
Reverend Bill Wilson: 

Good morning.  I’m so pleased to be with you now in worship after our conversation earlier 

today.  Each of my times to be with you in the past have been in person.  I’ve been able to come 

and worship with you and be in meetings and other things with your leadership team and staff.  

I’m sorry I can’t be there today with you physically, but I’m grateful for this privilege of being 

able to be a part of your worship service. 

 

A few years ago, I lived in Virginia, and about the time I was there, personalized license plates 

became the rage.  Some were a little strange, and some were entertaining, and some were a little 

hard to figure out.  One day, I was driving down the Interstate, and a car got behind me really 

close.  And, you know, it was the signal for me to move over so they could get by.  And I did.  

And she sped by me, and my agitation was alleviated just a bit when I saw her license plate.  It 

was a personalized plate, and as she went by, this is what I saw, M-E-B-4-U.  M-E-B-4-U, do 

you get it?  Me before you.  When I saw that, I thought, “Okay, there you go.”  That’s something 

of a commentary, not only about the way people drive, but about our culture.  “Me before you.  

What I want, get out of the way, I deserve it.  It’s me before you.”  And much of our culture is 

driven by this human need to be seen, to be noticed, to have our needs met.  “Me before you.”  It 

drives so many things about us and not many of them healthy or positive.  It actually has a lot to 

do with how we do church.  “My preferences, me, me before all of you.”  It’s a basic human 

condition, the self-centeredness, the self-absorption, it’s been around a long time.  In fact, in our 

passage today, you’ll read about some of our forefathers who were specialists in me-before-you.   

 

A little context before I read this text to you from Mark 9.  Earlier in the chapter, Jesus had been 

on the Mount of Transfiguration with three of the disciples, the A-Team.  They had been 

overwhelmed by his glory and all the revealed amazing things they saw there.  They came off the 

mountain.  The disciples, the nine who’d stayed behind, had had a difficult time with a healing 

miracle.  In fact, they failed miserably.  And when Jesus showed up, he bailed them out.  And 

then Jesus, it says, taught them some things about what is to come, about how he was going to be 

persecuted and suffer.  And then we pick up with our text in Mark 9:33.  “And then they came to 

Capernaum; and when he was in the house he asked them, ‘What were you arguing about on the 

way here?’  But they were silent, for on the way they had argued with one another who was the 

greatest.  So he sat down, he called the twelve, and said to them, ‘Whoever wants to be first must 

be last of all and servant of all.’”   

 

Did you get that?  After all the things they had seen and heard, the glorification of Christ, they’re 

inability to do mundane things, on the way to the next town, they get into an argument, “Who is 

the greatest?  Who gets the ME-B4-U license plate on their chariot?”  Jesus is having none of it.  

In fact, Mark says, “He called them together and they sat down.”  This is akin to when your 

parents would call you in and say, “We need to have a talk.”  This is the original come-to-Jesus 

conversation.  He sits down, and he says, “Boys, you misunderstood.  You don’t understand.  

You were arguing about who was the greatest.  If you want to be first, you have to be last, 

servant of all.”   

 

The word in Greek, for servant, is “diakonos,” which transliterated for us means the word 

“deacon.”  What he’s teaching them is what he’s still teaching us that the way of the kingdom is 

the way of service, not being served.  The greatness in His kingdom is about service.  It’s about 



being there for others, not me before you.  Well, the disciples, they didn’t buy it.  They probably 

rolled their eyes and said something to themselves like, “Yeah, that’s just not the way the world 

works.  Come on, Jesus.”  And the reason I know that is because of what happens in the next 

chapter.  Chapter 10, we have round two of this ongoing debate.  In this case, in Verse 35, James 

and John come to Jesus with a most specific request.   

 

“Teacher, we want you to do for us whatever we ask of you.”  Jesus plays along and says, “What 

is it you want me to do?”  And they say, “Well, let us sit at the right and left hand of you in all 

your glory.  I want to be Secretary of State and my brother to be Secretary of Defense.”  And 

Jesus essentially says, “You have no idea what you’re asking.”  Now, the other disciples, it says 

in Verse 41, are angry when they heard that James and John had done this.  Angry not so much 

that they had done it, but that they had thought about it and done an end run on the other ten 

disciples.  And so, once again, in Verse 42, Jesus calls the disciples together and says to them an 

expanded version of what he had said earlier on the road to Capernaum.  “You know that among 

the Gentiles those whom they recognize as their rulers lord it over them, and their great ones are 

tyrants over them.  But it is not so among you; whoever wishes to become great among you must 

be your servant,” Diakonos, “and whoever wishes to be first among you must be slave of all.”  

There’s that word again.  “For the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his 

life as a ransom for many.”  See, that message is not just for the disciples.  It’s for the Church.  

It’s for anyone who claims to be a follower of Christ.  That the church God needs us to be is the 

serving church.  Not the church of those who come waiting to be served.  My experience around 

the country with churches, it is much more prevalent to see people arriving at church and 

participating in the life of their church in a kind of series and sense and tone of expectation.  

“What have you got for me today?”  In the same way that we expect service from restaurants and 

other parts of our life, theater, we come to church with that same kind of being-served mentality, 

and we’re met with this Messiah who keeps saying to us what he said to them.  “I didn’t come to 

be served, but to serve.  And my kingdom is built so that those who are first will be last and 

those who are last will be first.” And he lived it out every day, picking up the children in Verse 9 

and holding them in his arms and saying, “These are my people.”  And calling tax collectors 

down out of trees and touching lepers and turning to people who were blind and excluded and 

women, and all those who were the outcast of the day found in him someone who would serve 

them.  Well, the church God needs is a church built on this premise, that in the Church of Jesus 

Christ, serving is the way to greatness. 

 

Now, later in his ministry, Jesus, with the disciples still probably not quite buying the program, 

comes to the end of his life, and on the night he was betrayed, you remember what happened 

there in John 13, that he takes them into a meal unsuspecting, they are, and while he knows this 

is his last opportunity to make an imprint upon them of what matters most, they don’t know that.  

And they gather for the meal, expecting the food, and instead, they get Jesus who begins to 

undress.  And he strips down to the garb of a servant.  You remember the story that he begins 

going person by person, washing their feet.  And you understand, that is the work of a slave.  

That is dirty, stinking work.  That is not work for a lord or a master.  In fact, Peter resists, and 

Jesus says, “Pipe down.  Pipe down.”  And he goes all the way to all 12.  And my guess is, as he 

puts his robe back on and sits down with them, there’s probably an awkward silence.  And 

they’re wondering, “What was that about?”  And so he says, in John 13, “Do you know what 

I’ve done for you?  You call me Master and Teacher—and that’s true.  But if I, your Master and 



Teacher, have done this for you, then this is what I want you to do for one another.”  You see, on 

his last night and his last sermon, his last message was an object lesson in which he showed them 

what kind of people he wanted them to be.  He showed them what kind of Church he wanted to 

leave with his nametag on it.  The church of Jesus Christ is the church that is a serving church, a 

church where people are more interested, as Paul put it, in making others feel important than 

being seen as important, to regard others as more important than yourselves, he says.  And on our 

best days, that’s the kind of church we are, aren’t we?  You told me some stories about your 

church when people showed up and took care of you and provided for you.  On your best days as 

a church, they’ve almost always been days when we gave ourselves away.  We found our life by 

losing it.  That’s exactly what the future needs from you, a church that is given to serving. A 

church that’s willing to say with Jesus, “We didn’t come here to be served but to serve.  We 

follow the servant.  We’re his sheep, the sheep of his flock.  And as his people, we’re going to 

follow in such a way that we will be known and renown for how we love each other and how we 

love our city with a serving spirit.”   

 

I don’t know a lot about what your next pastor will face.  The 2020s are going to be a very 

interesting decade, aren’t they?  But here’s what I do know.  That your pastor, whoever that is, 

when they enter into the life of your congregation, the very best gift you can give that person is a 

crowd of people who show up asking not, “What have you got for me,” but show up with a spirit 

and the attitude and the posture, “We’re ready to serve.  We’re ready to be the hands and feet of 

Christ in this community and beyond.  This isn’t about us.  This isn’t about what we get.  It’s 

about what we’re enabled to give, what God can do with all of our gifts collectively.”  I’ve been 

in plenty of churches where it seemed to me like every car in the parking lot had that on the back 

of the car.  And I’ve been in a very few churches where, well, as one person said, “Bill, maybe 

this means something different than what you thought.  What if it means, ‘Me, I will be for 

you.’”  Not a bad idea.  “Me, I’m going to be for you.”  Not “me before you,” as in “get out of 

the way,” but, “Me, as for me and my house, we’re going to be for you.”  And if your next pastor 

finds that spirit at work in the midst of your family of faith, there is no telling what this decade 

can hold for you because that is the force that turns the world upside down.  It’s so contrary to 

our culture.  It’s so clearly Christ-like.  It’s so much what people need, even you, to be a part of a 

group of people who say, “This group, Covenant, we’re going to be for you, not me before you.  

But all of us, putting our gifts together as the Body of Christ, we’re for you.”  God bless you as 

you seek to be and become the people God intends you to be.  Amen. 


