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WHO IS THE GREATEST? 
Or 

True Greatness 
 

Luke9:46-50  
(Matthew 18:1-6, Mark 9:33-37) 

 

By Chris Losey 

 
INTRODUCTION 
Have you ever wanted to be great?  Most if not all of us have.  We 
hoped to be at the top of our class, or be a great athlete, singer or 
dancer. We wanted to excel at something. Perhaps we wanted to do 
something that no one else had ever done. In short, we desired to 
make a name for ourselves! 
 
Are these things wrong?  No!  It is not wrong to want to excel in school, 
sports, business or anything else.  It is God who placed in each one of us 
the desire to achieve greatness. He gave it to us at creation. Humans 
would need the drive to take charge of their surroundings if they were 
to fulfill the command in Genesis 1:28, "Be fruitful and multiply, and fill 
the earth, and subdue it; and rule over the fish of the sea and over the 
birds of the sky, and over every living thing that moves on the earth." 
 
But like anything else, desires can be taken too far. The drive to excel 
can become exploitation of others for the sake of self. It can become a 
passion to be the best at all costs, no matter who gets stepped on in 
the process. 
 
Most of us remember the incident in the ice skating world. Tanya 
Harding was obsessed with being the best, so she and her boyfriend 
planned an attack on a competitor, Nancy Kerrigan. Tanya’s goal was to 
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be the best at all costs, and to eliminate the competition along the way. 
This was totally inappropriate. It was sin! 
 
In the passage under investigation in this message, there was an 
unhealthy competition brewing among the disciples. They were arguing 
among themselves about which of them was the greatest. They had 
been with Jesus and had seen His miracles. They had heard His 
teaching. Some of them had been present at The Transfiguration. They 
had viewed the massive crowds that followed Jesus. They had heard 
Jesus talk about the kingdom, and were sure that it wouldn’t be long 
before He set up an earthly rule. As His closest friends and followers, 
they were sure that when His kingdom came, they would be given key 
responsibilities. The question in their minds was, “Which one of us will 
be Jesus’ right-hand man?”  Their argument and Jesus’ subsequent 
teaching about greatness is recorded in Luke 9:46-50.  Listen to the 
passage as the subject “Who Is the Greatest?” is explored in depth. 
 

46  And an argument arose among them as to which of them 
might be the greatest.  47  But Jesus, knowing what they 
were thinking in their heart, took a child and stood him by 
His side,  48  and said to them, "Whoever receives this child in 
My name receives Me; and whoever receives Me receives 
Him who sent Me; for he who is least among you, this is the 
one who is great."  49  And John answered and said, "Master, 
we saw someone casting out demons in Your name; and we 
tried to hinder him because he does not follow along with 
us."  50  But Jesus said to him, "Do not hinder {him;} for he 
who is not against you is for you."  

 
To properly understand this passage, the account needs to be read in 
the other gospel accounts as well.  Matthew 18:1-6 states,   
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1  At that time the disciples came to Jesus, saying, "Who then 
is greatest in the kingdom of heaven?"  2  And He called a 
child to Himself and set him before them,  3  and said, "Truly I 
say to you, unless you are converted and become like 
children, you shall not enter the kingdom of heaven.  4  
"Whoever then humbles himself as this child, he is the 
greatest in the kingdom of heaven.  5  "And whoever receives 
one such child in My name receives Me;  6  but whoever 
causes one of these little ones who believe in Me to stumble, 
it is better for him that a heavy millstone be hung around his 
neck, and that he be drowned in the depth of the sea. 

 
Mark 9:33-37 is another account of the same story: 
 

33  And they came to Capernaum; and when He was in the 
house, He {began} to question them, "What were you 
discussing on the way?" 34  But they kept silent, for on the 
way they had discussed with one another which {of them 
was} the greatest.  35  And sitting down, He called the twelve 
and said to them, "If anyone wants to be first, he shall be 
last of all, and servant of all."  36  And taking a child, He set 
him before them, and taking him in His arms, He said to 
them,  37  "Whoever receives one child like this in My name 
receives Me; and whoever receives Me does not receive Me, 
but Him who sent Me." 

 
Before jumping into the various texts, here is a general two-point 
outline that will be followed: 
 

I.  The Disciples’ ARGUMENT About Greatness 
II.  Jesus’ EXPLANATION About Greatness 
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I.  The Disciples’ ARGUMENT About Greatness 
As the three different accounts are read in Matthew, Mark and Luke, 
each one appears to be slightly different.   
 
Matthew 18:1 states that the disciples approached Jesus with a 
question, “At that time the disciples came to Jesus saying, ‘Who then is 
greatest in the kingdom of heaven.’”   
 
Mark 9:33-34 states that Jesus approached the disciples and asked 
them a question and then they remained silent because they knew 
what they had been discussing was inappropriate, 
 

33  And they came to Capernaum; and when He (Jesus) was in 
the house, He {began} to question them, "What were you 
discussing on the way?"   34  But they kept silent, for on the 
way they had discussed with one another which {of them 
was} the greatest. 

 
Luke 9:46,47 does not say whether or not the disciples or Jesus asked 
each other a question.  It simply states that an argument arose and 
Jesus sought to squelch it with appropriate teaching. “46  And an 
argument arose among them as to which of them might be the 
greatest.  47  But Jesus, knowing what they were thinking in their heart, 
took a child and stood him by His side...” 
 
The question arises, what really happened?  Did the disciples ask Jesus 
the question?  Did Jesus ask them?  Actually there are no contradictions 
in these passages.  All of the texts simply give part of the overall story.  
Probably what happened was the following: 
 
The disciples were arguing about which of them was the greatest (Lk 
9:46).  Jesus overheard the argument and asked them what they were 
discussing when they arrived at Capernaum (Mk 9:33).  At first, the 
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disciples were silent because they knew what they were arguing about 
was prideful and selfish (Mk 9:34).  Finally one of them said that they 
were discussing who might be the greatest in the Kingdom of Heaven 
(Mt 18:1).  They all then asked Jesus the question about who was the 
greatest.  Notice that the disciples never admitted that they were 
arguing about which of them was the greatest, but simply that they 
wanted to know who is the greatest in the Kingdom of Heaven.  Jesus, 
knowing what they were thinking in their hearts went straight to the 
heart of the matter and taught them about true greatness (Lk 9:47). 
 
Another question arises, why would the disciples be arguing in the first 
place about which of them was the greatest? The answer may lie in a 
major incident that transpired shortly before the argument started. 
The disciples and Jesus were returning to Capernaum from the Mt. of 
Transfiguration which was probably Mt. Hermon.  The distance 
between these two points is approximately 40 miles as the crow flies.  
This would have been at least a two day journey on foot.  During this 
time the disciples undoubtedly discussed many things.  Perhaps the 
argument about who was the greatest stemmed from the fact that not 
all of the disciples had been invited to go up the mountain.  Maybe the 
ones who had stayed at the foot of the mountain could see the 
excitement of the other disciples’ when they returned.  Perhaps they 
questioned them about what had happened.  (Remember, Jesus had 
given the three disciples who witnessed the transfiguration, strict 
instructions to tell no one about what they had seen until after He had 
risen from the dead.)  Although the three disciples didn’t fully 
understood what rising from the dead meant, they knew that they 
were not to share the story of the transfiguration until later.  Maybe 
the other disciples pressed them for an explanation to which they 
replied, “We can’t tell you what happened on the mountain at this 
time, but we will tell you sometime in the future.”  The other disciples 
probably got jealous and angry and said something like, “So, you think 
you are better than the rest of us and can’t tell us,” to which the three 
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disciples could have replied, “You figure it out for yourselves.  Jesus 
invited us up the mountain and gave us strict orders not to tell anyone, 
including you!”  The other disciples may then have said, “Jesus only 
took you up the mountain because He wanted to keep an eye on you...”  
From there it is likely that an argument about greatness began. 
 
As the disciples argued each one may have given others reasons why he 
was the greatest. These type of arguments can become very self-
centered and ugly.  Perhaps things like the following were said: 
 
I’m greatest because: 
- I was the first disciple Jesus called to follow Him 
- I was the first one Jesus invited to go up on the mountain 
- Jesus entrusted me with the money 
- I have the best education 
- I have the highest social standing 
- I’m the wealthiest of the group 
- I’m the obvious leader of this group 
- My home town is the closest to Nazareth where Jesus grew up 
 
Can you imagine how childish the argument undoubtedly became?  
Doesn’t it remind you of people today who argue over petty things that 
really are of no consequence?  Perhaps it reminds us a little of 
ourselves.  Do we argue over things that don’t really matter?  Do we 
seek to put others down in order to put ourselves up?   
 
If Jesus asked any of us what we argue about, would we hang your 
heads in shame?  If so, we must forget about being petty and focus 
instead on things that really matter! 
 
We don’t know exactly what transpired between the disciples, but 
Jesus quickly ended the argument by giving a powerful illustration and 
some poignant teaching on the subject of true greatness.  
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II.  Jesus EXPLANATION About Greatness 
Again each gospel account has important parts of Jesus explanation.  
Only when they are looked at together does the full picture emerge. 
 
If a person wants to be great in the kingdom of heaven he must 
understand and act on the following truth. 
 
1.  The Principle of LIFE - Salvation or Conversion  
In answering the question of who is the greatest in heaven, Jesus makes 
a profound yet obvious statement.  Basically He says, “In order to be 
great in the kingdom of heaven a person, first has to enter it.”  This 
might be called the principle of LIFE or Salvation.  Listen to Jesus’ words 
in Matthew 18:1-3, 
 

1  At that time the disciples came to Jesus, saying, "Who then 
is greatest in the kingdom of heaven?"  2  And He called a 
child to Himself and set him before them,  3  and said, "Truly I 
say to you, unless you are converted and become like 
children, you shall not enter the kingdom of heaven. 

 
To be converted means to change directions.  It means to stop going in 
the world’s direction and begin moving in God’s direction.  To become 
like children means to have child-like faith; to put one’s whole trust in 
God just like a young child puts his whole trust in his parents.  This is 
not naive faith but whole-hearted faith.  If a person is born-again by 
placing his trust in God, he will make the important step of ensuring his 
place in heaven. 
 
Have you ensured your place?  If you want to do great things for God, it 
must start by taking the step of faith and trusting Him as Lord and 
Savior! 
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The second important truth about being great in the kingdom of 
heaven involves the principle of being LAST. 
 
2.  The Principle of being LAST - Servanthood  
Once a person is saved, and becomes part of God’s family, he needs to 
become a servant to others. 
 
As Jesus explained to the disciples about greatness, the Scripture states 
that He sat down and physically put Himself below the rest of them.  He 
then invited them to come and listen to His teaching.  By sitting down, 
Jesus put Himself in the position where he would be eye to eye with a 
child.  Mark 9:33-35 states, 
 

33  And they came to Capernaum; and when He was in the 
house, He {began} to question them, "What were you 
discussing on the way?"  34  But they kept silent, for on the 
way they had discussed with one another which {of them 
was} the greatest.  35  And sitting down, He called the twelve 
and said to them, "If anyone wants to be first, he shall be 
last of all, and servant of all." 

  
Jesus says that in order to be first, a person must be last of all, and 
servant of all.  What does it mean to be last?  Last is the Greek word 
eschatos meaning last in time or place, last in rank, or lowest.  Being 
last means to put oneself at the end of the line, not at the front.  It 
means putting oneself at the foot of the table, not the head. 
 
The word and which connects “he shall be last of all,” and “servant of 
all,” is a word that means more than just and.  It also can mean even.  
The last part of verse 35 could thus be translated, "If anyone wants to 
be first, he shall be last of all, even servant of all."   In other words to be 
last of all means to be servant of all.  Those who serve others put 
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others first and themselves last.  This principle is confirmed by the 
teaching of the New Testament. 
 
Romans 12:10 states that we are to prefer one another.  “Be devoted to 
one another in brotherly love; give preference to one another in honor.”  
When we prefer others over ourselves, we place them first and 
ourselves last.  This shows them the love of God, and a right heart 
attitude on our part. 
 
I saw a great illustration of this at our church this week.  One of the 
women who serves in Women’s Bible Study Fellowship always arrives 
early to help get things set up.  When she arrives the parking lot is 
essentially empty.  She can park anywhere she likes, but I noticed that 
she parks at the far end of the parking lot out in the dirt.  This makes it 
so she has to walk the farthest to the building where the study is held.  
She obviously does this to prefer the other women who attend the 
study and allows them to have the best parking places.  What a 
beautiful illustration of preferring others, serving them, and placing 
oneself last. 
 
One day a mother was in the midst of cooking a yummy pancake 
breakfast for her children.  Unfortunately the two boys were arguing 
over who was going to get the first pancake.  The mother interrupted 
the argument and explained to them that if Jesus were there He would 
allow his brother to have the first pancake.  The older boy then looked 
at his younger brother and said, “OK, today, you be Jesus!” 
 
A second principle that is closely connected with the principle of being 
LAST is the principle of being LEAST!  
 
3.  The Principle of being LEAST -  Humility 
Listen to Luke 9:46-48 
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46  And an argument arose among them as to which of them 
might be the greatest.  47  But Jesus, knowing what they 
were thinking in their heart, took a child and stood him by 
His side,  48  and said to them, "Whoever receives this child in 
My name receives Me; and whoever receives Me receives 
Him who sent Me; for he who is least among you, this is the 
one who is great."   

 
Notice that Jesus says, “For he who is least among you, this is the one 
who is great.”  What does it mean to be least?  The Greek word for 
least is mikros from which we get our word microscope, an instrument 
for looking at exceedingly small things.  Mikros thus means least, less, 
little or small.  Humble people have small egos and don’t seek to make 
themselves look great in the eyes of others.   
 
Jesus describes what it means to be least in the first part of verse 48, 
“"Whoever receives this child in My name receives Me; and whoever 
receives Me receives Him who sent Me.” 
 
Being least involves receiving children. Those who receive a child in the 
name of Christ receive Christ, and those who receive Christ, receive 
God the Father. 
 
But the question arises, what does it mean to receive children? To 
answer the question, think about the fact that children (including 
babies), size-wise, are the least in the human race. They are smaller and 
weaker than adults. When the disciples were arguing about who was 
the greatest, they undoubtedly envisioned themselves ruling adults.  
Jesus turned the tables and said, he who would be great will not seek to 
rule adults but must strive to receive children. The kingdom of God is 
full of those who possess child-like faith.  It is full of those who move 
from being babes in Christ to become mature Christians. Those are the 
ones we must serve! 



11 
Copyright 1999 Chris Losey 

 

 
But how does a person receive children? People receive children in 
many ways:  into nurseries to care for them, into daycare centers, into 
children’s church settings, into Sunday school and AWANA. Of all the 
ministries in the church, working with children may be the least 
glamorous, especially the nursery. There is nothing noteworthy about 
changing dirty diapers. Receiving children to care for them is a 
humbling experience.   
 
Being least means to be willing to take on a humble role. It is closely 
connected with the first principle of being last. Being last focuses on 
being a servant. Being least focuses on serving with an attitude of 
humility. When a person serves with humility he is willing to do any 
unglamorous ministry out of the limelight. He is willing to do the jobs 
that others might reject. He does whatever it takes to get the ministry 
done without wondering who will get the credit.   
 
An indication that the disciples lacked humility is found in Luke 9:49-50.   
 

48  ...for he who is least among you, this is the one who is 
great."  49  And John answered and said, "Master, we saw 
someone casting out demons in Your name; and we tried to 
hinder him because he does not follow along with us."          
50  But Jesus said to him, "Do not hinder {him;} for he who is 
not against you is for you."  

 
In his competitive spirit, John was worried about another person 
outside the twelve disciples who was casting out demons in the name 
of Jesus. John wanted to stop him, probably because he was 
competition and stealing some of the disciples’ thunder! Jesus told John 
to leave him alone because “he who is not against you is for you.” 
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Christians must not see their Christian faith as competition with others.  
Instead they need to serve humbly where God has placed them and be 
excited if others in other places are doing great things for God.   
 
The account Matthew 18 supports the view that being least means to 
be humble.  In verse four Jesus states, "Whoever then humbles himself 
as this child, he is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.”   
 
Perhaps the greatest example of humility is Jesus, Himself.  Philippians 
2:3-8 states, 
 

3  Do nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but with 
humility of mind let each of you regard one another as more 
important than himself;  4  do not {merely} look out for your 
own personal interests, but also for the interests of others.     
5  Have this attitude in yourselves which was also in Christ 
Jesus,  6  who, although He existed in the form of God, did 
not regard equality with God a thing to be grasped,  7  but 
emptied Himself, taking the form of a bond-servant, {and} 
being made in the likeness of men.  8  And being found in 
appearance as a man, He humbled Himself by becoming 
obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross. 

 
Being least starts with humility of mind.  It starts in how a person views 
himself. People must regard themselves as less important than others.  
Jesus, who could demand the very best for Himself, emptied Himself.  
This does not mean He ceased being God, but that He laid aside the use 
of some of His attributes and became a bond-servant. He was made in 
the likeness of men and died on the cross willingly for our sin.  Now 
that’s humility!  And we are to have the same attitude in ourselves. 
 
Here are some powerful thoughts on humility: 
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Always take the lowest place, and the highest will be given to you, for 
high structures require a solid foundation. The greatest, in the 
judgment of God, are the least in their own opinion; the more worthy 
they are, the more humility will be seen in them.  
   Thomas À Kempis (C. 1380-1471)  
 
   He that is down needs fear no fall,  
   He that is low, no pride;  
   He that is humble ever shall  
   Have God to be his guide. -  John Bunyan (1628-1688)  
 
He who knows himself best esteems himself least. -  Henry George 
Bohn (1796-1884)  
 
Humility is a most strange thing. The moment that you think you have 
acquired it is just the moment you have lost it. -  Bernard Meltzer  
 
Besides the principles of LIFE and being LAST and LEAST, there is 
another principle.  That is: 
 
4.  The Principle of LOVE - Compassion  
Jesus not only taught about greatness in the kingdom of God through 
His words, but also through His actions.  See if you can catch how Jesus 
demonstrates the principle of LOVE in Mark 9:33-37, 
 

33  And they came to Capernaum; and when He was in the 
house, He {began} to question them, "What were you 
discussing on the way?”  34  But they kept silent, for on the 
way they had discussed with one another which {of them 
was} the greatest. 35  And sitting down, He called the twelve 
and said to them, "If anyone wants to be first, he shall be 
last of all, and servant of all."  36  And taking a child, He set 
him before them, and taking him in His arms, He said to 
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them, 37  "Whoever receives one child like this in My name 
receives Me; and whoever receives Me does not receive Me, 
but Him who sent Me." 

 
There are two ways that Jesus demonstrated love in this passage. First, 
He was gentle with the disciples. He knew what they had been 
discussing on the way, and how foolish it was. He could have vented His 
frustration again and said something like, “What is your problem! You 
still don’t get it. When are you going to grow up and realize that the 
kingdom of heaven is not about being served but about serving 
others?!”  Instead of raking the disciples over the coals, Jesus simply 
said, “What were you discussing on the way?”  What love!  What 
patience! What compassion! 
 
Secondly, when Jesus had the child stand in their midst, He set the child 
before them and then took the child in His arms. Jesus was seated and 
in a position to look at the child eye to eye, much like a parent sitting in 
a living room chair. He called the child to his side then took the child in 
His arms and gave him a big hug as He explained to His disciples about 
greatness and the kingdom of God. Jesus had received this child, the 
same way He wanted the disciples to receive those to whom they 
would minister in the future. Those who serve in the kingdom of God 
are to do it with great compassion! 
 
Do you serve others with love in your heart?  Do I? Do we project the 
love of God to those around us.  Do we seek to love those who are hard 
to love, who others reject?  This must be our goal Scripture teaches 
that if we serve but don’t have love, it is worth nothing.  1 Corinthians 
13:3 states, “And if I give all my possessions to feed the poor, and if I 
deliver my body to be burned, but do not have love, it profits me 
nothing.”   
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And there is one final point that should be understood regarding 
greatness in the kingdom of heaven.  It is: 
 
5.  The Principle of LIABILITY - Accountability 
To be liable means to be legally obligated, responsible, and 
accountable.  Listen to what is said in Matthew 18:4-6 about this truth. 
 

4  "Whoever then humbles himself as this child, he is the 
greatest in the kingdom of heaven.  5  "And whoever receives 
one such child in My name receives Me;  6  but whoever 
causes one of these little ones who believe in Me to stumble, 
it is better for him that a heavy millstone be hung around his 
neck, and that he be drowned in the depth of the sea. 

 
In these verses Jesus gives a strong warning to anyone who causes a 
child who believes in Him to stumble. But what does stumble mean?  
The word stumble is the Greek word skandalizo from which we get our 
English word scandalize. It means to trip up, to cause to stumble, or to 
entice to sin or apostasy.  In other words if a person trips up someone 
(especially a child) in his walk with God by enticing him to sin or by 
teaching him false doctrine, there will be dire consequences to pay.  In 
other words, Jesus is saying that serving with humility and love is not 
enough. A person’s service must also be done biblically and with purity.  
Only then is it worthy of the kingdom of God. 
 

SUMMARY 
In short, Jesus says that those who want to be great in the kingdom of 
God must first, 
 
1.  Have LIFE - They must become believers 
2.  Be LAST - Learn to serve others by putting them first 
3.  Be LEAST - Serve with humility 
4.  Show LOVE - Have compassion  
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5.  Be LIABLE - Be accountable  
 
Is this your desire?  Do you want to be great in God’s kingdom?  It is 
only when we desire to be the greatest that it becomes a problem. 
 

CONCLUSION 
The word greatest implies that there is one among many who has the 
top position. But it seems clear by what Jesus said that anyone who 
heeds His words can be great.  What a wonderful thought, that there is 
room for everyone to be great in the kingdom of heaven.   
 
Greatness, then, is not a matter of comparing ourselves against others, 
but against ourselves and how well we are doing in regard to Jesus 
standards of LIFE, LAST, LEAST, LOVE and LIABILITY.  Let’s make these 
things our aim as we fulfill the GREAT COMMISSION of MAKING 
DISCIPLES? 
 


