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September 23, 2018 

James 3:13-4:3, 7-8a 

Mark 9:30-37    Afraid to Ask 

 

Have you ever been afraid to ask a question? I have. I have been afraid 

to ask when I didn’t understand, when I didn’t know what someone was 

talking about. I’ve been afraid to ask the geometry teacher to explain 

things one more time. I have been afraid to ask someone’s name because 

I have forgotten it and I should know it, after all, just I met them last 

week. I have been afraid to ask how much that beautiful stained-glass 

artwork is because, if you have to ask, then you probably can’t afford it. 

I have been afraid to ask. Maybe you have too. 

In our reading from the gospel of Mark, the disciples don’t understand, 

and they are afraid to ask. They are afraid to raise their hands and ask 

Jesus to explain what just what he means. What does he mean when he 

says the Son of Man will be betrayed? What does he mean that he will 

be killed? What does he mean that he will rise again, three days later? 

What is Jesus talking about? Why is he telling them this and why does 

he not want anyone else to know? How are they supposed to respond to 

all this? The disciples do not understand. And they are afraid to ask. 
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It’s OK to not understand sometimes. It’s normal to have questions. But 

why would the disciples be afraid to ask those questions? We might be 

able to think of a few reasons. Maybe we can imagine why they might 

hesitate to tell Jesus they are confused. Maybe they are afraid of what 

Jesus might think. Or what the other disciples might think. Or that they 

might have to rethink why they are following Jesus. Maybe following 

Jesus isn’t what they think at all. 

I can imagine, first of all, that the disciples would be afraid of what 

Jesus would think of their questions. He might think they are slow. Or 

that they aren’t paying attention. Or that they aren’t very good disciples. 

They might feel ashamed and inadequate. After all, just a few verses 

earlier, they had tried to help a demon-possessed boy. But they couldn’t. 

They couldn’t cast out his demon. So Jesus had to do it himself. Jesus 

explained that, “These kind only come out with prayer.” But hadn’t the 

disciples tried that? Weren’t their prayers good enough? Evidently not. 

You can imagine the disciples might have felt a little embarrassed by 

their failure. 
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Then, right after this disappointment, Jesus tells his disciples that this 

whole ministry will be a disappointment. He tells them he will be 

betrayed, and he will be killed but he will rise again. As if this has been 

the plan all along. And the disciples don’t understand. They don’t 

understand that this is what must happen. They don’t get Jesus. But And 

they have a history of not getting Jesus. They didn’t understand his 

feeding of the multitudes. They didn’t understand his transfiguration on 

the mountain with Moses and Elijah. And they didn’t understand when 

Jesus told them about his suffering and death the first time. That first 

time, Peter said, “No, no, no! God forbid it, Jesus. May none of that 

happen to you.” But Jesus turned on Peter and said, “Get behind me, 

Satan. Your mind is on earthly things not heavenly things.” Ouch. Peter 

was just sticking up for Jesus. He didn’t understand. And he gets called 

Satan for his trouble.  

So in our scripture reading today, when Jesus tells them for a second 

time about his betrayal and death, the disciples still don’t understand, 

and they are afraid to ask. Because what will Jesus think? What will 
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Jesus say? Who wants to question Jesus and risk being called Satan? 

Anyone?  

What Jesus was saying didn’t make sense. That someone sent by God 

would think that it was part of the plan. That someone so powerful 

would be prepared to go down that road of betrayal and death and 

failure. Jesus was meant for greatness. And so were his disciples. They 

were all meant for great accomplishments and great achievements. 

Power, success, glory. That’s why they were there. That’s why they 

were following him. Because who isn’t seeking greatness? Who isn’t 

seeking bigger and better and faster? Who isn’t trying to be better than 

others? That’s what greatness means in our world. It means your 

company has posted better sales than others. It means your school has 

better test scores than others. It means the houses in your neighborhood 

have better property values than others. Greatness means being better. It 

means people admire you. You are important and respected more than 

others. Nowhere in the world’s handbook for greatness does it call for 

betrayal, or death, or trusting in some kind of resurrection.  
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Jesus’ disciples are confused. And in the church, we might get confused 

too. We might be too worried about what the world says about greatness. 

We might be too concerned about being better than others. We are 

confused by Jesus’ plan for death and resurrection, but we are afraid to 

ask. Because we are afraid of what others might think of us. That’s the 

second reason we might be afraid. We might be afraid to ask because 

others will judge us. They will look down on us. They will think we are 

bad disciples. 

In his book, The Sin of Certainty, Peter Enns describes how we are 

afraid of what others think of us. So we don’t ask questions. We keep 

our doubts to ourselves. He describes seeing the movie, the Bridge to 

Terabithia, which is based on the book by the same name. It’s about Jess 

and Leslie, two fifth graders in rural Virginia. Jess is a shy boy from a 

poor, fundamentalist Christian family. Leslie is an outgoing, free spirited 

girl. In one scene, Jess and Jess’ little sister May Belle take Leslie to 

church. On the way home in Jess’ family’s pick-up, Leslie tells Jess that 

she likes the whole Jesus thing because it’s interesting. May Belle 

corrects Leslie: “It’s not interesting. It’s scary. It’s about nails and 
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crosses. It’s about Jesus dying because we are all vile sinners.” Leslie 

looked stuns: “Do YOU really think that’s true?”, she asks her friend 

Jess. “Well, yes,” Jess says, “we have to because it’s in the Bible.” May 

Belle adds: “And God will damn you to hell if you don’t.” “Really?, 

says Leslie. “I seriously do not think God goes around damning people 

to hell. God’s too busy running all of this,” and she points out the truck 

window to the blue sky and green trees whizzing by.1 

Leslie wasn’t afraid to question things. Because she wasn’t afraid of 

what others would think. But we are sometimes. We are afraid that 

others will think we aren’t good Christians. And that we do not hold to 

the high holy standards of God. Which is exactly why they didn’t like 

Jesus. It’s exactly why they condemned him and killed him because he 

questioned their narrow God. Jesus knew it would happen and he was 

afraid too. But for our sake, he challenged the world and our greatness 

and our pride anyway. 

                                                           
1 As referenced in Ennes, Peter, The Sin of Certainty, Harper Collins, 2016, p 2-3. 
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The disciples were afraid to ask. They were afraid of what the world 

would think. They were afraid of what Jesus would think. And a third 

reason, they might have been afraid that Jesus actually meant it. They 

were afraid that this was real. And it was going to happen. Suffering, 

betrayal, death. That’s what they were afraid of. Because the disciples 

wanted greatness. They wanted prestige. They wanted to be better than. 

And that’s how they are thinking about discipleship. That’s what they 

spend their time arguing about, about who is Jesus’ favorite. And who is 

the best disciple. And who will be first in God’s kingdom. Even though 

Jesus has just told them that following him doesn’t mean ascending to 

the heights, it means descending to the depths. It means betrayal and 

death. It means surrender. It means handing your life over to God 

completely. 

But we still want to compete. We will want to be greater than someone 

else. In our everyday lives, we compare ourselves with others with 

constantly. We measure and assess and keep score of who is GREATER 

THAN. Who has a better job or a better family or a better body or a 

better political opinion or a better philosophy of life. We keep score and 
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that makes us feel better that we are better than someone. And Christians 

too we argue among ourselves. We argue about which church is best. 

And which denomination is best. And which preacher is best. And which 

worship style is best. And which of us is the best, and the most 

authentic, and the most dedicated-looking disciple. 

We chase that kind of greatness. But that’s not greatness in the kingdom 

of God. The letter of James agrees. The letter of James says that’s the 

opposite of what Jesus taught. Conflict, envy, selfish ambition, it’s not 

heavenly stuff. It’s earthly stuff. It’s devilish stuff. It’s stuff that is 

opposed to God. The greatness that Jesus teaches is not about being 

greater than anyone. It’s not about being above or being first or being 

better than. It’s about being faithful. 

Jesus puts a child into our midst. He takes the child in his arms and says, 

“Here’s the truth: When you welcome a child, you welcome me. You 

welcome God.” A child, who has no influence and no power. Who is 

greater than no one at business or philosophy or climbing the social 

ladder. In Jesus’ day, children were not important. Associating with 

them did not make you great. It would not make you better than anyone. 
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But Jesus says, here is where you find greatness. Because this is where I 

am. This is where God is, with the humble and the vulnerable. Here is 

where I will always be. And Jesus meant what he said. He meant it when 

he told them the last would be first. He meant it when he said, whoever 

would be first should be last. He meant it when he said that to be great in 

the kingdom of God, you must be a servant. 

So if Jesus means what he says, what does that mean for us? What if 

Jesus has set that child among us and told us that to be great, we must 

serve the least. What do we do with the vulnerable and the small? The 

child dealing with poverty. The child facing gun violence in their 

neighborhoods or schools. The child in juvie. The child of immigrant 

parents. The child who can’t access healthcare, or an education, or a 

meal on the weekends. The child overwhelmed by anxiety and 

depression. The child without a community to love them. Every children 

among us, the small ones, the weak, the simple, the helpless, the ones 

the world doesn’t see or doesn’t want to see. Jesus says when we 

welcome them, the most vulnerable, we welcome God. When we serve 

them, we serve him. 
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Whoever wants to be first, must be last. Whoever wants to be great, 

must be a servant. Greatness in the Kingdom of God is not found in 

selfish ambition. Or envy or conflict. We are not great when we are 

greater than and put ourselves above others. We are not great when we 

try our hardest to be great in the eyes of the world. Jesus says we are 

great when we welcome those who are not great. When we welcome the 

weak and unworthy. When we welcome the unpopular and unimportant. 

When we set ourselves aside and welcome the little ones, then we 

welcome Jesus. Because Jesus was with shepherds and widows and 

slaves. With the sick and the widowed and the sinful. Jesus was in prison 

and on a cross and in a cemetery. And in a manger wrapped in 

swaddling clothes.  

We might wonder at this one who is weak. Who is so vulnerable to us. 

Who is determined to go wherever it takes to prove God’s love and 

faithfulness. So let us not be afraid. Let us not be afraid to wrestle with 

faith. Let us not be afraid to welcome the humble and weak. Let us not 

be afraid to trust what Jesus says. That the cross is the way. That the 

grave is the way. That resurrection is the way. It is the way to greatness. 


