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Mark 9:30-37 

 

The drive to be #1 / to be the greatest… has not lessened / gone away since Jesus’ day.  It is as strong today 

as it ever was.  We continue to discuss and/or debate what constitutes greatness—what makes something / 

someone great… what makes a nation great… 

Even Jesus’ disciples were not immune to this “vying for position”—arguing about which one of them was 

the greatest…   

What is clear, from today’s reading, is that Jesus’ definition of greatness is very different than most of ours. 

 

Today’s gospel reading has three parts to is.  First, Jesus announces (for a second time) what it is that lies 

ahead for him… his impending betrayal, death, and resurrection.   

After the first announcement (last week’s reading), Peter took Jesus aside and rebuked him (and he, in return, 

got rebuked right back).  This time we are told that the disciples were silent—Mark tells us that they did not 

understand what Jesus was saying… but they were too scared to ask him any questions about it.  Does that 

sound familiar?   

Maybe they wanted to look like good students…  

Maybe they were afraid of looking stupid… or of being rebuked (like Peter had been) / and wanted to avoid 

the same kind of humiliation…  

Maybe they were still wrestling with what it would mean for the Messiah / the Savior of the world to die, as 

Jesus said he would…  

Maybe they were just plain scared by those words betrayed into human hands / be killed – which none of 

them really wanted to acknowledge / understand…  

Whatever the cause of their fear / lack of understanding… they do not respond to Jesus when he describes 

what awaits him (and them) in Jerusalem… the issue is dropped, and they continue their walk to Capernaum.   

As they walk along, the disciples find themselves in a discussion (or argument) about which of them is #1... 

which of them is the greatest.  [An interesting question to argue about, don’t you think… considering what 

Jesus has just told them?!  Haven’t they been listening to him?!  They are still caught up in their dreams of 

success and power and position.] 

Once they get to where they are staying, Jesus asks them what they were talking about as they walked 

along—as if he didn’t already know☺.   

But none of them said a word—they were too embarrassed / ashamed—caught with their self-interest / pride 

on display.   

Now, we know that they were confused by Jesus’ passion predictions.  Who wouldn’t be? (other than us, of 

course… who know the end of the story.  But even with that, can we honestly say that we aren’t confused by 

how God chose / chooses to work, too?!) 

Maybe their conversation about greatness grew out of a conversation about what it would really mean for 

them to stay with Jesus all the way to Jerusalem.  Or maybe it really was about greatness—as defined by the 

world… and how they might benefit from their relationship with Jesus, the Messiah.   
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Regardless… Jesus makes this into a teachable moment.  He doesn’t yell at them or chide them… but he 

does proceed to turn their ideas (and expectations) of greatness upside down.   

This brings us to the second part of our story.  Mark tells us that Jesus sat down.  This is what a teacher 

would do when he was about to teach something important / a sign of authority.   

Jesus assumes the formal position of teaching and says: Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and 

servant of all.  Jesus is telling his disciples that God’s kingdom ways are different from the ways of the 

world.  They want to be #1?  They want greatness?  If only they knew / understood what that would mean!   

In God’s kingdom, Jesus will lay down his life for everyone / for the world – out of God’s radical mercy and 

love.   

In God’s kingdom, service to God and to others is valued more than being #1.  [**Go back and read the 

words of James 3].   

Finally, in the third part of today’s reading, Jesus shows them what he means… by placing a little child in 

their midst… and taking that child into his arms and embracing him.   

They wanted to know who was greatest, so Jesus showed them:  Whoever welcomes one such child in my 

name welcomes me, Jesus said, and whoever welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who sent me.    

We might hear this and think, “aww, how sweet”… BUT what we need to know (in order to understand the 

meaning of Jesus’ words here) is how his disciples (and others in the 1st century) would have responded… 

and in truth, they would have been astounded: “What is Jesus doing?!”  You see, this was a radical move for 

Jesus to make… and an even more radical statement for him to make.  BUT this is how serious Jesus is about 

our call to servanthood to all people—not just people like us… not just people we like… but all people – 

especially those most easily overlooked or “unseen”… especially those most vulnerable and in need of our 

care…  

In the ancient world, children were of little or no importance.  They were considered to be of only potential 

value – if / when they became “adults” around the age of 12 (old enough to work / to marry and have 

children of their own).   Children were, of course, loved by their parents / families… but they had no rights, 

no status, no standing.  They were a burden to be cared for… in many ways, one of the least important / one 

of the most vulnerable in society.   

How could caring for a child count as greatness?   

When his disciples scolded people for bringing their children to see him, Jesus was indignant—the kingdom 

of God belongs to such as these, he said.  His way of saying that children are valued, full-fledged members 

of God’s kingdom now… not later! 

 

Jesus’ definition of greatness seems crazy… because it is so completely counter-cultural.  He calls us to 

imagine that greatness lies in love and humble service—caring for those who are the most vulnerable / 

needy… those with little or no influence or power… those our culture is likely to ignore / not see.   

What if Jesus is right?  What if we imagined that greatness isn’t about wealth, power, or position… that 

greatness is, instead, measured by how much we share with others… how well we take care of others… how 

much we love and serve others?   
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Can you imagine what this world would be like if people were trying to out-do each other in their deeds of 

service and kindness?   

When Jesus took children in his arms and blessed them, he wasn’t holding them up as a moral example…   

he didn’t say to imitate them.  He just said that when we welcome them in his name, we welcome him…      

and when we welcome him, we welcome God.  That’s a pretty amazing equation if you think about it.   

When Jesus picks up and embraces that child, he demonstrates—for his disciples and for us —what it means 

to be “servant of all.”   

Do you see what Jesus is up to?  This is another one of his lessons about the upside-down Kingdom of 

God… where the first are last and the last are first… and those who vying to be #1 / the greatest – are in for 

a big surprise.   

What Jesus is telling his disciples is that they won’t gain any “higher standing” because they are his 

followers.  But anyone who receives even a child in Jesus’ name—one of the most unimportant / vulnerable 

members of society… will receive Jesus, himself… and the One who sent him.   

And to be clear, Jesus is NOT just talk about children here, either.  He is talking about all the “little ones” in 

this world—all of those with little or no status / influence… all of those who are “invisible” / pushed aside / 

not valued / easily overlooked.   

The Gk word used here—“to welcome”—is to, literally, receive into one’s arms.  This is so much more than 

just putting out a welcome sign… this is us with our arms wide open… going to meet a loved one… 

wrapping our arms around them.   

That’s the kind of welcome Jesus wants us to give to the lowly… the young… the poor… the vulnerable – 

because that’s where we’ll find (and welcome) him! 

 

The definition of greatness really is a question of faith… because when God became human, God turned 

every worldly assumption of greatness upside-down… when God became human, God showed us that 

greatness is about solidarity with rather than separation from… about relationship rather than ‘better than”… 

about encouragement / empowerment of the other rather than self-interest…   

Greatness as Jesus defines it (and lives it)… is shown in vulnerability… in service and sacrifice… in 

humility and honor… in truthfulness and faithfulness.   

 

Can you imagine the transformation that would take place in our congregation if every member was 

committed to the task of serving others?   

Especially in our self-centered, individualistic society, the thought of being so devoted / committed to the 

well-being of others—especially the most vulnerable—seems to challenge our very way of being.   

The way of discipleship is NOT seeking personal greatness… but servanthood.   

The way of discipleship is NOT seeking power over others… but giving up power for the sake of others. 

The way of discipleship is the way of mercy… and love.   

 


