD. OUR ULTIMATE WORTH
COMES FROM GOD WHO MADE EACH ONE OF US 1IN

GoD’S IMAGE,

SOME YEARS AGO, A FRIEND OF MINE GAVE ME

A LITTLE CARD WHICH I’VE ALWAYS TREASURED,
THIS MORNING, AS YOU LEAVE THE WORSHIP
SERVICE, I’VE ASKED THE USHERS TO GIVE EACH
ONE OF YOU SUCH A CARD. IT'S SMALL ENOUGH
SO THAT YOU CAN PUT IT IN YOUR PURSE OR
BILLFOLD OR IN YOUR POCKET. IT SAYS SIMPLY.
“T'M THIRD.” IT’S A REMINDER OF JESuUS'
TEACHING THAT WE ARE TO PUT GOD FIRST IN
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OUR LIVES, OTHERS SECOND, AND I’'M THIRD,

[ HOPE YOU WILL TAKE A COPY OF THE CARD,
OR SEVERAL OF THEM. FOR T0o BE NUMBER ONE
MEANS TO BE NUMBER THREE. AMEN.,
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