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Mark 9:30-37 
 
Jesus said, “What were you arguing about on the way?” But the disciples were silent, for on  
the way they had argued with one another about who was the greatest. Jesus said to them, 
“Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all.”  
 
 
Who is the greatest? Who is the greatest person you know? How do you measure it?  
Each expression of the best has its own qualifications. You may value greatness as the most kind, 
most generous, or most loving. But we all know the “real world” judges it quite differently. 
 
Children learn competition and receive ribbons and recognition for greatness at an early age.  
It is unavoidable. We all want to be the best and be around people who are. Adults continue this 
pattern throughout our lives. Are we not encouraged to be the best, whatever that may mean, 
most of the time? Who has ever said to you, “Go out today and be below-average? Even if we 
can’t achieve it we strive for it and hold out hope. One day I, too, can be first among the elite. 
 
Who is the smartest, most talented, best looking, fastest, makes the most money, wins the most 
championships? Who has the nicest toys or house, the best school or program, or place to live?  
 
Every person, profession, university, team, business, church, city, or country has many ways to 
vie for that fading garland of the greatest – or at least make the top ten. Where do you rank? 
Entire industries are built around making and judging such lists. 
 
The point is so obvious we hardly ever think about it. We just accept that it’s a fact of life in the 
“real world.” Competition makes us better, stronger. Some win and some lose, and we want to be 
among the winners. It’s still a jungle out there no matter how civilized we make it. Competition 
itself is not a bad thing. That is missing the point. The problem is when it devalues a person into 
a thing… As a means to an end rather than as a human being, a child of God. 
 
To be the greatest means we are judged as more important, we count, we matter more than all  
the others who did not achieve it. Greatness is a judgement of value. 
 
If you are not the winner… what are you? a loser – although Americans try hard to avoid that 
stigma so everyone is a winner.  We just expand the criteria. It is a sad and sorry cycle. 
 
The comedian Lilly Tomlin said, “The trouble with being in the rat race is, even if you win, 
you’re still a rat.” A lot of wisdom in that. 
 
In today’s Gospel story, the disciples were arguing about who was the greatest among them.  
For them, it was like saying, “Who do you love the most Jesus?” Which one is your favorite? 
Who is first or most important, after you of course? 
  



 
 
The disciples were doing what came naturally to them. Most were fishermen before following 
the Lord. A couple of years before this they probably argued about who caught the biggest or 
most fish…Who had the nicest boat...Who tied the best knots or knew the best spots to fish. 
They took what they knew from the “real world” and applied it to their new life following Jesus.  
 
Who is the greatest or best disciple? What were the qualifications they had in mind? I am the 
best teacher. I did the most healings. I brought in the most people and raised our membership.  
I have been here the longest. I published the most epistles. I or me compared to every other 
person. It was only natural. What else did they know? If we think of living the Christian faith in 
this way, as the disciples did, we will miss the point entirely. 
 
Jesus is not coaching a competition but creating a community of value. He does not remove the 
idea of greatness – he changes its content, its qualifications, and its purpose. What everyone 
knows to be true and self-evident about greatness is irrelevant in the Kingdom of Heaven.  
He offered a child as an example to turn the common sense of the world on its head. 
 
We make much of children in our culture and rightly so. We value their innocence, potential, 
wonder, and a host of other things. In Jesus’ day, that statement would not have been cute but 
controversial, confusing, and even shocking. Back then, as now, their parents loved them of 
course. But children were among least important in society.  
 
More than half of them died before reaching adulthood. Children were viewed as the most 
vulnerable, most expendable, and least important parts of all of society. They added no value. 
 
Jesus did the most unexpected thing possible to answer the question. He took a child in his arms 
and lifted him up and said, “Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me…”  
 
That is, what the world says is least great, is as important to God as anyone else. To learn 
greatness in the Kingdom of Heaven, serve the one who can offer you nothing in return.  
By doing this, you will learn to serve and value and love everyone as Jesus does. How you treat 
this person, whoever is least among you, is how you treat God. To be the greatest in God’s 
economy is not to win the most trophies or money or accolades. To be great in the Kingdom is  
to recognize and live like everyone has dignity and is worth loving – especially the one who  
you know has no value. Who is that for you? 
 
The Christian is not called to win the rat race however appealing the prizes may be. We are 
offered infinitely more. The Kingdom is not about winning and losing. The Kingdom of Heaven 
is the real world turned upside down. Jesus is not coaching a competition but creating a 
community of value. 
 
Jesus asks us, “If the least great is valued and loved by God, who am I to God? And who  
are you?”  
 
If you can recognize God in the last person you expect to meet the presence of the holy,  
you will have found the door to the Kingdom of Heaven. 
 


