
Message:  “Reversing the Line” 

Scripture Lesson:  Mark 9:30-37 
30They went on from there and passed through Galilee. He did not want anyone to know it; 31for he was 

teaching his disciples, saying to them, “The Son of Man is to be betrayed into human hands, and they will 

kill him, and three days after being killed, he will rise again.” 32But they did not understand what he was 

saying and were afraid to ask him. 
33Then they came to Capernaum; and when he was in the house he asked them, “What were you arguing 

about on the way?” 34But they were silent, for on the way they had argued with one another who was the 

greatest. 35He sat down, called the twelve, and said to them, “Whoever wants to be first must be last of all 

and servant of all.” 36Then he took a little child and put it among them; and taking it in his arms, he said to 

them, 37“Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes 

not me but the one who sent me.” 

  

A memory struck me this past week as I considered this scene of Jesus with 

his disciples.  This memory was out of my childhood, when I was in elementary 

school.  It involved a physical education session one day, when we were about to 

play a game.  I can’t exactly remember the precise game were about to play nor 

can I remember the teacher, nor the time of day or year it was.  We were in the 

gymnasium which was full of my grade-level classmates, all eager to get into the 

excitement of something like dodgeball or redlight/greenlight or freeze tag – you 

know, the greatest games ever invented, at least in the minds of 3rd or 4th 

graders.  The PE teacher talked about the game for awhile, reviewing the rules, 

talking about good sportsmanship and safety, all things that we’d heard a thousand 

times before.  Then, the teacher asked us to line up in front of her – and, 

predictably, chaos ensued.  What a scramble we had, all of us running to be near 

the front of the line.  I was able to acquire a fairly respectable place five or six 

persons down the line – and it was a long line, with a few classes worth of children 

present.  All of us were eager to start, to jump in with all the energy of an eight 

or nine year old bottled up from sitting in class, when our teacher did something 

she hadn’t done before.  She held up a hand to quiet us, and when quiet (which 

took a couple of hours, or so it seemed!), she walked to the other end of the line, 

the back end, and proclaimed that that end of the line where she now stood was 

the front of the line!  I could sense that those around me shared my confusion, 

which quickly turned to incredulity and offense; instantly, we who were at the 

front of the line, complete with all of its associated privileges of honor and glory 

and more important, getting to handle the ball first or make the first move 

against the opposite team – all of that was instantly washed away – when our 

teacher reversed the line. 



Why the teacher did that, why she reversed the line, became evident to me 

slowly, even as I sat there initially discouraged and frustrated.  She reversed the 

line to demonstrate the virtue of balance and equity, although I didn’t even know 

what those words meant back then; I did realize that several of my classmates 

who were never at the front were smiling more, and seemed more energized after 

the reversal – possibly that they came a bit more alive?  Upon reflection, I 

realized that the teacher reversed the line to show us that we didn’t need to be 

first to enjoy the game at hand; we could share turns more fairly; I sense that I 

was just as fully invested in playing as I ever was; not being first did not 

compromise my ability to have a blast.   I also realized that perhaps the teacher 

reversed the line to check our instinctual assumptions about worth, about ability, 

about inclusion, about importance, and about humility – especially about humility.  

Our assumptions were blown apart when our teacher reversed the line 

I think, in hindsight, that my PE teacher was a very wise person, and knew 

that what we needed was much more important than what we wanted.  For often, 

what we want is at the front of the line; but what we need is at the end. 

That’s kind of how God works – he reverses the lines we tend to make.  God 

reverses human-made lines to show us what we’d miss otherwise – the things that 

truly matter; the things that endure; the things that are most important for life. 

Jesus was expressing this truth at a most needed moment in the experience 

of the disciples.  Yes, we all probably agree that the Disciples seem an odd lot to 

be chosen by Jesus as conduits for the gospel – they were always failing and 

flailing about, missing the points Jesus was trying to make, full of a density that 

would make a rock feel light.  Here in our passage is a prime example:  precisely 

after Jesus makes an earth-shattering statement about the Son of Man, the Son 

of God, even God God’s-self, being betrayed, executed, but then resurrected, the 

disciples are revealed to have been discussing their relative greatness to each 

other.  It’s like some comical scene out of a school playground somewhere, where 

children are rounded up saying “I’m best”, “No, I’m the best,” “I’m better than any 

of you!” “I’m smarter” “I’m faster” “I’m taller” “I’m stronger”……and on and on and 

on.  And lest we judge too much, we know that there are plenty of such examples 

in adults these days; one-upsmanship is a popular game, indeed. 

But it’s not a game worth playing; Jesus has made it a pointless endeavor to 

make this life a great competition for status or accolade.  As he has the audacity 

to take a child in hand and proclaim “whoever welcomes such as a child welcomes 

me” and elsewhere in scripture “unless you become like a child, you cannot enter 



the kingdom of heaven,” his point is clear:  it is not the greatness we think of that 

makes life full and complete; it is the greatness only the creator can define. 

The type of greatness God is about is both paradoxical and counter-intuitive.  

Holding up a child as the example of faith is but one of the most obvious teachings 

-- but there are so many more.  “The first shall be last, and the last shall be first” 

applies to my playground example, but many other examples as well -- those 

seeking career advancement over others, those who refuse to share, those who 

balk at teamwork, those who scrutinize others for faults to prove to themselves 

their superiority – these are all very present-day examples of aiming to be first in 

line.  But so much scripture has the opposite emphasis, stressing the integrity of 

humility -- Blessed are the meek, the humble, the merciful, those who sacrifice 

for love’s sake; the beatitudes do not make sense to the uninitiated, to those who 

have never tried the Jesus way.  Whether it be God’s provision for us, or our 

provision for others, grace is a thing of demonstration, not reason, which is why so 

many people neither receive it from God nor share it with others; you must open 

yourself, you must place yourself last, you must forsake the promises of this 

world, to receive what is beyond the measures of this world yet offered freely all 

the time.  God’s yes to us will always respect our No to him – and we are always 

the lesser for it. 

But the counterpart to this reality is our salvation.  Our yes to God – our 

honest, authentic Yes to God gains God’s full attention; our Yes to God receives 

that mysterious commodity of forgiveness and patience and presence and peace 

and power and guidance and integrity that we can never conjure up on our own.  

But that yes is only made authentic in its absolute nature; the yes to God means a 

very scary thing – a type of “no” to ourselves, which our society is very much 

against.  Self-denial is never a pleasant topic, nor does it ever make the top ten 

list for favorite sermon themes for preachers or self-help gurus – but it is an 

essential and ongoing part of our faith.  For unless the self gives way to God, God 

will never enter the life.  The ironic thing is that the no to self that allows God’s 

entry into our lives gives us the strongest self-affirmation possible – God’s yes to 

us!  God’s provision for our lives here and now, the guidance of Jesus’ example, the 

grace and peace that can be had no other way, and the provision for our lives far 

beyond mortal bounds.   

Dag Hammarskjold, who was the Secretary General of the United Nations in 

the 1950’s as well as a person of deep faith, once made powerful comment in this 

area – in his journal “Markings” within which he wrote much about his struggles 



with faith and with God, he had this to say about submission to God:  “I don't 

know Who — or what — put the question, I don't know when it was put. I don't 

even remember answering. But at some moment I did answer Yes to Someone — or 

Something — and from that hour I was certain that existence is meaningful and 

that, therefore, my life, in self-surrender, had a goal.” 

  

The world says those who are first in line get the greatest return – those 

who look out for their own self-interests are most likely to find themselves.  God 

says just the opposite.  God says those who place themselves last will find God.  

And finding God is the only way to truly find ourselves.  


