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30 They went on from there and passed through Galilee. He did not want anyone 

to know this, 31 because he was teaching his disciples. He told them, “The Son of 

Man is going to be betrayed into the hands of men, and they will kill him. But 

three days after he is killed, he will rise.” 
32 But they did not understand the statement and were afraid to ask him about 

it. 
33 They came to Capernaum. When he was in the house, he asked them, “What 

were you arguing about on the way?” 34 But they remained silent, because on 

the way they had argued with one another about who was the greatest. 35 Jesus 

sat down, called the Twelve, and said to them, “If anyone wants to be first, he 

will be the last of all and the servant of all.” 36 Then he took a little child and 

placed him in their midst. Taking the child in his arms, he said to them, 
37 “Whoever welcomes one of these little children in my name welcomes me. 

And whoever welcomes me, welcomes not just me but also him who sent me.” 

Dear Friends and Fellow Redeemed, 

What makes a person a person worthy of being called “the greatest”? That 

greatest statesman. The greatest politician. The greatest athlete. The greatest 

general. Whatever it might be. I suppose in one sense it’s accomplishments that 

stand out from everyone else. But there’s probably a little more to it than that – 

attitude and conduct plays a role as well. Here’s one example. Some of you might 

know the name John Wooden – considered by many to be one of the greatest 

basketball coaches in history. In his 27 seasons at UCLA, he led his Bruins to 10 

championships in 12 years, a run that included 4 undefeated seasons. A great 

basketball player himself, John Wooden never experienced a losing season as a 

player, and he only experienced one losing season as a coach. And it wasn’t just 

sports – he was also recognized as a scholar and was a World War II veteran. And 

if all that wasn’t enough, the midst of the “win at any cost” mindset that 

permeates so much of higher-level sports, John Wooden was famous for giving his 

teams advice filled with character and wisdom. Here’s one saying attributed to 

him: “Talent is God given. Be humble. Fame is man-given. Be grateful. Conceit is 

self-given. Be careful.” It’s no surprise that many consider John Wooden to be the 

greatest college basketball coach. 



In today’s gospel, we have the chance to hear Jesus and his disciples discussing 

the idea of greatness, but in a slightly different context. What constitutes 

greatness and success in the kingdom of God? You don’t have to read today’s 

gospel very carefully to realize that the disciples have a far different picture of 

what greatness is than Jesus does, and so it’s worth pausing to consider. What 

exactly constitutes Godly Greatness? 

The whole thing had started with a conversation between Jesus and his disciples 
while they were traveling. These were travels that took place during a period in 
Jesus’ ministry when he intentionally spent some time away from the great 
crowds. A time when he didn’t perform as many public miracles or do as much 
preaching. A time when Jesus dedicated himself to training his disciples for what 
was to come. Mark records the events: They went on from there and passed 
through Galilee. He did not want anyone to know this, because he was teaching 
his disciples. He told them, “The Son of Man is going to be betrayed into the 
hands of men, and they will kill him. But three days after he is killed, he will 
rise.” But they did not understand the statement and were afraid to ask him 
about it (Mark 9:30-32). This wasn’t the first time that Jesus had explained his 
saving mission to his disciples, and it certainly wouldn’t be the last…and it also 
wasn’t the first time the disciples had misunderstood what Jesus meant! They 
believed that Jesus was that Messiah, but they couldn’t understand this whole 
dying thing. And, it shouldn’t be all that surprising. Prevailing culture among the 
Jews looked for a Messiah who would be a victorious king like David or Solomon – 
heroes from Old Testament history. How was Jesus supposed to rule if he was 
going to die? And on top of that, it hadn’t been very long since Jesus had taken 
three of his disciples up the mountain of transfiguration where he allowed them 
to see a glimpse of his glory as the Son of God! How could someone with that kind 
of power and majesty ever be simply put to death by human enemies? Maybe this 
was just another one of those confusing parables their beloved leader liked so 
much. 

Whatever the case may be, the discussion among the disciples turned to 

anticipation of that restored kingdom, and soon they began to speculate about 

what their different roles might be in this kingdom. Peter was a bold and 

confident speaker. As a tax collector, Matthew knew his way around finances and 

perhaps also government spending. Even the simple fishermen among them knew 

all about hard work, and everyone knows that hard work is rewarded! Plus, they 



were the twelve who had stood by Jesus through thick and thin. Surely these 

faithful followers of Jesus be awarded positions of privilege and greatness in 

Jesus’ kingdom. But among their ranks, who would be the greatest? 

Mark continues: They came to Capernaum. When he was in the house, he asked 

them, “What were you arguing about on the way?” But they remained silent, 

because on the way they had argued with one another about who was the 

greatest (Mark 9:33-34). The silence must have been deafening as Jesus subtly 

pointed out what the disciples probably knew already – there had been 

something wrong with their argument on the road. The problem wasn’t looking 

forward to Jesus’ coming kingdom. The problem wasn’t anticipating helping with 

that kingdom. The biggest problem wasn’t even in the misunderstanding of what 

that kingdom would be like. The problem was deeper than that – selfish arguing 

about who would rank the highest betrayed hearts filled with sinful pride. 

Sadly, that’s not a sinful attitude that was unique to the disciples. In today’s first 

lesson, you heard how Aaron and Miriam struggled to accept the fact that God 

was using their brother Moses to lead the Israelite nation instead of them. Their 

prideful hearts wondered – what makes Moses so much better than his siblings 

that he should be in charge? Aren’t we just as good? 

I don’t know about you, but I can’t remember the last time I had an argument 

with someone about my place in God’s kingdom, or where I rank among my 

siblings, and I’m guessing the same is probably true for you, but with that said, I 

don’t think any of us have to dig too deeply to find the same prideful attitude in 

our lives. Maybe the temptation is to look at all the abilities God has given you 

and all the opportunities he allows you to play a role in his visible kingdom and 

conclude: God is really fortunate to have a person like me serving him. It’s no 

surprise that our congregation has been as greatly blessed as it has when there 

are people like me involved here. Or, maybe the temptation is from the other 

direction and you take stock of things and conclude: what use could God possibly 

have for someone like me? He didn’t give me enough talent, or he didn’t give me 

the right talent, or whatever. No matter which side you fall on, and for most of us 

we probably are on both sides at different times, these kinds of attitudes betray 

the same pride filled heart the disciples showed – striving to find greatness by 

comparing ourselves to others. 



The outcome of such pride is incredibly destructive – it always leads to the kind of 

bickering and arguing we see between the disciples because if greatness is based 

on how you compare to other people, then the gifts and opportunities God gives 

to other people become intimidating, threatening to push you down in the 

pecking order. The gifts and opportunities God has given to other people fill you 

with envy over what they’ve been given, perhaps even making you feel a bit 

resentful that God hasn’t given you more. And it doesn’t just come up in your 

formal involvement in the public part of God’s kingdom – the church. This desire 

for personal greatness can ultimately be found at the root of every kind of 

sinfulness, because deep down we always want to be the one at the top of the 

pile – greater even than God! Eventually, if left unchecked, such an arrogant 

attitude leads to only one place - spiritual destruction and eternal separation from 

God in hell. That’s the path the disciples were in danger of stepping onto, and 

that’s the path that remains a temptation for us today too.   

And that’s why Jesus takes the time today to teach his disciples what really 

constitutes greatness and success in God’s sight. Jesus sat down, called the 

Twelve, and said to them, “If anyone wants to be first, he will be the last of all 

and the servant of all” (Mark 9:35). Definitely something different than what had 

been discussed on the road! If anyone there wasn’t sure what this was supposed 

to look like, they just needed to think back a few hours earlier to their 

conversation on the road. There, Jesus had described his own mission, saying that 

“The Son of Man is going to be betrayed into the hands of men, and they will kill 

him. But three days after he is killed, he will rise” (Mark 9:31). Despite the fact 

that Jesus has ultimate authority as the Son of God, he would voluntarily be the 

servant of all – perfectly living the life of service God requires. Jesus never used 

his divine power to seek after worldly greatness and make a name for himself. He 

didn’t even use his divine power to make himself physically comfortable! Instead, 

Jesus set that power aside to live in humility and die in shame so that he could 

pay the penalty he didn’t deserve – suffering for his disciples’ prideful bickering 

and our arrogant attitudes and for the sinful pride that stands behind all forms of 

evil. Jesus set aside his power so he could take all that arrogant sin to the cross 

and suffer God’s righteous anger himself. “If anyone wants to be first, he will be 

the last of all and the servant of all.” That’s Godly Greatness, and the only one 

who has achieved it is Jesus. 



But the good news is, by God’s grace this Godly Greatness is a part of our lives 

too. Jesus sat down, called the Twelve, and said to them, “If anyone wants to be 

first, he will be the last of all and the servant of all.” Then Jesus illustrated his 

point with an object lesson. Then he took a little child and placed him in their 

midst. Taking the child in his arms, he said to them, “Whoever welcomes one of 

these little children in my name welcomes me. And whoever welcomes me, 

welcomes not just me but also him who sent me” (Mark 9:36-37). Luke’s account 

of this same conversation adds these words that make the point even clearer: the 

one who is least among all of you is the one who is great (Luke 9:48). Jesus 

wasn’t pointing to the child because it such a good child, so well behaved, or 

anything like that. Jesus was pointing to the child because it was young and small, 

and that is exactly the point for us. You or I might describe a small child as cute, or 

friendly, or compassionate, but probably not as great, or mighty. The concept of 

greatness and might is usually reserved for adults who have done something 

significant; who have made an impact with their lives. But Godly Greatness is 

different. This little child WASN’T big, HADN’T made an impact, and DIDN’T look 

like the kind of person you might describe as great – and yet, because this child 

trusted Jesus as his Savior, his sins were forgiven and in God’s sight, he was as 

great as anyone in the room – Jesus Gives Greatness. 

And what a relief that is when compared to a world where there’s always 

pressure to get ahead! Jesus gives you success and greatness – he’s forgiven your 

sins and made you a successful and productive citizen as you live your life of 

service. Now there’s no need to feel threatened or envious or resentful at the life 

situation or opportunities someone else enjoys. Instead, you and I can just step 

back and be thankful – what a blessing God has given to his kingdom in pouring 

out that kind of talent and opportunity on another one of his children. And 

there’s no need to feel prideful or discouraged about the particular mix of talents 

and abilities God has given you – because Jesus Gives You Greatness. He equips 

you with exactly the personality, exactly the appearance, exactly the ability, 

exactly the opportunity to serve in his kingdom in the way he has prepared for 

you. Godly Greatness is found in service, and Jesus has made you his child and 

equipped you to serve. Jesus Gives You Godly Greatness. 

So next time you find yourself competing for success by the standards of the 

world, don’t be afraid to thank God for the abilities he has given you. But don’t let 



that define you, because Godly Greatness is entirely different – it’s a gift from 

Jesus our Savior. A gift that makes us citizens of a great kingdom, and a gift that 

we can use in service to others. That’s Godly Greatness. Amen. 

 


