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The Greatest 
Mark 9:30-37 
April 19, 2020 

 
Read Mark 9:30-37 
This is the Word of the LORD. 
Prayer of Invocation 
 
Christ is risen! He is risen, indeed! We are in Easter-tide; that is, the season of celebrating the 
resurrection and reflecting on the wonder of Jesus’ victory over sin and the grave. I know that in 
quarantine days, it seems like it has been much longer than a week since Easter. Even so, the 
message of the resurrection remains true: God is sovereign over all creation, including the things 
that are more powerful than we are on our own: sin and death.  
 
This pandemic has constantly thrust the specter of death in front of us. The fear of this invisible 
virus has shut down society in this nation and the world. Anxiety about what is going to happen fills 
the consciousness of many people. To this point, though, we have not seen widespread the 
transition from anxiety about the future into honest self-reflection about our standing before God. 
Maybe there is and will be a revival – a somber repentance from our rebellion against God – but 
right now, even in the aftermath of the Easter messages proclaimed from video pulpits all around 
the world, people seem more interested in preserving the temporary things they have than in 
looking toward the one who can provide salvation, life, and peace. 
 
I saw an ad on television from Pfizer Pharmaceuticals where the deep-toned announcer said,  
 

At a time when things are most uncertain, we turn to the most certain thing there is: 
science. Science can overcome diseases, create cures, and – yes – beat pandemics. It has 
before. It will again. When it is faced with a new opponent, it doesn’t back down. It revs 
up, asking questions until it finds what it is looking for. That’s the power of science. So we 
are taking our science and unleashing it – our research, experts, and resources – all in the 
effort to advance potential therapies and vaccines. Other companies and academic 
institutions are doing the same. The entire global scientific community is working together 
to beat this thing. We are using science to make it happen because when science wins, we 
all win.1  

 
The ad closed with text on the screen: “We thank all the scientists working relentlessly in both our 
labs and labs around the world to end this global health crisis.” 
 
I almost cried – and not in a good way. It grieves me the hubris corporations can have: it is literally 
the Tower of Babel in modern times. Just think for a moment of the claim it makes in light of the 
truth we have seen: how well has science served the literally thousands of people who have died? 
Were all those people simply sacrifices to the greater good of human knowledge? When science 
wins, we don’t all win – only those who can benefit will benefit. If the ad had simply stated its 

                                                      
1
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Xl0tEfLve1U 
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closing thanks to all who are working to end the pandemic, I would have cheered; instead, to pitch 
this nonsensical idolatry that elevates human knowledge and capacity to the divine is wrong, 
harmful, and misleading. People who put their trust in science are the most to be pitied: science has 
not defeated death – ever.  
 
Only one has defeated death and that one is: Jesus. This is why the resurrection matters and this is 
why Easter matters.  
 
Christians are Easter people. Easter people have peace. We have peace because we are blessed to 
be on this side of Jesus’ resurrection and know how the story concludes. We are living into the 
kingdom that Jesus proclaimed and established. We do not see it in its fullness – as the brokenness 
we are now experiencing demonstrates – but we see enough to know that we will see it fully. This 
pandemic is temporary. This quarantine is temporary. This isolation and separation is temporary – it 
is a manifestation or a symptom of the brokenness in which we now exist. But it is temporary. We 
know the fullness that is yet to be revealed. 
 
Jesus’ resurrection life – his life that defeated death by going through death – is eternal. Jesus’ 
resurrection life is life that he has given us so that we can live now. Friends, eternity includes now. 
We can live now – before our own death – because we are confident death does not have the last 
word. We know that through death we will join Jesus in his resurrection and we will be with Jesus in 
his kingdom. He has promised – and his word is good – that we are co-heirs of the kingdom of God 
with him.  
 
Keep that in mind as we return to our Scripture text this morning, which returns us in Mark’s gospel 
to the time before Jesus’ passion and resurrection. And, in these verses, we see and experience pre-
resurrection thinking. Before you tune out thinking this is merely a history lesson, I want to 
encourage you to be aware of how this exact thinking is dominating in the world and even in the 
church right now.  
 
 The setting 
 
Let me set the context for you. When we last left our regular series, Peter had just confessed, “You 
are the Messiah.” It was a pivotal moment in the gospel of Mark. The first half of the gospel had 
been all about answering the question, “Who is this?” With Peter’s confession, Jesus turned his 
attention to the work of the Messiah – specifically, his walk to the cross.  
Then, after revealing to the disciples what was going to happen, Jesus took Peter, James, and John 
to the top of a mountain where he was transfigured before them. It must have been an awe-
inspiring experience. When they came back down, however, they found themselves embroiled in a 
heated exchange between the remaining disciples and some scribes. The disciples had been unable 
to cast out from the boy the unclean spirit. This was the powerful line we left hanging as we 
interrupted to celebrate Palm Sunday and Easter, “I believe; help my unbelief!” 
 
We pick up the narrative after Jesus cast out the spirit and restored the boy to life. There are two 
episodes in our verses today: Jesus’ second prediction of his Passion, and the disciples’ debate 
about which among them was the greatest.  
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 Jesus’ Passion 
 
Jesus’ second prediction of his own crucifixion is interesting in its grammatical structure. The way 
Jesus spoke, it was as if the events he was describing had already occurred. He was reporting what 
was certain rather than planning what might happen. “The Son of Man is to be betrayed, and they 
will kill him, and three days after being killed, he will rise again.” Hear that in terms that are certain, 
not simply aspirational or hypothetical. The Son of Man is going to be betrayed. They will kill him. 
Three days after being killed, he will rise again. That is how it happens. This was not a weather 
forecast where, “there is a 70% chance this is going to happen.” This was a declaration, this is how it 
happens. Period.  
 
Jesus’ certainty did not make that road any easier. In fact, it demonstrates the depths of his 
suffering for us in that he already knew the pain of the road he was being called to pursue – and 
was obedient anyway. This is difficult for us to fathom. Jesus himself had said in John 3, “For God so 
loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son that whosoever believes in him would not perish 
but have eternal life.” We struggle to understand the depth of that kind of love. Paul marveled in 
Romans 5 that “God proves his love for us in that while we were still sinners Christ died for us.” God 
is that passionate for you and for me. It is overwhelming. It is difficult to understand. 
 
The disciples could not understand. It was incongruent with everything they were seeing, 
everything they understood about power, and everything they thought they knew about the 
Messiah. Up until this point, Jesus had confounded all earthly authority. He had demonstrated 
power over nature and the spiritual realm. Time after time, episode after episode, he was doing 
things that only someone with the power of God could do; so they fully anticipated that was going 
to continue in the same way. So, all this talk of being handed over and killed? That just did not make 
any sense given what they were seeing.  
 
Note: they did not have to understand in order for Jesus to go forward with what God had sent him 
to do. God is not waiting for us to understand in order to press on with his will and the 
establishment of his kingdom.  
 
So, as Jesus revealed what was going to happen; the disciples kind of shook their heads as if they 
were allowing this nonsense to blow right past them. They, instead, engaged in the ancient version 
of sports talk radio. “Who is the greatest?” 
 

Who Is The Greatest? 
 
It was not a frivolous or irrelevant debate. The disciples were basically jockeying for position around 
Jesus; with those closer being greater than those less closely affiliated. One commenter noted, “At 
all points, in worship, in the administration of justice, at meals, in all dealings, there constantly 
arose a question who was the greater, and estimating the honor due to each was a task which had 
constantly to be fulfilled and was felt to be very important.”2 
 

                                                      
2
 A. Schlatter, Der Evangelist Matthaus (Stuttgart, 1935), p. 543; quoted in William A. Lane, The Gospel According 

To Mark (Eerdmans: Grand Rapids, Michigan, 1974), p. 339. 
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Think about it: “greatness” was synonymous with “priority.” Who was greater determined where 
they walked in relation to Jesus. It determined where they ate in relation to Jesus when they dined 
as a group. It determined status within the traveling group; granting those closest the ability to 
make decisions when Jesus was not available.  
 
Now, here is what you need to know. The disciples were perceiving the kingdom of heaven to be 
something like the existing temple system with its hierarchy of priests and ruling parties. They were 
not discussing the heavenly ranking of saints that would include Moses and Elijah; and it seems like 
they were not including Jesus in the mix either. They were asking about the church – and, by 
implication, themselves. 
 
The question of who is the greatest and the passion with which we enter into those conversations 
has a lot to do with how we perceive ourselves and our desire to be recognized for our own worth. 
The disciples were measuring themselves against each other, trying to determine who would be 
more valuable, more powerful, more influential, more famous, more recognized as a leader with 
authority in the kingdom Jesus was proclaiming.  
 
Before we get to Jesus’ response, I just want to point out that – even with Scripture and Jesus’ 
teaching available to us – the same destructive conversations have taken place in the church since 
and continue to take place today. Let me give you one historical example and one current 
perspective. 
 
In the year 1054 the church split between East and West: the Eastern Orthodox Churches and the 
Western Roman Catholic churches. History records the reason for the split as the disagreement in 
theology over an aspect of the Trinity; specifically, did the Holy Spirit proceed from the Father only 
or the Father and the Son. For our purposes today, what I want you to see is that theology was the 
identified issue – the underlying issue that led to the split was the question of who was greater: the 
bishop in Rome or the Council in Constantinople. To boil it down further: Rome was the church 
legacy of Peter; Constantinople the church legacy of John. 
It was almost 1,000 years before the leaders of these two houses would meet: in February, 2016, 
Pope Frances met in Cuba with Russian Orthodox Patriarch Kirill. That is an historical example. 
 
For a more current perspective I want to share with you from a piece I read in the Washington Post 
a few years ago. Tom Ehrich, an Episcopal priest who has been a church consultant for more than 
40 years, wrote an op-ed piece entitled, “Church Shouldn’t Be This Hard.” He wrote, 
 

Faith should be difficult, yes, because it inevitably entails self-sacrifice and renewal. Life, 
too, is difficult. Dealing with Mammon is difficult. Speaking truth to power is difficult. 
Confronting our own weakness and capacity for sin is difficult. 
 
But the institution whose sole justifiable purpose is to help us deal with those difficulties 
shouldn’t be making matters worse. 
 
When we bring our burdens to church, we shouldn’t find ourselves feeling intimidated by 
the in crowds, caught up in conflicts about who is running things, budget anxieties, 
jousting over opinion or doctrine, or relentless demonizing of whoever is trying to lead. 
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Yes, I understand that church is a human institution and therefore it will participate in 
humanity’s brokenness. But church should be seeking to redeem that humanity, to heal 
that brokenness, to show better ways to live. Instead, we celebrate our own cruelty and 
bigotry. We fight against the very transformation that God seeks. 
 
Maybe I’m the last one to see this dilemma. The millions who are fleeing institutional 
Christianity in America aren’t escaping bad doctrine, shoddy performance values or 
inconvenient calls to mission. They are escaping the institution itself. 
 
It doesn’t have to be this way. God certainly doesn’t want it this way. 
I think, for example, of the performance anxiety that infects most churches. We needn’t 
worry so much about pleasing constituents on Sunday. Worship isn’t a Broadway show; it’s 
a glimpse of God, not a celebration of style, excellence and self. 
 
I think of our leadership conflicts. Pastors aren’t CEOs hired to maximize shareholder 
returns. They aren’t impresarios rewarded for putting on great shows. Pastors are flawed 
creatures called to help other flawed creatures bring their neediness to God. 
 
Church should be a safe place — safe to be oneself, safe to make one’s confession, safe to 
love whoever one feels called to love, safe to imagine more, safe to fail. Instead, church 
often is a dangerous place, where people feel guarded, self-protective, hemmed in by 
tradition and expectation, required to obey rules. 
 
Church should be different from society. Instead, it plays by the same rules: get mine, be 
first, be right, punish the weak, exclude the different, reward the wealthy. 
 
Our society needs healthy faith communities. But neither society nor God has much need 
for religious institutions grounded in right-opinion, self-serving and systemic danger.3 

 
And that is what leads us to Jesus’ response. Jesus asked them what they were discussing and they 
were embarrassed to tell him. But then, addressing directly what they would not admit, he called a 
little child and set the child among them.  
 
 You Need To Change. 
 
“You need to change,” was what he effectively told the disciples. “Whoever wants to be first must 
be last of all and servant of all.” And then he took a little child and put it among them.  
 
How? Instead looking around to see who is better or who is less than you; set your eyes on Jesus. 
Do what he did. Act like he acted. The Messiah, the Son of God, this maker of miracles and this one 
who asserts authority over the natural and spiritual realms, set a child among them.  

                                                      
3 http://www.washingtonpost.com/national/religion/commentary-church-shouldnt-be-this-
hard/2014/01/07/1d869022-77c0-11e3-a647-a19deaf575b3_story.html 
 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/national/religion/commentary-church-shouldnt-be-this-hard/2014/01/07/1d869022-77c0-11e3-a647-a19deaf575b3_story.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/national/religion/commentary-church-shouldnt-be-this-hard/2014/01/07/1d869022-77c0-11e3-a647-a19deaf575b3_story.html
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Welcoming the child gave no political, social, economic, or cultural advantage to the one 
welcoming. The child he called and set in their midst had no standing, no authority, no power within 
the group. The child had no rights, no voice, no pedigree. The child was among them because Jesus 
put the child there. Welcoming the child reflected the heart of Jesus for those who had no claim 
over him. Welcoming the child reflected the heart of Jesus for you and for me. He was telling the 
disciples – he was telling you and me – you need to change to be like me. “Whoever welcomes one 
such child in my name welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes not me but the one 
who sent me.”  
 
He was telling the disciples, “You need to change.” Don’t be about seeking advantage in the eyes of 
the world – even in the eyes of the church world.  
 
 
That is the message this morning. For all of us – me included – who get caught up in the work of the 
church, in building something that will last, in our own accomplishments and projects and decision-
making authority, we need to hear Jesus again, “You need to change.” 
 
“Unless you change and become like children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. 
Whoever becomes humble like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.” The starkness 
with which Jesus said this must have jolted the disciples. “Never enter?” Jesus was saying this to his 
closest friends and allies. He says the same thing to you and me. You mean, relying on my own 
strength and worth, I do not even belong? That is exactly what Jesus meant.  
 
“You need to change.” Friends, we have to remember that belonging to the church involves two 
things: being baptized (in the name of the Father and of the Son and Holy Spirit) and proclaiming 
Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior. It does not matter how much money you give. It does not matter 
how much service you offer. Your greatness in the kingdom of heaven is a reflection of how you 
approach God – with the humility of a sinner saved by grace or with the swag of an achiever who 
deserves God’s respect. We do not participate in the kingdom of heaven by asking, “What is in it for 
me?” Do we benefit? Absolutely. However, our participation in the kingdom of heaven is as 
worshipers glorifying God and enjoying God forever. When we seek our own glory, we miss the 
mark. 
 
Jesus did not stop there. He went on to address how the disciples were to treat each other – and 
others who came to fellowship in Jesus’ name – within the church. Welcoming Jesus is the standard; 
and whoever welcomes a child in Jesus’ name welcomes him. It is important to recognize Jesus was 
not referring to children as a class but as a type. What I mean is that Jesus was not making idols of 
little children – as if children are to be worshipped for being children. Jesus was talking about 
receiving anyone who was responding to Jesus’ call – that person is a child of God. Those who have 
responded to Jesus’ call and been received and welcomed in his name also need to receive and 
welcome others who are responding to his call. We do not get to choose or decide whom Jesus 
calls, we are to welcome others and not be threatened. God’s grace is more than sufficient for all 
who call on his name. 
 
 Conclusion 
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Our verses today are a challenge for the church to remember her LORD.  
 

 We are not lord of the church; Jesus is.  

 We are not the power of the church; Jesus is.  

 We are not the strength of the church; Jesus is.  

 We are not the hope of the church; Jesus is.  

 We are not the future of the church; Jesus is.  
 
“Whoever becomes humble like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven. Whoever 
welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me.”  
 
In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
 
Questions: 
 

1. How have you experienced the peace of being an “Easter Christian”? How have you been 
able to share that peace with others experiencing anxiety in the midst of this global 
shutdown and pandemic? 

2. If Jesus knew what the road to the cross looked like, can you appreciate how great is his 
love for you that he was intentionally obedient to walk that path? Can you also appreciate 
the joy of the salvation he won for you through that path? What are the passages of 
Scripture that confirm for you his great love?  

3. With whom have you struggled over being “greater”? How has that effected your behavior 
and your attitude? Who is the child – the person who offers no political, social, economic, or 
cultural advantage – that you can welcome? 


