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Since it has been a few weeks since we were together in the gospel of Mark, allow me if you will to refresh our minds as to where we are in this glorious gospel.  Last time we saw that there existed some disagreement among the disciples concerning status in the kingdom (9:33-37).  Jesus had set forth for a second time the truth concerning His death, burial, and resurrection (9:30-32).  Even though the disciples still failed to grasp the significance of what this meant, it was beginning to sink in that Jesus was going to die, and apparently very soon.  So the question of leadership became important.  Who was going to assume the reign?  Who was going to be the go to guy when Jesus was gone?  Or in their own words, “Who then is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven?” (Mt. 18:1).  As we noted, their concern in this matter was not unwarranted.  It was the spirit of their concern that was the issue.  Their pride exposed itself in their bickering about rank.


Jesus confronted their pride in answering their question concerning greatness.  He gave them three marks of true greatness: humility, servanthood, and a compassion for the least.  This is the path that led to greatness in the kingdom.  Greatness is manifest in a love for God and a love for others.  It is not concerned with promoting self but in edifying others.  It is truly seen in denying self, taking up your cross, and following Him.  It is not selfish, but selfless.


This morning we begin to look at some warnings that flow out of Jesus’ teaching on greatness in the kingdom.  What we learn from our text this morning is that we must take care in the body of Christ that we do not foster a ‘them-and-us’ mentality.  

I.   Against Us - The Jealousy of John (9:38)


Following Jesus’ words in vv. 30-37 on kingdom greatness being tied to humility, servanthood, and a compassion for the least, the Apostle John approached Jesus with concern about a prior incident.  This is the only time that Mark calls attention to John alone.  After each of the three announcements of Jesus’ passion, Mark gives the response of the three disciples closest to Jesus.  After the first announcement, it was Peter’s response (8:32ff).  Here we see John’s response and we have the response of John along with his brother James after the third announcement in 10:35-37.  This is significant because as William Lane points out, “Mark shows in this way that even the most privileged of the disciples failed to understand what the passion signified for their life and mission.”
  


Here we have John’s response to Jesus’ announcement.  Since greatness was tied to receiving those who exhibited childlikeness, those who were lowly and unambitious, then John was concerned that perhaps they had acted inappropriately on a prior occasion.  John comes to Jesus and tells Him of a man that they saw “casting out demons in Your name.”  “We” could refer to the Twelve as a whole but more than likely to John and his brother James while they were on their earlier preaching mission in Galilee (see 6:7-13).  It was there that the Apostles had been granted authority to cast out demons (something of importance in relation to John’s reaction that we will return to in a moment) and had been sent out in pairs by Jesus, preaching repentance and performing miracles.  During that time, they encounter this man casting out demons in the name of Christ.  This man was not like the sons of Sceva in Acts 19:13-16 who were nothing more than frauds using the name of Christ for their own purpose.  He was not an exorcist like the ravenous wolves in sheep’s clothing in Matthew 7:22 who will be condemned on the last day.  Given Jesus’ response to John, this man was in all probability a genuine follower of Christ.  While he did not have the relationship to Jesus that the Apostles’ had, he had pledged His allegiance to Christ.  And it was in His name that this man exorcised the demons.  


The name of Christ is central to this particular narrative shared only by Mark and Luke.  Those who profess from the heart the name of Christ certainly know the One who bears that name. Edmund Hiebert, noting the man’s apparent effectiveness in casting out the demons in Jesus’ name, suggests, “By faith he had grasped the power of that name, and his concern for the unfortunate demoniacs had stirred him to use it (that is, Jesus’ name) for their deliverance.”
  This man bore the very marks of being a genuine follower that Jesus had just recounted to the Apostles.  And yet, John says, “We tried to prevent him.”  Why would they do that?  What was it that so moved James and John to try and stop this man from furthering the cause of Christ?   


1.  Misguided intimacy


Here it is important to recognize the speaker on this occasion.  This was the Apostle John, the author of the gospel of John, the book of Revelation and three other letters that bear his name. John had received a commission from Jesus Himself along with the other Apostles.  It was with them that Jesus had a special relationship.  They alone were being trained to carry on the work of the kingdom when He departed.  But John was not just one of the Twelve but belonged to that inner circle of three that were present at Jairus’ house in Mark 5 and then again at the Mount of Transfiguration earlier in this chapter.  John had seen with his own eyes the raising of Jairus’ daughter and the glory of God in the face of Christ.  Later these three intimates would be called out to accompany Jesus to the Garden of Gethsemane for no other reason than that they might be with Him.  It was this John, though more mature, who would write the following introduction to his first letter:

1 John 1:1-3 – 1 What was from the beginning, what we have heard, what we have seen with our eyes, what we have looked at and touched with our hands, concerning the Word of Life— 2 and the life was manifested, and we have seen and testify and proclaim to you the eternal life, which was with the Father and was manifested to us— 3 what we have seen and heard we proclaim to you also, so that you too may have fellowship with us; and indeed our fellowship is with the Father, and with His Son Jesus Christ.


From this we see the deep intimacy that John had with Jesus.  He was close to Jesus.  He had walked and talked with Jesus.  He had seen and heard the words of life from the Word of Life Himself.  It goes without say that John was about as intimate with Jesus as anyone else during Jesus’ ministry on this earth.  He was in Jesus own words “the beloved disciple.”  And yet, John at times abused this intimacy which lead to a second problem revealed in this text.


2.  A spirit of exclusivism


  As Derek Thomas points out, “Intimacy like that has problems for John.”
  In the next chapter James and John expect favor from the Lord because of their intimacy with Him (10:35).  Their closeness led them to believe they held some higher status in the kingdom and to think more highly of themselves than they ought.  And here, James and John are upset because this man is casting out demons in the name of Jesus Christ and they immediately try to prevent him.  Their action toward this stranger points to their ineptness and lack of understanding.  But it also reveals their spirit of exclusivism.  According to William Lane, they “had an unduly narrow perspective toward the work of God.”
  


Here, John’s jealousy is exposed.  There are a number of things we could point to that fostered this jealousy in John’s heart.  The first is his misguided notion that his closeness to Jesus warranted some perks.  After all, this man was not like the Apostles.  He did not have the relationship with Jesus that they had.  Not only that, but it was to them that the authority to exorcise demons had been granted in 6:7-13.  I mentioned we would return to that moment in their lives because it is important that we have John’s perspective at this moment.  John was acting on what he knew.  They had been granted authority to cast out demons.  But apparently, as seen in this narrative, John had mistaken this authority to have been the disciples alone.  Therefore, when he and James encountered this man, they tried to stop him.  John abused the privilege he had of intimacy with Jesus.  


There is a second thing that fostered this jealousy in John.  It is not without irony that John mentions this occasion of the stranger casting out demons in Jesus’ name immediately following the failed attempts of the disciples to exorcise a young boy’s demon (9:14-29).  They ask Jesus, “Why could we not drive it out?” (v. 28).  Here, John says that the man was able to cast out demons in Jesus’ name.  He was able, they were not.  While this incident probably preceded the inept attempt of the disciples earlier in the chapter with the young boy, we get a sense of the exclusivity and the jealousy that was in John’s heart.  He pointedly says to Jesus, “We tried to prevent him because he was not following us.”  John had developed a “them and us” mentality.  He thought that whoever was not like them, following Jesus as they followed Jesus, was against them.  Notice that John does not accuse the man of not following Jesus, but “not following us.”  But Jesus here reminds John that the issue is not whether or not the man belonged to his group.  There were other true disciples outside their group.


Is it possible that you have fallen into this spirit of exclusivism in your own life?  Have you fostered a “them and us” mentality?  Has your intimacy with others caused you to become “cliquish?”  

II.  For Us - The Teaching of Our Lord (9:39-40)


Jesus had no patience for the exclusive spirit that James and John demonstrated.  He straightforwardly rebuked their action, “Do not hinder him.”  The prohibition not only rebuked their past act but also provided direction for the future.


1.  A lesson on profession (v. 39)


As we noted earlier, this man was not like the sons of Sceva or the wicked wolves in sheep’s clothing who misused and abused the name of Christ.  This man demonstrated that his profession was from the heart.  William Lane suggests:

The use of Jesus’ name (i.e. “I command you to come out in Jesus’ name!”) shows an awareness that it was Jesus who ordered the action, which was accomplished by his sovereign will. In light of the experience of Jewish exorcists who misused Jesus’ name, without understanding (Acts 19:13-16; cf. Mt. 7:21-23), it is necessary to affirm that the name of Jesus discloses its authentic power only when a man joins Jesus in faith and obedience to the will of God. The fact that Jesus’ power was active in the man, bringing release to men who had been enslaved to demonic possession, marks him as a believer. His action was an effective witness to the imminent Kingdom of God.


What did Jesus say to John?  “Do not hinder him, for there is no one who will perform a miracle in My name, and be able soon afterward to speak evil of Me.”  Jesus is saying that the use of His name with this effect involves a recognition of His authority.  Paul gives a similar thought in 1 Corinthians 12:3, “Therefore I make known to you that no one speaking by the Spirit of God says, ‘Jesus is accursed’; and no one can say, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ except by the Holy Spirit.”  Paul is talking about a sincere profession.  It is possible that one can say, “Jesus is Lord” while giving the appearance of being filled with the Spirit without truly being in the Spirit.  In Acts 16 we read of a slave-girl who professed that Paul and others were “men of the Most High, proclaiming the way of salvation.”  However, she did so in the spirit of divination.  She was being led by a demonic spirit and, while giving the appearance of a Spirit-filled confession, she was in fact mocking Paul (Acts 16:16-18).  But those that give a sincere confession that “Jesus is Lord” do so in the power of the Holy Spirit.  Paul wrote in Romans 10:9-10, “if you confess with your mouth Jesus as Lord, and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the dead, you will be saved; for with the heart a person believes, resulting in righteousness, and with the mouth he confesses, resulting in salvation.”  This demonstrates a sincere confession.  Not just simply giving lip service to Christ, but a profession that comes from within the heart of a person.  


2.  A lesson on tolerance (v. 40)


There are many people today that profess Christ and do not know Christ.  There are many today that abuse the name of Christ.  We know that and we should stand firm in our dealing with those that abuse Christ and His gospel.  But that was not the case with this man whom John had been negative with from the outset.  Jesus, on the other hand, countered John’s exclusivism with a spirit of tolerance.  Note His words in v. 40, “For he who is not against us is for us.”  In Matthew 12:30, Jesus gives the complementary statement, “He who is not with Me is against Me.”  We must take great care that we notice the difference in the two.  We are not to tolerate those who are against Him.  Jesus turned the abuse of His name around on the sons of Sceva, exposing their hearts.  The wolves in sheep’s clothing will face judgment because they were not with Him but against Him.  But for those who are not against Him, we must remember that they are part of our team.  They may not do it the way we are accustomed.  They may have different likes and dislikes.  And we certainly ought to remember that there are those that are closer in their walk with the Lord, more mature in their faith, than others.  We must learn to tolerate those who are not “like us” but are truly “in Him.”


In the passage we read earlier from Numbers 11 we see the same truth set forth.  

Numbers 11:26-29 – Two men had remained in the camp; the name of one was Eldad and the name of the other Medad. And the Spirit rested upon them (now they were among those who had been registered, but had not gone out to the tent), and they prophesied in the camp.  27 So a young man ran and told Moses and said, “Eldad and Medad are prophesying in the camp.”  28 Then Joshua the son of Nun, the attendant of Moses from his youth, said, “Moses, my lord, restrain them.”  29 But Moses said to him, “Are you jealous for my sake? Would that all the LORD’S people were prophets, that the LORD would put His Spirit upon them!”

Paul gives a similar occasion in Philippians 1.  There he is rejoicing in the fact that his imprisonment had served to both bring the gospel to the Philippian jailers and to embolden the brethren in the gospel.  Of interest to us are Paul’s words concerning the brethren:

Phil. 1:15-18 – Some, to be sure, are preaching Christ even from envy and strife, but some also from good will;  16 the latter do it out of love, knowing that I am appointed for the defense of the gospel;  17 the former proclaim Christ out of selfish ambition rather than from pure motives, thinking to cause me distress in my imprisonment.  18 What then?  Only that in every way, whether in pretense or in truth, Christ is proclaimed; and in this I rejoice.

Do we see Paul telling those who were preaching Christ, and I emphasize preaching Christ, to stop?  No, he rejoices in the fact that the gospel, even in pretense, is being proclaimed.  Even though some of the brethren’s motives were improper, even though they were envious of Paul and sought to hinder his work because he did not do things their way, they were still preaching Christ.  They were part of the brethren.  Were they misguided?  Yes.  Were they immature?  Yes.  Were they wrong?  Yes.  But Paul rejoiced, he was tolerant of their impure motives, because the cause of Christ was being furthered.  


Paul summarized what Christian tolerance entails and is rooted in in Romans 15:1-7 – Now we who are strong ought to bear the weaknesses of those without strength and not just please ourselves.  2 Each of us is to please his neighbor for his good, to his edification.  3 For even Christ did not please Himself; but as it is written, “THE REPROACHES OF THOSE WHO REPROACHED YOU FELL ON ME.”  4 For whatever was written in earlier times was written for our instruction, so that through perseverance and the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope.  5 Now may the God who gives perseverance and encouragement grant you to be of the same mind with one another according to Christ Jesus,  6 so that with one accord you may with one voice glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.  7 Therefore, accept one another, just as Christ also accepted us to the glory of God.
III.  For Him – Two Marks of Serving Him (9:41-42)


1.  Meeting even the minimal needs of others - reward (v. 41)


2.  Guarding against causing another to sin - punishment (v. 42)
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