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Mark 9:30-37 

THE WAY TO TRUE GREATNESS IS THROUGH HUMBLE SERVICE! 

 

INI 

 Do you ever find yourself making lists or ranking things?  Of course, you do!  You may be going to the grocery 

store.  You make a list of what you need.  You will list the things that are absolutely necessary like milk, bread, meat and 

other things.  Then you might add other things that would be nice, but you put the first things first.  Every week in 

football season, you have the rankings of teams in high school, college, and the pros.  You love to see your team on top 

or near the top.  You might rank Presidents of the United States during your lifetime.  If you were a big fan of President 

Obama, you probably aren’t a fan of President Trump, and vice versa.  You might rank in your mind the people at work.   

Who is most important and who isn’t really pulling their weight.  You might even rank the people at church as to who 

are the most prominent members.  Whether we want to admit it or not, this is a pretty normal thing for people to do. 

 

 When it comes to people and ranking them, we have to ask the question where we fit in.  I’m guessing that most 

of us may not put ourselves at the very top, but we certainly don’t put ourselves at the bottom either.  We like to think 

of ourselves very highly.  It should not be surprising that the apostles felt the same way.  They were going to argue about 

greatness.  Their ideas would be faulty.  Our Lord Jesus would teach them and us a lesson.  We see that THE WAY TO 

TRUE GREATNESS IS THROUGH HUMBLE SERVICE! 

 

 We are now in the last few months of Jesus’ ministry.  The time for preaching to the crowds was now over.  The 

time for doing miraculous signs had now slowed down.  Jesus and the apostles had left Galilee.  He didn’t want anyone 

to know where they were going.  Jesus would spend these last few months teaching his disciples about what was going 

to happen and what must happen.  Jesus told them, “The Son of Man is going to be delivered into the hands of men.  

They will kill him, and after three days he will rise.” 

 

 Now this is the second prediction of his passion by our Lord Jesus.  We heard the first one last Sunday.  Jesus is 

going to get even more specific here.  He is going to be delivered.  He is going to be betrayed by someone close to him.  

Certainly, Judas should have sat up and taken notice. If he was already planning his betrayal, he should have known that 

Jesus was aware of it.  Once again Jesus told them that he was going to rise again on the third day.  He describes it in 

immediate terms, as something already taking place.  Once again Jesus is speaking very plainly about what is going to 

happen.  This is the very heart of the Gospel.  Jesus is going to suffer, die, and rise again to bring us the forgiveness of 

sins, eternal life, and salvation. 

 

 But the apostles did not understand what our Lord meant, and they were afraid to ask him about it.  The 

apostles were pretty dense.  We see that many times in the Gospels.  They could not or would not comprehend what 

Jesus was trying to teach them.  They may have heard words, but they certainly weren’t listening intently to what he 

was saying. 

 

 There were reasons for that.  First, what Jesus was saying did not fit into their ideas of glory.  They could not 

comprehend how Jesus’ suffering and death could possibly be a good thing.  They, like most of the people in Israel had 

definite ideas in their minds of what the Messiah would do when he came.  They saw earthly glory.  Of course, he would 

set up a kingdom in Jerusalem.  Of course, it would be powerful and wealthy.  Of course, they would find places of honor 



in that kingdom because they were Jesus’ disciples.  Note that in every case of Jesus’ passion predictions in Mark’s 

Gospel, the predictions were met with unbelief and the apostles angling for glory.  After the first, Peter rebukes Jesus.  

After the third, James and John ask for seats at his right and left hands.  And here you are going to have an argument 

about which of them was the greatest of the apostles. 

 

 Are you shocked to hear such a thing?  We shouldn’t be.  The apostles were sinful human beings just like us and 

it appeared that they got into some kind of ranking among themselves.  Peter, James, and John were selected by our 

Lord to view his transfiguration on the mountain.  What were the others thinking?  It isn’t fair that they got to go with 

Jesus?  Jesus had told them not to say anything about the incident.  Had they remained tight-lipped, not telling their 

fellow apostles about what had transpired, or did they somehow get into bragging about what they had seen and were 

telling them, “Too bad you weren’t there, but we were!” 

 

 Yes, who was the greatest?  Think about Peter.  He had made the great confession of Jesus as the Christ, but in 

the very next breath he was rebuking Jesus and Jesus called him Satan.  And Peter was one of only two men to ever walk 

on water, but we know that when he saw the winds and the waves, he began to sink.  And it was Peter who denied our 

Lord three times.  Now James and John were called Boanerges, the Sons of Thunder, who wanted to destroy a Samaritan 

village that did not welcome Jesus.  They were Jesus’ first cousins who would try to get their mother to make Jesus give 

them the places of honor in his kingdom.  And there was Judas.  He was trusted with the money. Why did he get this 

important job? 

 

 All of the apostles had their strengths and weaknesses.  As they were arguing among themselves, they were 

jockeying for position.  They might not have considered themselves first, but they certainly didn’t consider themselves 

last either.  We could easily try to rank the apostles as to whom was the best and who was the least important.  We 

know quite a bit about some.  We know next to nothing about others.  Many do not have a single statement they said 

recorded in any of the Gospels.  We might not even be able to remember who they were.  There was another Simon and 

another Judas.  And how about James the less!  Who would want to be known as James the Less? 

 

 Don’t we do the very same things?  Don’t we get angry and upset when someone else receives that promotion 

at work?  Don’t we get disappointed when someone else is picked for the basketball team or cheerleading squad?  

Maybe that girl you really wanted to date picked a different boyfriend.  Maybe someone else bought that house that 

you really wanted.  Throughout life we deal with disappointments and we say that it is not fair.  We want power!  We 

want glory!  And we want it now! 

 

 Jesus will bring it all out into the open.  As they arrive back in Capernaum, he asks them “What were you arguing 

about on the road?” They thought that they were speaking in hushed tones or at least Jesus wouldn’t be able to hear 

them, but our Lord knows everything.  They were very quiet and guilty as Jesus catches them in their sinful pride.  They 

knew that Jesus knew. 

 

 Jesus is a wonderful Savior.  He does not treat us as our sins deserve.  He is patient with us.  He does not cast us 

away when we are slow to learn.  Rather, he takes the time to teach us.  Sometimes he teaches us the same lesson 

because we didn’t get it right the first time or the fifth or the 50th. 

 

 Very patiently he sits down with the Twelve and says something amazing: “Anyone who want to be first must be 

the very last, and the servant of all.” Now that just doesn’t sound right, does it?  That’s not what the world tells us.  The 

world tells us that we have be constantly looking out for Number One, which is us.  The world tells us that true greatness 

comes from what we do for ourselves whatever that may be.  We climb over others to get to the top.  We put ourselves 



up by tearing others down in our words and in our actions.  We see someone else’s weakness and we exploit it to our 

own advantage.  Nice guys finish last and we don’t want to be last! 

 

 But Jesus tells us that true greatness in the kingdom of God comes not from power and glory, but by lowly 

service to others.  Sometimes the hair on the backs of our necks will bristle when we hear of being a servant.  Servants 

aren’t powerful. They do lowly jobs, jobs that others don’t want to do.  They are usually paid poorly and are 

unappreciated by others.  When we see servants, we usually don’t even pay attention to what they look like.  They can’t 

do anything for our prestige and wealth.  They only….serve!  

 

 Jesus now takes a little child in his arms and says: “Whoever welcomes one of these little children in my name 

welcomes me; and whoever welcomes me does not welcome me but the one who sent me.”  Those of you who have 

been privileged to serve as parents know both the joys and frustrations of having children.  Children always want 

something.  They may show a lot of impatience and anger if they don’t get their way.  We provide for their needs and 

much more.  Perhaps you may have noticed that children aren’t always thankful.  Maybe you did something very special 

for your children that took a lot of your time and money.  You thought that this was something that they would never 

forget, and they would be so grateful that they would do just about anything you said.  Wrong! Sometimes it is merely 

five minutes later, and they look at you like “So what have you done for me lately?” 

 

 As parents we do good things for our children, not because they are going to give us something valuable in 

return.  We do them because they are the right thing to do.  We especially will take them to church and teach them 

about Jesus. We care about their eternal future.  All of us can look back on our parents and see the sacrifices they made 

for us.  None of us was grateful as we should have been. 

 

 Jesus calls us to do things, not because they bring us glory, but because they are the right thing to do.  We are 

there for people.  We say kind words.  We listen to people when they are hurting.  We sacrifice our own time, money, 

and abilities to help others.  Look at the people in the Carolinas after the hurricane.  Maybe you know someone there, 

maybe you don’t.  But there are people who need help in rebuilding their homes and their lives.  We can donate for food 

and water.  There are many in our own communities who always need help.  Can we spare an hour or two of our time?  

We can see needs if we simply look outside ourselves. 

 

 Jesus didn’t merely say words.  He showed his love in action.  He was the ultimate servant.  He came to do his 

Father’s will and he would do whatever it took to rescue us from our slavery to sin, death, and the power of Satan. He 

would give his very life on the cross for you, for me, for the world.  “The Son of Man came not to be served, but to serve, 

and to give his life a ransom for many!”  True greatness comes through humble service.  Lord, lead us to that kind of 

greatness!  AMEN. 


