
 

 

Jeremiah 11:18-20  Mark 9:30-37   James 3:13-4:3, 7-8a 

 

“God blessed them, and God said to them,  

 “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth  

 

and subdue it; and have dominion over  

 the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air  

  and over every living thing that  

   moves upon the earth.” AMEN! 

 

That opening prayer comes from Genesis 1:28  

 and the verse functions as our opening prayer  

  for the sermon this morning because it 

   offers guidelines on how we humans  

 

are to care for what God has created.  

 

Now, I didn’t take Hebrew in seminary but  

 I have the resources needed to study  

  the original text and found that  

 

the word yabah does not mean  

 we are to multiply the earth to the point  

  where there are so many people that  

   the environment becomes overwhelmed.  

 

Instead, yabah means to grow in  

 wisdom and in sensitivity.  

 

The Hebrew word for “fill” is Mahleh.  



 

 

 

It does not mean we are to fill the air  

 with pollution or fill the seas with trash.  

 

Mahleh means “to bring a gift to the earth.”  

 

We can sure do the earth much good  

 by bringing her gifts instead of always taking them.  

 

And the Hebrew word, cabash is where  

 we get the translation “to subdue.”  

 

Cabash does not give permission  

 to humans to deplete the soil by overuse  

  or constant pesticide applications or  

   grinding down mountains for  

    buried resources.  

 

Nor does it mean we can kill animals  

 indiscriminately or manipulate or  

  dehumanize other human beings.  

 

Cabash means “to put weight on with  

 a tender hand as you would when  

  you rub a bruise or when you give  

   the one you love a back rub.  

 

And finally, radah is the Hebrew word  

 for “irrigation person.”  



 

 

 

Literally it was used to refer to the one  

 who “makes function properly.”  

 

This person was the one who controlled  

 the locks on the irrigation dam.  

 

You might imagine how important that job  

 was for this one made water function and  

  flow properly.  

 

So a better translation of Genesis  

 chapter 1:28 might be:  

 

Be fruitful and be mature, grow in wisdom  

 and in sensitivity, bring a gift to the earth,  

 

rub the earth tenderly, and make it  

 function properly, so that the fish in the sea  

  and the birds in the air, and the animals  

   and the forests, and the lakes and  

 

the rivers and the streams, and all the people  

 will continue to become good.”  

 

Now I give thanks to author and  

 pastor Robert Salzgeber for the research of  

  the Hebrew here, as it sets  

   this morning’s message in  



 

 

    the correct tone. 

 

The appropriate translation transforms  

 the false teaching that human beings  

  are endeavored with power to treat  

   the world as if it is their footstool.  

 

For too long, men have believed this verse  

 gave them permission to bleed  

  the earth of resources, and take more  

   than needed without sensitivity  

    to reserve or conserve.  

 

It has been used as defense  

 to take all you can get.  

 

Surely, these egocentric understandings were 

  not the purpose of God’s creation nor was  

  this way our duty to steward it.  

 

Yet, that is exactly what the ego does  

 if we are not aware of it and then  

  willing to harness it.  

 

The ego makes us think we are the greatest and  

 that it is all about me and my needs. 

 

Such a debate occurred even among  

 the disciples in our gospel lesson this morning.  



 

 

 

They had been arguing among themselves  

 about who was the greatest.  

 

We do not know if it was only a few disciples  

 claiming authority of being the greatest or if  

  it was all of them, we only know that  

   Jesus took the 12 aside  

    to teach them this  

     important realization. (Pause) 

 

But before we get to Jesus’ teaching  

 we might be wondering  

  if this is deja vu?  

 

Didn’t we just read this text last week?  

 

If you sense that recollection then good job.  

 

Last week was what most commentators call 

  Jesus’ first passion prediction.  

 

It was the one when Peter spoke up and 

  claimed Jesus as the Messiah.  

 

The anointed Christ from God and Jesus  

 told them to “shut-up” and not tell anyone  

  about this identity.  

 



 

 

And then Jesus taught them that 

  the Son of Man must undergo arrest,  

  suffering and death then on the third day  

   rise again.  

 

Then, Peter told Jesus to “shut up”  

 for such things could never happen to him.  

 

He is the Messiah, for goodness sake!  

 

That was when Jesus told Peter to “shut up”  

 because he’s fixated on things that are human  

  (on the ego) and not on the things  

   that are divine.  

 

All of these “shut-ups” would get them  

 all in trouble at our house! :-)  

 

But Jesus used this event to begin  

 to teach them about human ego and that even  

  the followers of Jesus need to be  

   aware of desires to be the greatest. 

 

Now, in this morning’s gospel,  

 we come to Jesus 2nd passion prediction  

  and another chance for Jesus  

   to teach about discipleship.  

 

Instead of the barrage of “shut-ups”  



 

 

 we have the disciples silent because  

  they didn’t understand what Jesus was  

   saying about the purpose of  

 

his coming suffering, death and resurrection.  

 

They kept their mouths shut and were  

 too afraid to ask anything more.  

 

And then with just the 12 of them with Jesus,  

 they gathered in the house in Capernaum.  

 

In that private setting, he asked them 

  about an argument they were having.  

 

Again, the Bible tells us they were silent  

 because they knew what it was they  

  were arguing about.  

 

They kept quiet because they realized  

 they’d done something wrong.  

 

They had put themselves first and  

 let their egos take over. (Pause) 

 

So, taking a step back now, and looking  

 carefully at last week and today  

 

we find one of Mark’s purposes in writing his witness.  



 

 

 

Two passion predictions and two chances  

 for Jesus to teach discipleship directions.  

 

Good teachers know “Repetition is  

 the mother of learning.”  

 

And though it is never easy when  

 it’s happening to us, the best learning is  

  done when we make mistakes,  

   fall on our faces, or fail. (Pause) 

 

Here Jesus gathered them close and  

 sat down to teach them.  

 

When we think we are the greatest, we aren’t.  

 

Jesus did provide an deep understanding though  

 that greatness is possible.  

 

It is possible when we think we are not great  

 for it is then that we are open and free to be great. 

(Pause) 

 

We can laugh at the disciples  

 for being such numbskulls.  

 

Mark doesn’t pull any punches to point out  

 their inability to understand their master.  



 

 

 

We can shake our heads at them  

 when we read about how they jockeyed  

  for places of distinction and  

   constantly avoided suffering with Jesus.  

 

I have done the laughing, head shaking,  

 and shaming that they should  

  have known better, too.  

 

But, then something happens,  

 we see that as we point fingers,  

  one finger points away while  

   there are three pointing right back 

     at ourselves. (Pause) 

 

It’s called conviction, or  

 a softening of the heart, but  

  something happens in a sermon that  

   makes us realize just how broken we are   

    and that we need a savior, and  

 

that there’s nothing we can do on our own.  

 

And that is when the good news comes in.  

 

That is when the gospel is delivered and  

 Jesus delivers it better than anyone.  

 



 

 

This morning we find how he sat down and 

  leveled with them.  

 

“So you want to be great?  

 You want to be first place?  

 

Then stand at the back of the line.  

 Eat meals at the kid’s table.  

 

Clean up the messes that no one  

 else wants to tackle and be a servant to all.”  

 

It was wise teaching, revolutionary directions,  

 transforming language and it  

  was a challenge.  

 

It still is.  

 

Then Jesus knew he needed a powerful illustration.  

 

But he didn’t pull out toothpaste or welcome mat  

 from his bag. :-) 

 

He cradled a little child in his arms and said,  

 “You cradle one of these little ones as I do 

   then you embrace me and even more  

   than that you embrace God.”  

 

Now, I want to be careful not 



 

 

  to sentimentalize this moment.  

 

A child in this ancient society was one  

 with the slightest of status.  

 

They held no rights nor power, but in  

 Jesus’ presence the child has worth and  

  standing and importance, in fact  

   the powerless have God’s Spirit.  

 

Jesus’ counterpoint to the disciple’s argument  

 about who’s the greatest is identified in  

  his mission to suffer and die and then  

   to be raised again.  

 

And the top to bottom rank system  

 that humans create, struggling to determine  

  who is the greatest and who are  

   the least becomes flipped upside down. 

 

Something happens in a sermon that is  

 too deep for words, but still we try to speak  

  them because  

 

“The healthy are not in need of a physician,  

 but those who are sick, Jesus came to call.  

 

Not the virtuous, but the sinners.  

 



 

 

I am calling the sin-sick,  

 not the spiritually-fit,” Jesus said  

  with different words.  

 

If we can look at our own x-rays without flinching,    

 examine our egos and desires to be the greatest, 

   we, too, will find the great physician  

   ready to stand us before him  

    and take us into his arms. 

 

AMEN! 
 


