
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sermon  

‘Why we do things - the good reason and the real reason.’ 
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It’s been said that there are two reasons for everything we do – the right reason and the 

real reason.  The right reason is the one we give to everyone else, and the one we even 

sometimes try to persuade ourselves with.  The real reason is the one we all know but 

sometimes need to hide from others and even ourselves because we know deep down it 

doesn’t really justify what it is we’re doing.  If we’re going to become more Christ-like we 

need to understand both – which isn’t always easy. 

When Jesus said to the disciples, “What were you arguing about on the way?”  I’m pretty 

sure he already knew the answer.  The fact that the disciples’ reaction to this question was 

silence (Mark records, “They were silent, for on the way they had argued with one another 

about who was the greatest.”) suggests they each knew the real reason for their speculation 

and were none too proud of it.  They were shamed into silence, they knew their discussion 

about who was the greatest was based on human ambition and desire for status, and not at 

all on the example and teaching of Jesus. 

What strikes me is that it appears Jesus left just enough space after asking his question for 

there to be this moment of silence during which they could all reflect on their motives and 

the real reason for the conversation - and so work out for themselves where they had gone 

wrong before Jesus had to say anything.  This was a very effective way of teaching the 

disciples, and it’s just as effective for us too, to help us discern the reasoning behind what 

we do.  There’s a subtle combination of things working together here – some overt teaching 

from Jesus (Mark says they’d gone away somewhere so that Jesus could do this) and, less 

obviously, being left alone for long enough for them to teach themselves.  It was in being 

given space to learn from Jesus himself, but also to learn from their own application (or 

misapplication) of that teaching, that the disciples were able to realise and admit where 

they’d gone wrong and so be open to hear properly what Jesus was saying. 

In the New Testament passage from St James his argument that jealousy and quarrelling 

always lead to a disintegrated community would not have been new to his readers, it’s 

pretty self-evident.  “Where there is envy and selfish ambition, there will also be disorder 

and wickedness of every kind. Those conflicts and disputes among you, where do they come 

from? You want something and do not have it; so you commit murder. And you covet 

something and cannot obtain it; so you engage in disputes and conflicts.” 

But what was so surprising in the teaching of Jesus, also reflected by St James, was the 

answer to the problems caused by jealousy and ambition – we must all practice humility, a 

quality never universally admired and certainly not so in Jesus’ day.  “For where there is 

envy and selfish ambition, there will also be disorder and wickedness of every kind. But the 

wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, willing to yield, full of mercy.” 

I read somewhere this week that, ‘We are all shareholders in the global business of an 

inferiority complex.’  I thought that was a great way of describing the problem, why so many 

of us look for a solution by building up ourselves with pride, vanity and lies, and why there 

are so many mental health issues amongst the young.  Knowing ourselves as dearly loved 
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children of God should be all we need – as the introduction to the baptism service says, ‘As 

children of God, we have a new dignity.’ 

James and John wanted to sit at the right and left side of Jesus.  Peter thought he could walk 

on water.  All the disciples had ambitions but had to learn another way to motivate 

themselves, to find a reason for what they did - and that the requirement for greatness was 

humility.  Coming from what they had just witnessed at the transfiguration (earlier in this 

chapter) it would have been easy for them to get caught up in some funny ideas about glory, 

position and status but they had to learn a different lesson. 

Jesus didn’t say, ‘You shouldn’t want to be first.’  He said, ‘Whoever wants to be first must 

be last of all and servant of all.’  Jesus isn’t telling us not to be great, he’s just saying that the 

definition of being so is the very opposite of what the world thinks – hence his teaching 

about children, who had no status or rights.  Being the best in worldly terms involves human 

effort, stepping over other people, striving with no guarantee of success.  But being lowly is 

within the reach of everyone even if it’s not in their inclination. 

Martin Luther King said, ‘Anyone can be great because everyone can serve.’  We can do this 

– but, coming back to my earlier observation, we do it with a combination of listening to the 

teaching of Jesus and by having the space to learn for ourselves as we are left to reflect on 

the times where things go well and not so well.  The danger sometimes is that rather than 

leaving others also to reflect we dive in with a list of teaching from scripture, a tick sheet of 

Christian behaviour, and leave it at that - which can feel judgemental, harsh and unattractive, 

and it gets in the way of or cuts across the learning that otherwise could have taken place. 

We need some direction, some coaching (from Jesus, from the Holy Spirit, from scripture) 

but we also grow when we’re given the space to make mistakes and learn from them, when 

we are given opportunities to reflect, to hear the still small voice, to learn for ourselves. 

I recently read about the training programme that Alistair and Jonny Brownlee follow in 

order to be the best Triathletes in the world.  Their coach sets them some basic 

parameters but knows that some of the best learning is done when it’s your mistake and 

you can’t blame anyone else – so he leaves them space to work some of it out by 

themselves.  He says they have educated themselves to discover what works and what 

doesn’t - and there are times when he has to leave them to learn that way, he has to trust 

that they can and will work it out for themselves. 

Jesus asked, “What were you arguing about on the way?”  He already knew the answer and 

could simply have given them a ticking off for their bad behaviour.  Instead he let them learn, 

he gave them time to reflect on the good reason they might have been tempted to give and 

the real reason lurking just underneath. 

May we find the time and courage to allow Jesus to do the same for us – and may we have 

the grace and patience to allow others to learn from him too. 


