
True Greatness 

We’re going to end our series on Mark’s Gospel today.  We’ve spent the past five 
months looking at some of what Peter remembered of his time with Jesus and how 
Mark wrote it out.  Although there are some parts of Mark that we’re not getting to this 
time around, we will return to the Gospels again and again, because that’s where we 
meet Jesus.  

Last week we looked at some pretty intense scenes: the glory of the transfiguration 
followed by the deliverance of the boy possessed by an evil spirit followed by Jesus’ 
prediction of His coming execution in Jerusalem.   How do you think the disciples 
responded to those revealing and demanding situations?  Well, today we’re going to 
find out as we look at the very next passage in Mark 9 . . . 
" After they arrived at Capernaum, Jesus and His disciples settled in the house 
! where they would be staying.  Jesus asked them, “What were you discussing out 
! on the road?”  But they didn’t answer because they had been arguing about 
! which of them was the greatest.  He sat down and called the twelve disciples 
! over to Him.  Then He said, “Anyone who wants to be the first must take last 
! place and be the servant of everyone else.”
! Then He put a little child among them.  Taking the child in His arms, He said to 
! them, “Anyone who welcomes a little child like this on My behalf welcomes Me, 
! and anyone who welcomes Me welcomes My Father who sent Me.”   (9:33-37)

“What were you talking about back there?”  “Oh, nothing really ... nothing important.  
Just guy stuff.”  Of course, Jesus knew what they had been talking about and so He 
addressed it.  “Anyone who wants to be the first must take last place and be everyone 
else’s servant.”

Let’s reflect again on the context that sets up this story. Three disciples have just seen 
Jesus in exalted glory on the Mount of Transfiguration.  While they were there, we learn 
that, once again, these disciples were very afraid of the situation in which they found 
themselves.  Meanwhile, down at the bottom of the mountain, the rest of the disciples 
are finding themselves unable to deliver a demonized boy and a frustrated father has to 
wait for Jesus to get there to do what needs to be done for his son.  As if that isn’t 
enough failure, Jesus tells them for a second time that He is going to be betrayed and 
killed, but will rise from the grave three days later.  And Jesus’ closest followers don’t 
understand what He is saying.  

In this context of fear and failure, they are arguing with each other about which of them 
is the greatest.  With little evidence around that would indicate greatness among any of 
them, that’s what they want to talk about.  And into that mindset, that group discussion, 
Jesus has to speak about true greatness, the willingness to be a servant, to take the 
lowest place, a discussion which He will illustrate for them when He washes the 
disciples’ feet before the Last Supper.



What He does in this situation is illustrate this idea in a different way.  He takes a little 
child and sets the boy among them as an example, a visible parable, of what greatness 
will look like.  Even though the New Testament comes to us in Greek, Jesus spoke 
Aramaic, and in Aramaic, the word for child is also the word for servant.  Into the raw 
ambition of the disciples, Jesus provides an example that points to servanthood as the 
key to greatness.

In what context is the person who takes last place and serves everyone else “first”?  
What is “first” about being servant to all the other people?  How does that even make 
sense?  The reason it doesn’t make sense to our ears is that we don’t think of greatness 
in the same way that Jesus does.  When we think of “first place” we think of the one 
who wins the race, the one who sits at the head table, the one who is prominent and 
influential and who, at least most of the time, gets his or her own way.  They are the 
winners, the leaders of our society, the “first”.  But Jesus isn’t talking about normal 
human society, but about the order of things, the value of things, in the Kingdom of God.  
In God’s order, true greatness is measured by the degree of humility that is displayed, 
by the willingness to be of no account in the world’s eyes, by an ambition to be known 
as a servant.  

We come across another example of Jesus teaching this principle in the very next 
chapter:
" One day some parents brought their children to Jesus so He could touch them 
! and bless them, but the disciples told them not to bother Him.  But when Jesus 
! saw what was happening, He was very displeased with His disciples.  He said to 
! them, “Let the children come to Me!  Don’t stop them!  For the Kingdom of God 
! belongs to such as these.  I assure you, anyone who doesn’t have ! their kind of 
! faith will never get into the Kingdom of God.”  Then He took the children into His 
! arms and placed His hands on their heads and blessed them.  (Mark 10:13-16)

Again, we see the values of our world in the actions of the disciples.  Jesus is very busy; 
He has a lot of people who are demanding His time and He can’t be bothered with some 
dumb parents asking Him to give a blessing to these little ones who don’t even know 
what it’s all about.  I mean, this doesn’t make sense.  There are people who are 
demonized, who are crippled and blind, people who have incredible spiritual and 
physical needs.  Why should Jesus be distracted from these real needs just to pat these 
kids on the head and say some nice words over them . . . I think that’s what the 
disciples were thinking - or something very much like it.  So they told these parents not 
to bother Jesus, to back off and let the Master do some important things.  And Jesus 
didn’t like it.  “Let them come!  Don’t stop them!  The Kingdom of God belongs to such 
as these.”  And then He took the little tykes in His arms and placed His hands on their 
heads and prayed blessing into their lives - and who wouldn’t want the blessing of Jesus 
prayed over them?  

But before He did that, He said one more thing that has a powerful impact on how we 
understand this passage:



“I assure you, anyone who doesn’t have their kind of faith will never get into the 
Kingdom of God.”  What kind of faith is that?  What is this “condition” that we have to 
meet in order to enter the Kingdom?  This is important stuff - we need an answer!  And 
the answer is as simple and accessible as you could ask for.  The Kingdom is never 
entered by human greatness, by our good deeds and impressive achievements.  The 
Kingdom is only entered by those who recognize their own weakness, their need for 
help to come to them from outside of themselves.  The Kingdom is entered by those 
who are humble enough to admit that they need forgiveness, that they need a holy God 
to be merciful to them.  The Kingdom belongs to people who recognize that they are 
utterly helpless when it comes to earning God’s favor.

The second part of what makes a childlike response to Jesus so important is that a child 
knows how to receive good gifts.  A little child doesn’t ask her mother if the family can 
afford to be so generous to her or if his previous bad behavior doesn’t disqualify him 
from receiving something from his parents.  A child takes what is given, knowing that 
something he or she didn’t have is now theirs, without asking any questions.  They 
know that they couldn’t get this thing, whatever it is, on their own, but that someone 
loves them enough to provide it for them and they accept it.  And that’s the way we must 
accept the Kingdom of God - as a gift, unearned, undeserved, but given because of the 
love of the Father.  

Listen to how Jesus expresses this from the NIV translation:
" I tell you the truth, anyone who will not receive the Kingdom of God like a little 
! child will never receive it. (10:15)
A little child receives good gifts with joy, without guilt or feeling unworthy - they just 
receive.  And we must learn to receive from our Father in heaven in just that way.

The very next story is one we’ve already touched on in this series, so we won’t go into it 
now, but it’s the story of a rich young man who has done everything right, has kept all 
the commandments and still feels that there’s something missing.  And there is: he 
doesn’t trust the Father to take care of him and so he can’t part with his riches.  After 
that incident the disciples are amazed as Jesus explains that wealth can be a barrier to 
entrance into God’s Kingdom and then, for the third time, He tells them that He is going 
to be betrayed and killed when they get to Jerusalem -- but that He will rise three days 
later.  

It seems that right after Jesus talks about His coming betrayal and death, that the 
disciples feel the need to compete with one another for position or power:
" Then James and John, the sons of Zebedee, came over and spoke to Him.  
! “Teacher,” they said, “we want You to do us a favor.”
" “What is it?” He asked.
! “In Your glorious Kingdom, we want to sit in places of honor next to You,” they 
! said, “one atYour right and the other at Your left.”
! But Jesus answered, “You don’t know what you are asking!  Are you able to drink 
! from the bitter cup of sorrow I am about to drink?  Are you able to be baptized 
! with the baptism of suffering I must be baptized with?”



! “Oh, yes,” they said, “we are able.”
! And Jesus said, “You will indeed drink from My cup and be baptized with My 
! baptism, but I have no right to say who will sit on the thrones next to Mine.  God 
! has prepared those places for the ones He has chosen.”
! When the ten other disciples discovered what James and John had asked they 
! were indignant.  So Jesus called them together and said, “You know that in this 
! world kings are tyrants and officials lord it over the people below them.  But
! among you it should be quite different.  Whoever wants to be a leader among 
! you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be the slave of all.  
! For even I, the Son of Man, came here not to be served, but to serve others,
! and to give My life as a ransom for many.”    (10:35-45)

Did you ever wonder why the other ten disciples were so put off by James and John 
asking for the places of honor in Jesus’ Kingdom?  Was it because they were truly 
humble and were shocked and offended that two of their number could be so brazenly 
self-centered?  No, it was because they wished they had asked first.  They were just as 
greedy and ambitious and vain as James and John were and they were just as hungry 
for power and position and fame and honor as the two who had gone to Jesus before 
they had.  “We want to sit in places of honor next to You” was not just the request of 
James and John but the desire of every one of Jesus’ disciples.  The world that we live 
in runs on the phrase “we want”, but the Kingdom that Jesus introduced runs on a 
different principle.  

The first thing that Jesus makes clear to the sons of Zebedee is that honor only comes 
through suffering.  “Are you able to drink from the bitter cup of sorrow?” is the 
prerequisite to receiving the honor they had asked for.  There is no glory in the Kingdom 
without sacrifice, and Jesus makes it clear that both of these brothers will be asked to 
sacrifice and will suffer, just as Jesus will.

The second thing He tells them is that it isn’t His responsibility to choose who will 
receive the places of honor in His Kingdom.  This is the Father’s prerogative and He has 
already chosen who will be placed in those desired positions at Jesus’ right and left 
hand.  

The third thing Jesus says is to the whole group of disciples and it is simply to contrast 
the kingdoms of this world with the values and priorities of the Kingdom of God.  “You 
know that in this world kings and tyrants and officials lord it over the people below them.  
But among you it should be quite different.”  Jesus tells them what they have seen and 
experienced in all levels of politics and power throughout their lives: people in positions 
of power tend to use that power to oppress others rather than to serve them.  We call 
our politicians “public servants”, and many of them do work hard to do what they think 
will be best for those that they represent.  But as they rise into positions of increasing 
power and influence, “those they represent” become the wealthy and powerful from the 
business world, the corporate donors who contributed to their political campaigns, the 
insiders and lobbyists who press their agendas in the forums of government.  



There is too much power, for example, in the United States Congress and Senate, for 
people to be servants of some “good” that they perceive.  They have the power to rule 
the world, to change governments in far away places like Ukraine and Libya and Egypt.  
They have so much power that, in 2015, they were able to steal more property from 
private citizens than all the thieves in America - and I’m not talking about taxes, but 
about a law that allows for something called civil asset forfeiture.  If someone is 
suspected of a crime - like the church treasurer carrying several thousand dollars to 
make a bank deposit and was wherefore suspected of being a drug dealer - they can be 
charged, their assets seized, and they are guilty until they can prove their innocence.  
That process gained the state some 5 billion dollars worth of property while the more 
traditional form of robbery only gleaned $4 billion.  This is what power does - it leads to 
more control, more oppressive laws and more meddling in the affairs of private citizens 
and even other countries.  The ambition of man can be so easily corrupted that having 
great power, the power to change the world, is a danger that few can stand up against.  
Solzhenitsyn recognized this when he wrote, in his book The Gulag Archipelago that if 
he were in uniform, on the other side of the table where his inquisitors were trying to 
wring a confession out of him, he would act in the same way they did.  He was made 
out of the same stuff they were and he knew that he would not be immune from the 
temptation to treat people unjustly.

And Jesus tells His disciples that this “way of the world” is not the way of the Kingdom.  
He is telling them that this raw ambition is not wise.  It is too easily corrupted and they 
need to adopt the better way.  The way of Jesus is the way of service to others, the path 
of humility and of sacrifice.  “For even I, the Son of Man, came here not to be served, 
but to serve others, and to give My life as a ransom for many.”  So there’s our example.  
And the teaching that came before it is just as clear as the example:  “Whoever wants to 
be a leader among you must be your servant and whoever wants to be first must be the 
slave of all.”  This is not a suggestion, a possible interpretation of what works or doesn’t 
work.  This is the order of things in the Kingdom of God, a place where serving others is 
more valued than having the authority to lord it over others. 

Let’s look at some applications:
1. If God has gifted you for leadership, whether you’re in that position right now or not, 

make it a discipline in your life to learn to lead like Jesus did.  Lead as a servant, 
looking for ways to build, to encourage, to teach, to help those you lead so that they 
can be successful.  Lead in order to prepare them for the challenges they will face 
and to strengthen them so that they can also learn how to serve others.  You might 
not think of yourself as a leader, but maybe you have kids.  Be a leader to your family 
in the way Jesus was a leader to His disciples.  He served them, not by doing 
whatever they wanted, not by letting them set the agenda for His ministry, but by 
making sure they got what they needed - the experience, the teaching, the 
understanding - so that they could in turn lead others.  That’s servant leadership and 
you don’t do that without taking time to think and pray about the issues facing your 
kids, without making sacrifices to give them what they really need or without making 
their needs a priority over your own comfort.  You can apply those same principles, 
that same way of being, to all areas where leadership is required.



2. The second application is to rethink what greatness is.  We all have an idea of who is 
great and it usually has something to do with fame, success, or some other obvious 
achievement that we would like to have on our resume.  Jesus wasn’t impressed with 
those kinds of definitions of greatness and didn’t encourage His disciples to pursue 
those kinds of dreams.  Rather, He told them that if they wanted to be really great, 
they had to first become slaves of everyone else.  They had to learn to serve the 
needs of others before they were worthy of responsibility or authority in the Kingdom 
of God.  I’ve often quoted from Michael Harper’s 1970’s book Let My People Grow 
where he writes that servanthood isn’t the path to nobility, it is nobility, the only kind 
that is recognized in God’s Kingdom.  And then he wrote, “and Mother Teresa still 
cleans out the toilets in the Sisters of Charity home in Calcutta.”  She was a great 
lady, a great example to us of love and service and she made it real by living 
sacrificially for others.

3. Final application for today - and there could be many - but think about what it means 
to receive the Kingdom of God in the same way a little child would receive a valuable 
gift from someone who loved her.  Think about the simplicity, the weakness, the 
dependence which characterize how that child receives good gifts.  And then think 
about how you receive the good things God has for you.  What do you need to learn 
from the way a child receives?  What is it about little children that needs to influence 
how we relate to our good, good Father in heaven?  Jesus thought it was important 
for His disciples to become like little children - so important that He told them that 
there was no other way to receive God’s Kingdom, except to do so like a child.  So 
let’s take that to heart and learn to receive as little children receive - simply, humbly, 
gratefully.


