
Things Really Worth Arguing About, Part II 
Sermon, September 27, 2015 

Texts: Mark 9:30-37; James 4:11-17 
 

We just read from James epistle, “Brothers, do not slander one another.  Anyone who speaks against his brother or judges him 
speaks against the law and judges it.”  Let me point out the obvious and note that this comes on the heels of what we read 
from James last week: “What causes fights and quarrels among you? Don't they come from your desires that battle within you? You 
want something, but don't get it. You kill and covet, but you cannot have what you want.  You quarrel and fight.  You do not have, because 
you do not ask of God.  Submit yourselves, then, to God.  Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.  Come near to God and He will come 
near to you. Humble yourselves before the Lord, and He will lift you up.”   

I went on to point out last time that, in short, according to James, it’s all about recognizing: “How Great WHO Art?”  
The short answer: IT’S NOT US. (The hymn sung just prior to the sermon last week was, “How Great Thou Art.”)  When we really 
humble ourselves before God, when we acknowledge His greatness (not ours), His authority (not ours), His wisdom 
(not ours), it’s not too long before we start seeing things as He sees them, and we are also given a better and a 
higher perspective about which things are really worth arguing about and which things are not.   

So again, the first verse of today's reading from James necessarily follows that thought, that theme. 

Now, for some reason I do not understand, our pew NIV Bible translates verse 11 as, "Brothers, do not slander one 
another."  Slander is specific term; it is a legal term defining a deliberate misrepresentation, a false accusation, false 
and damaging statements about another.  Every other translation of verse 11 I've consulted ... the RSV, the NRSV, 
the ESV, the NASB, the KJV and even the KGB (I made up that last one) … all translate, "Brethren, do not SPEAK EVIL 
against each other."  Now, “speaking evil” is a little broader term than mere slander!  Yes, there are things worth 
arguing about.  However, as James warns, in our arguing let's first and foremost humble ourselves before the God 
Who in Jesus Christ has commanded us to love each other just as He loved us!  That is the Law He has given us!  
Let's be loathe to speak evil of anyone, let's not be so quick to attribute evil motives, evil intent, evil actions to 
another and in so doing become part of the problem of evil ourselves!  Eugene Peterson's The Message rather 
loosely, but effectively, paraphrases verse 11 this way: "Don’t bad-mouth each other, friends! It’s God’s Word, his Message, his 
Royal Rule, that takes a beating in that kind of talk. You’re supposed to be honoring the Message, not writing your graffiti all over it."   

As introduced last week, Mark 9 records two instances of Jesus' disciples arguing.  Some quick background 
for our Gospel reading if you weren't here last week (and if you were here last week, the review won't hurt!):  In the beginning 
of chapter 9, Jesus had gone up to the Mount of Transfiguration with Peter, James and John.  They had that 
glorious experience of seeing Elijah and Moses conversing with Jesus and hearing the audible voice of God 
affirming, “This is my Son” and commanding, “Listen to Him!”  While they were up there having this mountaintop 
experience, we’re told the other disciples, the ones who had been left behind down in the valley, had been asked 
by a concerned and loving father to cast an evil presence out of his boy, and although they apparently were 
knocking themselves out trying, they just could not exorcise this evil presence that was causing this loving father's 
son to just self destruct.  When Jesus, Peter, James and John come on the scene, they find the other disciples 
arguing.  And of course, that makes sense ... we disciples (and all human beings for that matter) often argue when we feel 
powerless, ineffectual, when we think we aren’t really making a difference.  We argue with those in authority, we 
argue with each other, we argue with anybody who will listen to us … and the reality is that much of our argument is 
really rooted in our frustration with ourselves, in our powerlessness to fix what’s wrong in our world about us, in our 
inadequacy to do what we think Jesus has called us to do.   

But as also noted last week, this is not necessarily a bad thing!  Being frustrated with the inability to effectively 
deal with evil is a mark of your integrity and innate goodness and your genuinely loving concern which instinctively 
knows evil must be dealt with, it must be resisted!  And one thing certainly worth arguing about is how to effectively 
deal with the very real presence of evil in the world about us!  After all, if the followers of Jesus Christ out of loving 
concern for the welfare of others don't resist evil's destructive grasp, who will?  However, as James warns, in the 
process of doing so let's be loathe to speak evil of anyone in the household of faith, let's not be so quick to attribute 
evil motives, evil intent, evil actions to others and in so doing become part of the malevolent problem rather than 
part of the divine solution!  That is about as effective as forming a circular firing squad to address a problem!    

End of last week’s review.  That now brings us to today’s reading. 

Not long after the miraculous event of Jesus healing that boy we find the disciples arguing again.  Today's 
reading picks up with Jesus saying, (v 31) " ‘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.’  Jesus tells them, in effect, He is about to die; in fact, as intimated earlier, He has 



specifically come to die.  It reminds me of the story of an American on his first visit to Australia (I told you this three 
years ago) … he hails a taxi at the airport, the taxi driver gets out of the cab, takes the man’s luggage, looks glumly at 
the American and asks, “Did you come here to die?” “Uh … excuse me?” the tourist replies.  “Did you come here to die?”  the 
cabbie asks again.  Dumbfounded, the poor tourist wondered what kind of ride he might be in for.  He replies, “Uh … 
I don’t THINK so.”  The cabbie responded, “Well, then, did you come here yester-die?”   

Well, Jesus isn't speaking Australian; He’s not had one too many Fosters.  He is clear:  He has come to die.  
He clearly tells them He is going to be betrayed, killed and after three days He will rise again, and they are even 
more dumbfounded than the American tourist!  v. 32, “They did not understand what He meant and were afraid to ask Him about 
it.  They came to Capernaum. When He was in the house, He asked them, ‘What were you arguing about on the road?’ But they kept quiet 
because on the way they had argued about who was the greatest.”   

Now, let’s try to pull this all together:  They’ve just seen Jesus in His glorious transfiguration in the company of 
Moses and Elijah, they’ve just heard the audible voice of God affirming Jesus’ divine identity and authority, they’ve 
just witnessed Jesus’ incredible power over evil, Jesus then gives all of them the unsettling and disturbing news 
that He is going to die, and … they have an argument about who among them is the greatest disciple, who among 
them is the REAL Christian, who among them is the best follower?  Where did that come from?  After all that’s just 
transpired they choose to have something of a collective "boast-toast" each tooting their own horns?  Did their 
argument go something like this – Peter says, “Well, I’m the one who first called him the Christ. Therefore, I am the greatest!”  
Andrew speaks up and says, “Now wait a minute, big brother.  I was called FIRST. I was the FIRST disciple.  In fact, I was the one 
who invited YOU to come to Jesus.  So, I am the greatest.”  Then the Zebedee boys James and John speak up: “Wait a minute, 
you two.  Greatness is measured by how much you sacrifice. We gave up our lucrative fishing business.  So, we’re the greatest!”  Matthew 
chimes in: “Well. I was a tax collector.  None of you had as much money as I did, and I left that all behind when I got up from my tax booth. 
So, I am the greatest!”  And Judas is thinking to himself, “Aah, you’re all a bunch of losers.  I’m the greatest.  Just wait.  I’ll show you.” 

NO, I DON’T THINK SO.  Frankly, I think that rather smug, disciple-bashing interpretation misses the point 
altogether!  Mark doesn't tell us the argument was about them … the words “among them” are not in the text!  
Again, remember the background:  Three of them had just seen Elijah and Moses, conversing with Jesus up there 
on the mountaintop.  And all of them just saw Jesus cast out that demon, demonstrating great and convincing 
power over evil.  Also, we know from other references that all the disciples earlier heard Jesus say this about John 
the Baptist: “I tell you, among those born of women there is no one greater than John …"  So we have Moses, Elijah, Jesus, 
John … four great men, four models of exemplary faithfulness.  I think the disciples were arguing about which of 
those four was the greatest, not which of the Twelve.  And when Jesus asked why they were arguing, their resulting 
silence may have been because they didn’t want to tell Jesus to His face they had actually considered others 
beside Jesus as the Greatest, nor did they want to openly contradict what He said about John.  Just a thought!  And 
here’s my point: what makes for true greatness is not a bad thing for disciples of Jesus to be arguing about!   

Jesus uses this moment to speak to that really good argument; He uses this moment to clarify for them what 
makes for true greatness.  Jesus says, "Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all."  In other words, true 
greatness is about humbling yourselves (and James would certainly agree); true greatness is about giving up the self-
righteous, self-promoting and self-aggrandizing attitude that thinks IT’S ALL ABOUT YOU, and learning to 
genuinely love and serve and look out for the welfare of others.  And by the way … and this is really a sermon in 
itself perhaps for another time … but true greatness is ALSO very much about making every effort to be personally 
strong, trustworthy, moral, dutiful and virtuous. Because strong, moral, dutiful, trustworthy and virtuous people are 
really the ones who are the best equipped to help and serve the welfare of others! 

In verse 36, Jesus takes a small child and said, “Whoever welcomes one of these little children in My name welcomes Me; 
and whoever welcomes Me does not welcome [only] Me but the One who sent Me."   

When we welcome the vulnerable and helpless in Jesus name, we welcome Jesus, and when we welcome 
Jesus, we welcome God, Who is the One who sent Him AND Who is the only One who is truly great.  Anytime we 
aim to serve rather than be served, whenever we spend time and energy and resources looking out for the well-
being of ones who really can do nothing for us in return … we are in God’s presence.   Every time we work to ease 
the plight of the helpless, every time we work to resist the evil that would degrade human existence and denigrate 
human dignity, we are in the presence of Greatness … we are in God's presence.   

In short, if we disciples of Jesus want something really worth arguing about, let’s argue about ways in which 
we may better serve each other's welfare, let’s argue about ways we can better serve the well being of any our 
great God may bring our way.  Greatness is about serving others, it’s about helping others, it’s about resisting and 
confronting the evil that detracts from the lives of others and ourselves; in short, it’s about LIVING the kind of life 
that leads and welcomes us into the presence of Greatness Himself. 


