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Some of you may know that prior to being called to ministry in 2002, I spent nearly 
30 years in the field of corporate finance.  I met my wife Gillian in business school, 
and my lucky break came when the study group that she had joined was looking 
for someone to explain accounting to them.   I was mostly successful in that; in 
fact, Gillian is fond of reminding me that she got an “A” in our basic accounting 
class, while I got a “B.”  Probabilities and the theories of numbers have always 
been something that has appealed to me. 

I am also something of a student of human nature, which has in large part 
accounted for my interest in economics.  Some would say that humans are first 
and foremost economic animals, meaning that we tend to behave in a way that 
furthers our own perceived self-interest.  This can be observed at its simplest by 
offering a child a choice between an ice cream cone with one scoop and an ice 
cream cone with two scoops.  You don’t need to be an economist to predict the 
outcome. 

This concept has broad applicability in understanding human behavior.  Nearly 
every human decision can be seen as an economic one.  I’m sure you didn’t think 
of it this way, but deciding to come to church this morning, you implicitly traded off 
the relative attractiveness of worshipping God with all the other things you might 
have been doing – say an extra hour’s sleep, or a round of golf.   

With my interest in both numbers and human behavior, one of my favorite things is 
something called “game theory.”   It is defined as “the study of the ways in which 
strategic interactions among rational players produce outcomes with respect to the 
preferences (or utilities) of those players, none of which might have been intended 
by any of them.”① 

Let me see if I can say that in English. Game theory tries to predict and explain 
what people do, and the results that are produced, in interactions with other 
people.  In game theory, people are assumed to be what is called “rational 
players.”  In this case, “rational” means simply that those involved are economic 
animals – that they will always behave in a way that maximizes their own benefit.  
In fact, they will pursue their own best interests even if they don’t realize that 
they’re doing it. And one of the fascinating things that game theory shows is that 
pursuing our best interests as we perceive them often produces a result we don’t 
expect. 
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The classic game theory case is something called “the prisoners’ dilemma.”  There 
are many versions of this.  The best-known involves two criminals who have 
robbed a bank are being held in separate rooms.  The police know they do not 
have enough evidence to convict them, so as long as they both refuse to say 
anything incriminating, they will both be let go.  So, what the police do is to try to 
get each of them to rat out their accomplice.  They do that in two ways.  First, they 
promise that the first to confess and implicate his partner will get light jail time, 
while the other will get the book thrown at him.  Then, they tell each one they’d 
better decide fast, because their partner next door is just about to sing like a 
canary.    

The most favorable outcome for both criminals occurs when both refuse to confess 
and implicate the other.  If they do that, both go free.  So, it might seem obvious 
that this is what will happen every time.  But here’s the fascinating thing.  Game 
theory proves mathematically that this most favorable result will never happen.  
The players will never produce the outcome that is best for them both. That is 
because each prisoner is more concerned with protecting himself from what he 
thinks his partner might be planning to do to him, and less concerned with trusting, 
and possibly optimizing the outcome for them both.     

In the terminology of game theory, to put the good of others above the good of self 
is to behave “irrationally.” It’s not a particularly pretty portrait of human nature, is 
it?  But who wants to behave “irrationally?” 

There’s another concept coming to us from game theory that you have probably 
heard of: the “zero-sum” game.  A zero-sum game is a game in which one player’s 
gain is another’s deficit.  One player can win only by causing another player to 
lose.  A good example is sports.  In the World Series, the American League team 
can win only by making the National League team lose.   

In your daily lives, you might call it by another name.  We all know the zero-sum 
game as a “win-lose” situation, where someone has to come out on top, and 
someone has to come out on the bottom.  We all know what it feels like to be in a 
“win-lose” situation.  And, like the prisoners, we’ll generally do what we need to do 
to avoid being the loser.   

A non-zero-sum game, by contrast, is one in which everyone can win or lose.  Do 
you remember the Tom Hanks movie “Apollo 13?”  Getting the spacecraft back to 
earth was an example of a non-zero-sum game.  Everyone had to work together. 
Everyone would win, or everyone would lose.   Non-zero-sum games can be what 
we call “win-win” situations.  Those are great to be in.   

It occurs to me that today’s Gospel message is really about game theory.  It starts 
off with Jesus once again explaining that the Son of Man will be delivered into the 
hands of men who will kill him, and that he will rise again on the third day.  And as 
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it so often the case, the disciples just don’t get it.  Mark tells us that “They did not 
understand what he meant, but were afraid to ask him about it.” (Mark 9:32)   

Well, the fact that they didn’t understand is no surprise, but why might they be 
afraid to ask him?  Quite possibly, they were afraid to ask him because they feared 
they would not like the answer.   Remember, they still hoped Jesus was there to 
be a conqueror – the messiah who would throw out the Roman occupiers and 
restore the kingdom of Israel.  How could this suffering and dying Jesus was 
talking about possibly be the way to victory?  You see, they thought they were 
playing a zero-sum game – a win-lose situation.  And they wanted to win. 

We get confirmation of that several verses later.  Not only were they intent on 
having Jesus win, they wanted to win individually.  We learn that as they had 
walked the road to Capernaum with Jesus, they had been arguing among 
themselves about which of them should be the greatest, presumably after the 
messiah had reestablished the kingdom.   

Jesus tells them that they are off the mark, and in the process, presents us with a 
new paradox. Jesus makes the rational, irrational and the irrational, rational.  If you 
want to be first, you have to be last.  To be a leader, you must become a servant.  
The message is that the optimal outcome, the Kingdom of God, will not result by 
our individually trying to be stronger, or smarter, or more right than others.  It will 
come about only when we humble ourselves as Christ did, and find ways to make 
every aspect of our lives together into a “win-win” game.   

Nowadays we have a term we like to use for people who put themselves on top by 
having all the answers.  It’s one that we particularly like to hurl at people we 
disagree with. It’s “fundamentalist.”  When we hear it, we usually think about 
doctrinaire Christians, Biblical literalists, the religious right, or some kind of fanatic.  
But fundamentalists are nothing quite so exotic or far-removed from our daily 
existence. They wear many guises; most of them have nothing to do with religion.  
Sometimes “fundamentalists” look like our domestic partners, our children, our 
parents, our coworkers, and our fellow church members. Not so infrequently, they 
look just like us – like you and me.  You see, you can be a fundamentalist about 
something as simple as how to load the car for vacation, or how many tables need 
to be out for coffee hour. 

When we think there’s only one right way to do anything; when we think there’s 
only one correct point of view; when we fall into the trap of worshipping the God of 
“being right,” we’re fundamentalists.  And when we do that, we’re setting up a 
zero-sum game – a situation where there has to be a winner and a loser.  And 
being human, we’ll mostly be more concerned with what we need to do to avoid 
losing that we with how everyone can win. 

And game theory tells us that when we approach life as if it were a zero-sum 
game, we will experience again and again the lesson of the “prisoners’ dilemma.”  
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When we are determined to pursue our own self-interest, no matter how “rational” 
that makes us, the outcome that is best for everyone is never achieved – only the 
outcome that is best for me. 

The question is not who’s first and who’s last. It is whether we can cooperate in 
the discernment and achievement of God’s will for our lives, for our church, and for 
the world.  Jesus had his own way of saying it: “Anyone who wants to be first must 
be the very last, and the servant of all.” (Mark 9:35) First lose your self, and then 
we all win. 

Like the prisoners – like the disciples – we have a choice to make.  We can get 
ours; we can protect ourselves.  Or we can lower our defenses and choose to trust 
that in those times and places when we allow ourselves to be most vulnerable, the 
least secure, and the least assured of our own competence, those are the times 
when God’s competence will take over.  We can choose to lead by serving.  And 
those we be the moments when we glimpse the life the God of love has always 
wanted for us.  

 

   

①   Ross, Don, "Game Theory", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Spring 2006 Edition), Edward N. 

Zalta (ed.), URL = <http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2006/entries/game-theory/>.  All game theory 

references were adapted from this website. 

                                                 


