Saving by Losing – Mark 8:34
Biblical Paradoxy #1
        The Sivier sisters were absolutely astonishing.  First, there was Linda, the born leader.  She was always there to coach and lead the younger ones.  If a decision needed to be made, Linda would make it.  If guidance were required, Linda would give it.  Then there was Mary.  Mary’s strength was her keen intellect.  Gentle, quiet and patient, Mary gained attention because of her straight A’s in school.  Marlene was the 3rd Sivier sister.  In a family of attractive girls, Marlene’s beauty was breathtaking.  Marlene set the fashion tone in the family.  The 4th sister was Kathy.  Kathy brought fun to the Sivier family.  She had a wonderful sense of humor.  Kathy’s personality was just like a magnet that turned heads wherever the Sivier sisters went.   The baby of this high-powered family was Debbie.  But unlike her 4 older sisters, Debbie was very ordinary.  She just seemed to disappear into the crowd.  Debbie being a natural follower didn’t have Linda’s leadership qualities.   She didn’t have Mary’s brains – in fact Debbie went all the way through school without getting a single A.  Even though she was attractive, Debbie just blended into the wall paper when standing beside her sister, Marlene.  And socially, Debbie just didn’t have the personality that Kathy had.  In their more cruel moments, the 4 older sisters referred to Debbie as the “pest in residence.”  Debbie was ordinary.  Like Cinderella, her realm seemed to be behind the scenes.  But Debbie learned to serve and she received great satisfaction from her service to her extraordinary older sisters.
        Because of that consistent service, Debbie today has achieved far more than any of her other sisters.  Her achievement has come primarily because of the skills that she learned in serving her sisters.  You see, through much practice, Debbie became a very good baker.  She especially developed a scrumptious chocolate chip cookie.  That cookie that once made her very popular with her older sisters has now gotten the attention of millions of Americans.  Last year, Debbie’s company earned over 150 million dollars.  In more than 700 outlets, mostly in shopping malls, from coast to coast, people line up to sample the chocolate chip cookies developed by Debbie Sivier Fields.  Now as a middle aged woman, Debbie Fields is hailed as the queen of her industry.
        There are countless examples that could be given of individual people or organizations that have achieved remarkable heights through serving others.  These examples illustrate a principle that Jesus Christ taught to his disciples.  When the disciples were arguing about who would be the greatest in the kingdom of God and who would be privileged to sit on the right and left hand of Jesus Christ as he ruled, Jesus corrected their faulty thinking by saying:
"The kings of the Gentiles lord it over them; and those who exercise authority over them call themselves Benefactors. 26 But you are not to be like that. Instead, the greatest among you should be like the youngest, and the one who rules like the one who serves.  (Luke 22:25,26)
        This morning, I want to look with you at the Biblical paradox of saving a life by losing it in service for others.  This will begin a series that will continue through the summer the Lord willing on Biblical paradoxes.  
        Much of the teaching that Jesus gave was straight forward and plain.  The gospel message is truth so simple that a child can understand it.  In fact, Jesus often used a child to illustrate how one enters the kingdom of God.  But Jesus also taught truths that were very complex and hard to understand.  Some of these truths came in the form of a paradox.
Our English word “paradox” comes from a combination of 2 Greek words, para meaning beyond and dokeo which is the verb to think.  So a paradox is literally something that appears to be beyond our thoughts or understanding.  It is an apparent contradiction to us.  But it is something that is really true, it just appears to be beyond our ability to fully reason it through or comprehend it.  
There are many paradoxes that are presented in the Scriptures – divine truths that appear to contradict the wisdom that is commonly accepted by the world around us.  We plan to look at some of these during these Summer Sunday mornings:
*the last being first and the first being last
*Paul’s statement in 1 Cor. 3:18 that we must become a fool in order to become wise.
*Being joyful in the midst of difficulties.  James wrote that we are to consider it pure joy when we face trials (James 1:2)
*Being really strong when we are weak and weak when we are strong.  The Apostle Paul wrote in 2 Cor. 12:10 – For when I am weak, then I am strong.
*To die is to live and to live is to die for the Christian.
*These are just some of the paradoxes that we plan to look at this summer as the Lord wills.
        This morning, we want to look at the paradox given by our Savior about how to really save our lives.  A person saves his life by losing it according to Christ’s teaching.  And if we try to save our lives, we are going to lose them.
Listen to the words of Jesus recorded in Mark 8:34-38:
MK 8:34 Then he (Jesus) called the crowd to him along with his disciples and said: "If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. 35 For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me and for the gospel will save it.  What good is it for a man to gain the whole world, yet forfeit his own soul?  Or what can a man give in exchange for his soul?  
38 If anyone is ashamed of me and my words in this adulterous and sinful generation, the Son of Man will be ashamed of him when he comes in his Father's glory with the holy angels."
 
        Now the paradox that Jesus gives here is in relation to saving our lives.  Jesus said that the person who tries to save his or her life will end up losing it, but the person who chooses to lose his or her life for His sake and for the sake of the gospel will end up saving it.
        At first this appears to be a contradictory statement to us.  How can a person lose something by trying to save it?  And how can a person save something by losing it?  This concept seems strange to us at first.  But as we reflect on this statement made by Jesus further, we see a principle that we very often practice in life.
        Do you want to have large, strong muscles?  How does one become strong physically?  Is it by saving one’s strength, lying around all of the time waiting for the time when he might need his strength?  No, that is not how one saves his strength, is it?  
In order to save muscles, we must first lose them.  So heavy weights are lifted and rigorous exercise is performed.  Through this process muscles cells are broken down.  But then as the muscle rebuilds itself, it multiplies forming larger and harder muscles.  The muscles are saved through losing them.
        My wife first went to Japan as a toddler in 1953.  Sandy has often told me of one of the joys of her childhood – receiving a box of goodies from family or friends back home.  Often there were some Hershey chocolate bars inside the box.  Sandy loved those chocolate bars so much that she wanted to save them.  So she would hide and horde them in the top drawer of her dresser, waiting for just the right moment to savor them.  But in the hot, humid climate of southern Japan, the chocolate bars would often spoil before she would get around to opening them.  In her attempt to save those chocolate bars, she had actually lost them.  How do you save a chocolate bar?  You eat it, don’t you?  As you eat it, the sugar is turned into energy that is used by the body.
        Now this is the principle that Jesus taught concerning the use of our lives.  If we really want to save our lives, if we really want to live our lives successfully for eternal value, if we really want to live our potential to the fullest, then we must first lose our lives in service for others.  We must deny ourselves.  We must refuse to cling to our own desires and wants and rights.  In losing ourselves in service for others, we end up saving our lives in the end.  And the greatest example of serving others is found in sharing the gospel, the good news of God’s saving grace through the Lord Jesus Christ, with them.  That’s what Jesus did when He left the glories of heaven and came down to this earth in order to share God’s truth with us.  He claimed concerning Himself that He did not come to be served, but to serve others and to give His life a ransom for others.  (Mark 10:45)  When we follow his example, sharing God’s truth with others and serving them, either through spoken word or the actions of our life, we are performing the greatest service that we are able to accomplish.  
        Now the enemy will not let this principle go unchallenged.  The message that we most often hear in the world around us is just the opposite of what Jesus taught.  Live for yourself.  Demand your own rights.  Look out for number 1.  Use other people to your own advantage.  That’s how you will get ahead and be successful in life.  And many around us are following this philosophy and are achieving apparent success in their ventures.
        But we must realize that God’s standard of true success is far different and Jesus taught that to us.  On another occasion, Jesus told his followers:
The greatest among you will be your servant.  (Matt. 23:11)
        Jesus goes on to speak of the profitability of saving one’s life in commercial terms.  
36 What good is it for a man to gain the whole world, yet forfeit his soul? 37 Or what can a man give in exchange for his soul?
        The KJV translates verse 36:
36 For what shall it profit a man, if he shall gain the whole world, and lose his own soul?
        Merchants who are involved on a daily basis in the business world know that the bottom line is profit.  A store that makes a profit is able to sustain itself.  A store that makes no profit will not stay in business long.
        Jesus said that if we are to think of our lives as a business venture, to save our lives by losing them in service for others is more profitable than gaining the wealth of the entire world.  How can this be the case?  Because one human soul is worth more than all of the wealth in the entire world.  Therefore, it would be more profitable to save a soul than gain the wealth of the whole world.
        Now the value system that we operate on a day to day basis contradicts Christ’s teaching here.  Is one human soul really worth more than all of the wealth in the entire world?  Most people around us wouldn’t say so.
*How can a human being be worth that much when thousands of people are brutally murdered every year so that some material possession can be attained.  Tellers are killed for bank money; school children are killed for their sneakers; this is the reality of the world we live in.
*How can a human soul be worth that much when millions of mothers in our country have chosen the affluence of their lifestyle or freedom from responsibility in aborting the child in their womb?
*Is a human soul really worth more than all of the material possessions in the world?  It is according to the teachings of the Lord Jesus Christ.  The reason for this is the simple fact that the human soul is the only thing on this earth that is eternal.  Every single material possession that anybody has is either going to decay and rot or will one day be consumed by the fire of God’s judgment.  Contrary to the popular claim, diamonds are not forever.  But every single human being is going to live somewhere for all eternity.  That makes saving a life the most profitable venture that we can have here on this earth.
        Who of us would choose an elaborate million dollar structure built out of ice in the winter over a modest home constructed out of wood even if we could get either for the same price?  A person would be a fool to spend tens of thousands of dollar on a home that would soon melt away in a spring thaw when they could have a home to raise their children throughout their entire lifetime.
        Yet this is what a person who tries to save his life by accumulating material possessions is actually doing.  That person is investing all that he has into that which will soon perish.  He will have to leave it all behind when he passes from this earth.  And it all will eventually be burned up in the fire of God’s judgment when the new heavens and new earth are created.  And when compared to eternity, even the entire existence of the universe is just a blink of the eye.  Every human soul is going to live for all eternity.  This makes a human being worth much more than even the accumulated wealth of the entire world.  So if we really want to save our lives, we will lose them in service for those who are the most valuable, those who are eternal beings.
        Christ’s statement ends with a promise.  Notice it with me in verse 38:
38 If anyone is ashamed of me and my words in this adulterous and sinful generation, the Son of Man will be ashamed of him when he comes in his Father's glory with the holy angels."
 
The word that is translated “ashamed” here simply means to be so proud that one won’t identify himself with, won’t have anything to do with someone.  Jesus is saying that one who is so proud that he won’t identify himself with Christ here on this earth is going to receive the same reaction from the Lord Jesus Christ someday in heaven.
        This same word is used in a negative sense of Christ’s response to us when he chose to come to this earth.  Hebrews 2:11 tells us that Jesus Christ was not ashamed to call us brothers.  
*Jesus Christ was not too proud to come to this earth even though He was the son of God.  
*He was not too proud to be born in a stable with cattle surrounding him even though he owned the cattle on every hill.  
*He was not too proud to work as a carpenter apprentice at a menial job even though he had designed and built the entire universe.
*He was not too proud to be a friend to sinners even though it brought him ridicule and scorn from the religious elitists.
*He was not too proud to go through the public humiliation of being crucified naked on a cross because of his love for you and me.
*And He says to us through the inspired word that one day He will not be too proud to identify Himself with us and call us His brothers if we will identify ourselves with him and will not be ashamed of Him here in this brief lifetime.
*All he asks of us is to acknowledge Him as our Savior and Lord here on this earth.  To identify ourselves as his followers.  To not be too proud to adopt a lifestyle like the one that He modeled for us.  We do this by realizing the wisdom of saving our life by losing it in service for others.
