The Last Being First – Mark 10:31
Biblical Paradoxy #2


It has been called the greatest single tragedy in the history of that great Midwestern state.  October 8, 1871, the night that a great city almost entirely burned to the ground.  More than 1,500 people lost their lives as the city was engulfed in flames.  The summer and fall had been bone dry.  There was a light shower on September 5th, but otherwise, nothing.  Virtually bone-dry.  So in spite of the fact that the great, fresh-water ocean, Lake Michigan, was sleeping at her elbow to the east, and a long river snaked its way right through the heart of the city, by October it was a disaster waiting to happen.  The very day before the fire, a newspaper editorial had prophesied, “Unless we get rain, God only knows how soon a conflagration may sweep this town away.”  The next day, Sunday, October 8th, it happened.  The mighty roar of the flames was deafening.  The heat was so intense that the very earth seemed to melt beneath it like butter.  Beneath the towering crimson, yellow and white, people ran like ants for the lake and the river.  It was certainly the tragedy of the century.

Now you probably think that I have been describing the Great Chicago Fire.  But I have not been describing this event.  I have been describing a fire even worse, more intense, more life-threatening.  The Great Chicago Fire claimed the lives of some 300 people; this fire took 5 times the toll in human life.  The fire I have been describing consumed the whole town of Peshtigo, Wisconsin.  But I have met very few people who have actually heard of this great fire.  For the day that Peshtigo burned to the ground was the very same day that the Great Chicago Fire took place.  Publicity so favored the Chicago tragedy because of the city’s reputation that few paid much attention to the even greater destruction that happened just a couple of hundred miles to the north.

There are times in life when greater events and people are overshadowed by lesser ones.  The reason for this is quite simple.  Fame, publicity, popularity are not the true measure of worth or value.  Many times the most popular musicians that play their songs to thousands on stage are not the most gifted musically.  Many times the author of the book that is at the top of the best-seller list does not have the best literary abilities.  History has demonstrated the fact that the genius of many musicians and artists was not even discovered in their life-times.  Often in history an extremely gifted person has been discovered and acclaimed after he or she has already passed on from this earth.


This same principle is also true with regards to the kingdom of God.  Very often, it is not the one who is the most famous or most visible or most prominent who is actually deemed the most important or significant by God.  Quite often it is the one who appears to be more retiring, who faithfully does the job of serving the Lord, who reaches the potential that God has created within and is used by God in the most significant manner.  The world might consider the more famous person to be first, but in God’s eyes, the last become first.


Christ’s Apostles needed to recognize this principle.  By virtue of their calling, they were in a position of visible prominence.  They were the ones who walked with the Lord Jesus Christ.  And when Jesus would ascend back to heaven, the Apostles would become even more visible.  They would be the leaders of the early church.  They would be given great authority while the New Testament Scriptures were being written to lead and direct the church.  In fact, some of the Apostles would become the human authors of God’s inspired word.  So they needed to realize how God measured greatness.  They needed to realize that in God’s eyes, the one who often appears to be first might really be last and the one who appears to be last might really be first.


4 times Jesus Christ told his disciples that the first would be last and the last first – twice in Matthew, and once each in Mark and Luke.  Another time in Mark, Christ paraphrased the idea of the first becoming last.  


In Matthew 20:16, Christ’s statement that the last will be first and the first will be last comes at the end of his parable about the workers in the vineyard.  The one who had been hired at the 11th hour and hadn’t worked nearly as long as the one hired at the beginning of the day was given the same wage of a denarius – an average day’s pay.  When the one who had worked all day complained about the apparent injustice, he was told that he had agreed to work the day for a denarius so he was getting what had been promised and if the owner of the vineyard wanted to be generous with the person who had been hired later, then it really wasn’t his place to be critical.  The point that Jesus was making in this parable was the simple fact that all who are born again into the family of God are equally children of the Heavenly Father.  There are no seniority rights in God’s family.  We born again into God’s family today are equally children of God with those who accepted Christ on the day of Pentecost.  And a person who receives Jesus Christ on his deathbed like the thief on the cross is equally a child of God as is the believer who trusts in Christ as a child.   There will be different degrees of rewards for service rendered, of course, but each is an equal citizen of heaven.

Luke 13:30 also speaks to the issue of obtaining eternal life.  Jesus has been speaking of the narrow way to eternal life that relatively few will find when compared to the many who live their lives walking down the broad path.  Many who have journeyed down that broad path will have assumed that they have obtained entrance to heaven because they were accepted as good and worthy people by the world’s majority.  But they won’t make it because those whom the world values as first will be last and many whom the world despises as being last will be first.

In Mark 9:35, the passage where Jesus paraphrases this message, the Lord is instructing the disciples on the importance of serving.  The Apostles had been arguing on the road to Capernaum as to who would be greatest in the Kingdom.  Jesus tells that “If anyone wants to be first, he must be the very last, and the servant of all.”


So we can see that this phrase of the first being last and the last first is not always used in exactly the same way when it appears in the Bible.


The last 2 usages of this phrase come in parallel passages from Matthew 19:30 and Mark 10:31.  We are going to look at the Mark 10 passage this morning, but we will also refer to Matthew 19 because it fills in some details for us.  Listen as I read Mark 10:17-31 so that we can see the context of Christ’s statement.

MK 10:17 As Jesus started on his way, a man ran up to him and fell on his knees before him. "Good teacher," he asked, "what must I do to inherit eternal life?"

    MK 10:18 "Why do you call me good?" Jesus answered. "No one is good--except God alone. 19 You know the commandments: `Do not murder, do not commit adultery, do not steal, do not give false testimony, do not defraud, honor your father and mother.' "

    MK 10:20 "Teacher," he declared, "all these I have kept since I was a boy."

    MK 10:21 Jesus looked at him and loved him. "One thing you lack," he said. "Go, sell everything you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me."

    MK 10:22 At this the man's face fell. He went away sad, because he had great wealth.

    MK 10:23 Jesus looked around and said to his disciples, "How hard it is for the rich to enter the kingdom of God!"

    MK 10:24 The disciples were amazed at his words. But Jesus said again, "Children, how hard it is to enter the kingdom of God! 25 It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God."

    MK 10:26 The disciples were even more amazed, and said to each other, "Who then can be saved?"

    MK 10:27 Jesus looked at them and said, "With man this is impossible, but not with God; all things are possible with God."

    MK 10:28 Peter said to him, "We have left everything to follow you!"

    MK 10:29 "I tell you the truth," Jesus replied, "no one who has left home or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or fields for me and the gospel 30 will fail to receive a hundred times as much in this present age (homes, brothers, sisters, mothers, children and fields--and with them, persecutions) and in the age to come, eternal life. 31 But many who are first will be last, and the last first."

Now the context of Christ’s statement begins with a conversation that he had with a person who had sought him out.  This person is often called “the rich young ruler”.  And this is an apt description of him for he was a young leader in the Jewish synagogue who came from a very affluent family.  So this young man represents the 3 major values that are so highly esteemed by the world around us.  He was rich – he had great material wealth; he was young – he had the youth that is so highly treasured by the world; and he was a ruler – he had power and position and authority.  In addition to all of these attributes, this young man was a fine, upstanding, moral citizen.  He freely admits that he had diligently tried to keep God’s commandments from his childhood days.  But with his keen sensitivity into human nature, Jesus detected a major weakness in this young man.  Jesus realized that the real god in this young man’s life was his wealth.  So Jesus told this young man to sell all that he had and give it to the poor.  It was readily apparent that Jesus had hit a nerve here as the young man’s face fell and he left disappointed.  Jesus had identified this young man’s real god.  Now this scene certainly should not be taken as normative.  God rarely asks his children to sell all that they possess and give it all to the poor.  There are countless examples that can be given from the Scriptures where God’s blessing to his children came in the form of material wealth.  But God demands that He alone have the place of supreme preeminence in our lives.  Anything that would stand in the way of that must be removed.

Now the Disciples are astonished at the way Jesus handled this situation with the rich young ruler.  When the young man first approached, humbling falling to his knees before the Lord, the disciples had probably become excited.  Here is an answer to our prayers.  A respected, moral leader from the community with great material means wanting to join the Apostolic band.  This should start momentum swinging in the right direction.  Soon thousands will be following.  Maybe we have finally turned the corner to ushering in the Kingdom of God.  

But when Jesus turned this young man away, they were amazed.  Matthew records them saying, “Who then can be saved?”  I mean, if this fine, upstanding, moral leader in the community can’t be saved, who can be?  


Jesus answers simply, “With man this is impossible, but with God all things are possible.”  In other words, it’s impossible for anybody to be saved from human effort.  Every single salvation is a miracle of God.  The new birth is a divine miracle.  And with God, it is possible for anybody to be saved, regardless of their human background.


Now this entire context brings us to the consideration of Christ’s statement “many who are first shall be last and the last first.”  For Peter jumps in here, saying, “We have left everything to follow you.”  We’re not like this rich young ruler.  In light of the standard that you have just set up, we must be sitting pretty.  We left our jobs.  We left our homes.  We’ve left it all for you.  Matthew in his account actually adds the question that Mark implies when he has Peter adding, “What then shall we have?”  What’s in it for us, Lord?  


It’s in response to Peter’s question that Jesus speaks of the rewards of devoting one’s life as a follower of Christ.  Jesus here gives 2 rewards – present rewards and future rewards.  But then he ends with the warning about many who are first being last and the last first.


1.  Is a life being willing to sacrifice everything for the Lord Jesus Christ worth it?  Yes, it is worth is because of present rewards that God promises to us.  Listen to the words of Jesus:

MK 10:29 "I tell you the truth," Jesus replied, "no one who has left home or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or fields for me and the gospel 30 will fail to receive a hundred times as much in this present age (homes, brothers, sisters, mothers, children and fields--and with them, persecutions)

 
A life following the Lord Jesus Christ would be worth it even if there weren’t any existence after death because of all the blessings that God gives to His children right here and now on this earth.  The blessings that Jesus mentions here in this passage fall into 3 major categories – home, relatives and property.

Our homes represent security to us.  Home is the place where we can be ourselves, where we can let down.  Home is the place that accepts us just as we are, it never rejects us.  We find comfort and security in our homes.


Relatives represent our personal relationships.  Relatives are the people on this earth who are nearest and dearest to us.  Our family members have a special place in our hearts.


Property represents our material possessions.  These make life more comfortable for us.  This was the category, of course, that was the great stumbling block for the rich young ruler.  But Christ here balances the command that he had given to that young man saying that the one who follows after him will receive a hundred times as much.  The Greek term that is used here is often used figuratively, not literally meaning 100 times more but rather meaning many times more or abundantly more.  We do the same today in our English language when we say something is 100 times better off.

What an encouragement Christ’s statement must have been to Peter and the other Apostles.  God will never be a debtor to any person.  Anyone who gives to him or sacrifices for him will be abundantly blessed in return.


But then I’m sure you noticed another interesting word that Christ used here as well.  “and with them, persecutions”.   The promise Christ made was great up to this point, wasn’t it?  The promise of a hundredfold blessings is wonderful.  But what’s this about persecutions as well?  Why would Jesus add persecutions to the promise?  

There’s no question that one of the purposes of Christ’s statement here is to balance the former story of the rich, young ruler.  That’s why we included this passage in the reading.  Without Christ’s promise, one could get the impression that Jesus is attacking riches as being ungodly.  But with his promise, Jesus not only let’s us know that God’s blessings also include material things but he also promises multiplied blessings to those who are faithful to him.  And again, we must remember that these are principles that Jesus is giving here.  Certainly there could be many individual believers who could be focused on throughout the history of the church and many living today who although being faithful to the Lord have been called to live lives of poverty.  But the general principle is that God as the heavenly father of his children gives to his children as many blessings as they are able to handle.  As long as we recognize God as the source and giver of every blessing with thanksgiving and use whatever resources God entrusts to us as a faithful steward, God delights in using his children as channels of blessing.  But we must always guard our attitudes.  And this is where persecution becomes so valuable to us.  Nothing helps to form proper attitudes and priorities in our lives more than persecutions and trials.  So God has promised blessings to his children, but not blessings that will destroy them.  For He also allows just the amount of persecution necessary so that we might be able to handle his blessings in a positive manner.  So even Job in the Old Testament could handle twice as much material prosperity at the end of his life than he had at the beginning when he was already a prominent man in the Middle East because of all the persecutions and trials and afflictions that he endured.  So God dedicates Himself to the wellbeing of His children right here in the present, right now in this life time.

2.  But Jesus does not end with this lifetime does he?  He goes on to speak of future rewards as well.

“. . .and in the age to come, eternal life.”

In the future age, the one that commences with the closing of this present life, the one that continues on for all eternity, in that age, the reward of eternal life is promised.  So Christ comes full circle and answers the question that began this scene, the question that the rich young ruler asked, “Good teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?”  The answer to this question is found in a commitment to a person, the Lord Jesus Christ.  Jesus Christ is the Son of God who came from heaven’s glory to pay the debt for our sins.  If we are willing to forsake anything and everything to become a follower to Him, then He promises the reward of eternal life to us.

I began the sermon in the year 1871.  Just 4 years before those great fires in 1867, 2 New Englanders, Sanford Bennet and Joseph Webster, were friends in the small community of Elkhorn, Wisconsin.  Both had migrated independently from New England and had become fast friends in their new homeland.  Part of their friendship, no doubt, was built on their common roots in New England, but they also had music in common, both being musicians.  Bennet ran the town’s drug store.  Webster was a rather moody man given to periods of depression in his life.  It was one of those down times in Joseph’s life as he stopped by to see his druggist friend.  Joseph Webster was just sitting by the potbelly stove warming himself, when Sanford asked him how his day was going.  “It’s no matter,” Webster replied.  “It will be all right by and by.”  Those words struck a chord in Sanford Bennet’s heart.  There were no other customers in the store, so the druggist began to jot down a poem using those theme words “by and by”.  As he would finish a verse he would read it to his discouraged friend sitting by the stove.  By the time he was finished, his friend’s countenance had brightened.  “Let me see those words,” Webster said.  Then, playing his violin, he began to compose a melody.  Soon he had jotted down 4 part harmony to the words that his friend had just composed.  That song is found on page 468 of our hymnal.

“There’s a land that is fairer than day, and by faith we can see it afar, For the Father waits over the way to prepare us a dwelling place there.


We shall sing on that beautiful shore the melodious songs of the blest;  and our spirits shall sorrow no more – not a sigh for the blessing of rest.


To our bountiful Father above we will offer our tribute of praise, for the glorious gift of His love and the blessings that hallow our days.


In the sweet by and by, we shall meet on that beautiful shore;  in the sweet by and by, we shall meet on that beautiful shore.”


Is it worth is to leave all and follow Jesus?  Is it worth it to be ridiculed and persecuted by those who have adopted the world’s system and values around us?  You bet it’s worth it.  It would be worth it even if this world is all that there is as the world system advocates because Christ has promised multiplied blessings to his followers who have sacrificed to follow him.  But the glorious truth of the Lord’s promise is that this life isn’t all that there is.  There is an eternity to follow.  And for those who dedicate their lives to following the Lord Jesus Christ, the promise of eternal life is given to them.  Because those who are considered to be last here on this earth are first in God’s eyes.  And those who consider themselves to be first are in reality last.
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