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voas THE SON OF MAN

DID NOT COME 10 BE SERVED
BUT TO SERVE

The Way Up is Down
Mark 10:34-45

What'’s the secret to a meaningful life? In this message we learn that the secret of a
meaningful life is to serve others, to suffer for others, to put others above yourself.

According to Jesus, the greatest prophet of all, the way up is down.

A few months ago my wife and | took a couple of weeks” annual leave to walk a portion of the
Camino in northern Spain. On the journey we met a lovely Kiwi guy, who had sold his house and

resigned his job and given himself six weeks to walk this path and contemplate his future.

We got chatting one night, and he looked across the table at me and said, “I've got a question. What

makes life meaningful? What'’s the secret to a meaningful life?”

| wonder, how would you answer that question?

Georgetown University professor, Francis Ambrosio, says there are two ways to think about a

meaningful life. One is the way of the hero. The other is the way of the saint. Both ways, both

archetypes, are modelled for us in this story.
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The Way of the Hero

The way of the hero is modelled for us here by the disciples. They’re following Jesus on the way up
towards Jerusalem, the royal city, where they anticipate their master, the Messiah, will be enthroned
in glory. And two of the disciples — James and John — come to him and say (v. 37), “Let one of us sit at
your right and the other at your left in your glory.” In other words, when you take power and
establish your government, give us the two top positions in your cabinet. Give us the two top

positions in your administration.

Now when the other ten disciples get wind of this conversation, they’re “indignant” with James and
John. They’re angry. Why? Because they want those positions! Flick back a page in this story, and
Jesus asks his disciples, “What were you arguing about on the road?” Mark says, “they kept quiet

because on the way they were arguing about who was the greatest.” (Mark 9:33-34)

The disciples are living in a world obsessed with status and honour and rank. In the Roman empire,
the social order was one big pecking order. Like a large ladder. On the top rung was Caesar. Beneath
him were the 600 or so Senators. Under them were the Equestrians. Then the Decurians. Underneath
these ranks of elite Romans were the other 98% of the population, what Tacitus called “the rabble.”

The personae mediocribus. The nobodies.

But even they had their own set of status categories. First there were the citizens, those who enjoyed
certain legal protections and rights. Beneath them were the freedmen, who did not have the rights of
citizens but had personal liberty. At the bottom of the ladder were the slaves. They had not rights

whatsoever. They existed to serve those above them.

The goal of life was to climb the ladder, to get as high as you could. The greatest tragedy in life was to
descend the ladder. Humility — humbling yourself — was not a virtue. That’s why Plutarch could write
a book with the title, How to Praise Yourself Inoffensively. That’s why Emperor Caesar Augustus wrote

a book with the title, The Achievements of the Divine Augustus.
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Listen to this:
Three times | triumphed at oration.
Twenty-one times | was named emperor...
The Senate voted thanks for me to the immortal gods.
Fifty-five times in my triumphs, nine kings or children of kings
were led before my chariot.
I have been consul 13 times.
I was highest ranking senator for 40 years.
I held the office of Pontific Maximumes ...
[A] golden shield was ... given me by the Senate and people of Rome
on account of my courage, clemency, justice and piety.

After this time | excelled all in influence.

In other words, | am a hero. | am the greatest.

Can you imagine living in a world like this, a world obsessed with status? Recently | read about an
interesting experiment that took place at Harvard University. Students were asked to make a choice
between two job offers:

e would they prefer a job where they made $50,000 a year (option A),

e orajob where they would earn $100,000 a year (option B).

It seems a no-brainer. Who wouldn't choose the job that pays twice as much? But there was a twist.
In option A the student would earn $50,000 a year, while others around them would only earn
$25,000. In option B they would earn $100,000 a year, but others would be earning $200,000. So,
while option B would give them more money in absolute terms, it would mean they were earning

less than their peers.

What did the majority of students choose? Option AThey preferred to earn $50,000 rather than
$100,000. Why? According to the study, the desire for more money was outweighed by the need to

feel superior to others, to be better off in comparison — to be the greatest.
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The way of our world is still the way of the hero. But, in this story, Jesus shows us a better way, the

way of the saint.

The Way of the Saint

Jesus calls the disciples together and says (v. 42), “You know that those who are regarded as rulers
of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high officials exercise authority over them. Not so with
you. Instead, whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever

wants to be first must be slave of all.”

In other words, if you want a high rung on the ladder, take a low rung. If you want the highest

position, take the lowest position —that of slave, to everyone.

Jesus is saying,

“In my kingdom, the way up is down. The way to the top is to go to the bottom. Put others

above yourself. Put everyone above yourself. Serve them. Suffer for them.”

(That’s what the references to the cup and baptism mean — suffering, dying even — for the sake of

others).

With these words, Jesus completely upends the world’s status hierarchy. He redefines greatness. He
changes the world. Historians like John Dickson tell us that, because of Jesus, we now live in a world

where humility is a virtue, where humility is regarded as attractive.

Take Sir Edmund Hillary, for example. In 1953 he conquered Mount Everest. For that extraordinary
achievement he received an avalanche of honours. He was given a knighthood. He was appointed NZ
High Commissioner to India, Nepal and Bangladesh. He was awarded the Order of the Garter, the

highest honour in the British Commonwealth. But the Encyclopaedia Britannica notes that,
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“throughout [his life] ... he maintained a high level of humility
and his main interest came to be the welfare of the Himalayan

peoples of Nepal, especially the Sherpas.”

Through the Himalayan trust he built hospitals, airfields, schools. He put these people before himself.
In one of has many trips back to the Himalayas, he was spotted by a group of tourist climbers. They
begged for a photo with the great man. He obliged. They handed him an ice axe so he could look the
part and set up for the photo. Just then another climber passed the group and, not recognising the
man at the centre, strode up to Hillary saying, “Excuse me, that's not how you hold an ice pick; let me
show you.” Everyone stood around in amazed silence as Hillary thanked the man, let him adjust the

pick, and happily went on with the photo.

| tell you this story and your estimation of Edmund Hillary increases, right? For us, humility has
become a virtue. We know that the greatest leaders, the most compelling leaders, are humble

servants, who deploy their resources and influence for the good of others, not themselves.

We know that. But, like the disciples, we can be just as preoccupied with status and honour as
everyone else — even in the church. There’s an old story that Thomas Aquinas was being shown the
glories of the Vatican by Pope Innocent IV. The Pope said, referring to the story of a lame beggar in
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the book of Acts, “The church no longer has to say, ‘silver and gold have | none.”” And Aquinas
replied, “Yes, but no longer is the church able to say, ‘In the name of Jesus of Nazareth, rise up and

walk.””

Over the last few months, I’ve been doing the Spiritual Exercises of Saint Ignatius. These exercises
invite you to reflect deeply on your life. As | did one of these exercises, | saw myself as a young 11
year old school boy walking across the playground at Wesley Intermediate School. | was thinking to
myself,

“If I win the school cross-country,

and win the reading competition,

and win the art competition,
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I might become head prefect.
People would look up to me,

and | would feel good about myself.”

Since then, | have so often tried to take the way of the hero. | have so often tried to build my identity
and worth on being better or greater than others — achieving higher grades, or preaching better

sermons, or having a nicer house.

Bill McKibben writes that “Most [of us] have replaced the Christianity of the Bible, with its call for
sharing and personal sacrifice, with a competing creed. The creed of self-improvement.” Most of us,

he says, simply reflect the dominant culture, "a culture of unrelenting self-obsession.”

So how do we break free of this? We look to the One who modelled the way of the Saint. Jesus says
to his disciples in v. 45: “For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to

give his life as a ransom for many.”

Just a few days after speaking these words, Jesus would be enthroned in Jerusalem — not between
two disciples, but between two criminals, impaled on a cross. In the Roman Empire, crucifixion was
considered so shameful, so awful, that a Roman citizen could never be crucified. It was a form of
execution reserved particularly for slaves. It was the lowest rung of all. From the highest rung
imaginable, the Son of Man, the King of Glory, willingly descends the ladder. He humbles himself in
order to give himself as a ransom, purchasing our freedom from slavery to pride, redeeming us for

himself. We are worth everything to him. In his love, in his death, we have all the status we need.

I’'m currently writing a biography on J.K. Archer, the NZ Baptist pastor who for most of his life worked
two jobs. He was a pastoral leader in his local church, and a political leader in the wider community.
He served as mayor of Christchurch during the Great Depression. He was a member of parliament for

12 years. He was President of the Labour Party, which he helped to found.
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Once he was preaching at a church on the text, “If you are the Son of God, come down from the

cross” (Matt 27:40).

At the close of his message he said,
“Some of my friends sometimes say to me,
‘Archer, why do you carry on with all this political stuff?
You only make life hard for yourself,
and what do the people you’re trying to benefit care anyway?””
He said,
“I could come down from the cross that God has given me,
but | must not.
I have taken up my social work for Christ’s sake.

I could lay this cross down, but | will not.”

Can you see Jesus enthroned on the cross for your sake? Can you hear Jesus saying to you, “Follow

me. Join me, down here.”

It might mean confessing that you often do try to build your identity and self-worth around being
better or greater than those around you. It might mean choosing a career that carries less status and
recognition in the eyes of those around you. It might mean planning to give away a greater portion of
your income, or your discretionary time, to those in need. It might mean persevering patiently with a

dysfunctional person at home or work or church.

“But,” Jesus says, “if you want to live a meaningful life,
it will mean putting others above yourself —
serving them, suffering for them.”
“Because,” he says, “in my kingdom,
the way up is down;

the way to the top is to go to the bottom.”
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These questions are intended to help you think more about this message. We hope they might enable

N

conversation, encouraging you to wrestle with how God might be challenging us to apply what we

have heard/read.

Reflecting on Sunday 10t August 2025: Last Sunday Aidan spoke from the book of Zephaniah. What

opportunities have you had this week to “accept correction” in humility?

Questions from this week’s teaching:

1. "What makes life meaningful?" How would you answer the question posed by the Kiwi pilgrim on
the Camino? Has your understanding of a meaningful life changed over time?

2. Humility as a Virtue — Really? Do you genuinely see humility as attractive, or do you sometimes
associate it with weakness? How do stories like that of Sir Edmund Hillary shape your view?

3. Status and Identity — Where do you find your worth? In what areas of your life do you feel
pressure to "climb the ladder"? What might it look like to resist that pressure in practical ways?

4. "l could come down from the cross... but | must not." What are the “crosses” in your life right
now—areas of sacrificial service or commitment that you’re tempted to lay down? What keeps

you holding on?

If you’d like to chat with someone about your spiritual journey or anything else going on in your life,

please contact us at care@windsorpark.org.nz; we’re better together and no perfect people are

allowed.
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Below are some further resources that may take the message further and deeper and enable you to

explore other viewpoints on the same theme. We also encourage you to engage with the preacher if
there are further questions you have or if you’d like clarification on anything. Email

info@windsorpark.org.nz and we’ll direct your query to the appropriate person.

1. John references a powerful account from the life of NZ Baptist J.K. Archer which you can find

out more about here:

https://teara.govt.nz/en/biographies/3al7/archer-john-kendrick

2. In this message John mentions the impact of practicing spiritual exercises developed by Saint
Ignatius. The Daily Examen in one such practice which you can learn about and practice here:

https://www.ignatianspirituality.com/ignatian-prayer/the-examen/
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