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Mark 9:30-37            Pentecost 17 b P20              9-19-21 

The Greatest 

  

   James the brother of our Lord and writer of our epistle 

lesson asks, “What causes quarrels and what causes fights among 

you?”  Jesus’ disciples were certainly quarreling and fighting 

among themselves as they walked toward their house in Capernaum.   

James 4:1 ESV  What causes quarrels and what causes fights among 

you? Is it not this, that your passions are at war within you? 

The disciples’ passions and coveting of power and position and 

glory were at war within them as they were arguing amongst 

themselves as to who was greatest among them, who would be 

greatest in the kingdom that Jesus was about to establish.   

Which of course, to us, sounds incredible! How dense is 

fallen man!  These disciples had been walking with Jesus for 

almost two years by this time – listening to His teachings, 

beholding His miracles and His servant, loving heart. And, for 

the second time, He had just gotten through explaining plainly 

to them about His betrayal and death, how He would be killed for 

our sinful guilt and raised from the dead for our salvation – 

that the Messiah is the Suffering Servant and that His Kingdom 

is not of this world.    

 But we are told that the disciples did not understand Him. 

All that time with Him, all that teaching, and they still could 

not wrap their minds around what Jesus was saying about His 

suffering and dying for the world. 

 And if they were to ask Him questions at that moment, they 

would have asked Him questions based on a misguided view of the 

kingdom: "Jesus, what do You mean You are going to die?"  "We 

thought You came to usher in the Kingdom of God, to be our King, 

to lead us, to free us, to take away our/Israel’s disgrace!" 

"What do You mean You are going to die?!"  "You just got here, 

are we going to lose the battle that quickly!?"  "Jesus, you 

don't understand!"   "We've already begun to make plans."  "We 

have discussed (actually we've argued) over who is going to the 

greatest in Your kingdom!"  "We've all made our cases as to why 

we should each be first."  "We've got it all sorted out, and now 

you tell us You're going to die!?"  Such are the grumblings of 

those whose eyes are set on the things of men rather than the 

things of God, those who assert their own will even over and 

against the will of God. 

 But don’t be too quick to condemn them, for they should 

seem very familiar to you: for when you see Jesus’ disciples, 

you see yourself. They are the very picture of each of us, for 

as you well know, we each have the same fallen, corrupt, 

selfish, self-centered Old Adam. A nature that seeks power and 
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glory, that wants to be served and lord over others.  Always – 

that is its ruined and twisted nature.  

 Who will be great in Jesus’ Kingdom?     

 Greatness according to this fallen world comes by climbing 

over others, pushing yourself up by putting others down, 

building your strength on another's weakness.  It’s vicious; a 

survival of the fittest game where people are reduced to 

behaving like animals (makes sense with the popular, false 

philosophy of evolution!)  That's the wisdom of the world, how 

the world thinks things are to be and people are to behave in 

order to be great.  Who will be great in Jesus’ Kingdom? 

Understand, Jesus wants His disciples/you to be great in His 

Kingdom…But not this world’s way! 

 But again, God's wisdom, what it takes to be great in His 

eyes (thus truly great), is different from fallen man’s.  God, 

in fact, completely turns conventional/worldly wisdom upside 

down.  In God's kingdom, to be great you don't overcome and 

conquer, but must become the least; to get ahead, you must place 

yourself beneath the weakest and lowliest, serve and treat 

everyone with respect, care and gentleness.  Servanthood (the 

serving of others) is not to be shunned, but actually held up 

and aspired.  And again, this is a service not like the world's 

which serves only to get what's in it for me, be rewarded etc.  

No, we are to give a different kind of service (from love in the 

heart, and with no strings attached). 

 And our Lord illustrates this for His disciples and us with 

a little child in the house.  There Jesus, The Almighty God 

Incarnate, takes a child and then lovingly, tenderly takes him 

into His arms.  There was “nothing in it” for Jesus to hug this 

child, no profit.  The child couldn't give a better deal, 

discount, etc.  The child couldn't pay Him back.  Nothing in it 

for Him from the world's view, in fact (in that culture) often 

the children were just in the way, yet Jesus serves this little, 

lowly child who can’t repay, and then states “WHOEVER RECEIVES 

ONE CHILD LIKE THIS IN MY NAME RECEIVES ME; AND WHOEVER RECEIVES 

ME DOES NOT RECEIVE ME, BUT HIM WHO SENT ME." 

What an object lesson.  Service in His eyes isn't great 

because of the dividends you may reap.  It is great when it is 

performed without thinking of self--or better yet, when thinking 

of Christ.  Thinking that when I serve someone, I do it as if I 

was serving Christ Himself, with that level of joy and honor and 

eagerness. 

 This is indeed a strange teaching, a strange wisdom.  It 

goes against our natures/flesh and against our society/ world.  

That is why our Lord is teaching His disciples and us about 

this.  It is a struggle because our sinful flesh/nature always 

seeks to be great in this world.  The disciples, like us, were 
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believers in Christ, but still had a prideful, selfish, sinful 

flesh/nature that breaks God's commands to put Him and others 

first.  Like the disciples, it is our Old Adam and our trying to 

be great by the standards of this world that causes so much 

anger and hurt, strife and fighting amongst God's people.  We 

all struggle with this me first attitude, and can struggle 

keeping our Lord's command to love and serve each other.  Yes, 

Command.  This is not a wish (or suggestion) of God, but His 

expressed will and command--we must do this.  This is not 

optional.  We must live according to His wisdom, with a 

servant's heart, His heart.  If we don't, and follow the power 

hungry wisdom of the world and our flesh, we can run into the 

danger of filling ourselves with faith killing pride and choking 

our relationship with our Lord. 

 

 Of course the first means of fighting this sinful nature 

within us is to focus on Christ and His service to us.    

 Not only of course did our Lord alone accomplish our 

salvation at the cross, Who alone gave the greatest sacrifice 

and service to us, the One Who became the lowliest of all – Who 

endured the shame of our sinful guilt why hanging on the cross 

as well as the full wrath of God vented against that sin, and 

gave His very Life blood for our sins when we could never hope 

to repay Him; but He also lovingly picked us up in arms and 

personally applied that saving work to us in blessed water and 

word of our Baptism.   

 There is a reason we keep the font before us as a 

remembrance of our Baptism.  As we look upon it, we recall how 

our Loving Lord took us into His loving, nail-pierced hands and 

served us in that sacrament with His eternal life giving grace.  

We are reminded how through simple and lowly water and word, 

Jesus washed away the stain of our sinful guilt and miraculously 

raised us up in the power of His resurrection to new, eternal 

life in Him. We were born from on high, born again, remade in 

His image and thus enabled live in His ways. This was all His 

work; we had nothing to do with it, and so we are humbled and 

made grateful in that knowledge.   

 And then, recalling that blessed work given to us, we are 

to daily live in that baptismal grace (Like fish are born in the 

water and live in the water – so too the Christian, reborn and 

live in the water and grace of our baptism), having our Lord 

drown and kill our Old Adam and its self-centered tendencies, 

and instead have the new person in Christ be raised up to 

selfless, sacrificial living and caring for our neighbor, 

especially our brothers and sisters in Christ.  

 That we each day indeed can know that Galatians 2:20 ESV  I 

have been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live, but 
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Christ who lives in me. And the life I now live in the flesh I 

live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself 

for me. 

  

My family in Christ, we are loved much, forgiven much, served 

much and thereby are enabled in Christ by His grace to love, 

forgive and serve each other, not to secure God’s blessing or 

favor, not to earn salvation, but simply because we are reborn 

in His image and enabled to do so – and thus we may be counted 

great in His Kingdom. 

Amen 

 

 

 


