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Jesus Teaches About
True Greatness
I. Reject Vanity And Sectarian Pride (Mark 9:33-40)

A. Who Is Number One? (vv. 33-34)

(Mar 9:33)  And he came to Capernaum: and being in the house he asked them, What was it that ye disputed among yourselves by the way?

(Mar 9:34)  But they held their peace: for by the way they had disputed among themselves, who should be the greatest.

It is interesting and enlightening to watch chickens in a flock.  Chickens like to know who is in charge.  They will confront and attack each other to establish a “pecking order.”  In a short while, we can see which bird is dominant as well as which one is the persecuted target of the hierarchy.  Humans are too often like chickens on this issue.  The disciples were not immune to the carnal urge to set some system of dominance and strive to be the “favorite.”  When Jesus confronted them with their dispute, they at least had enough conscience to feel ashamed of their bickering.
B. The Servant Is Greatest (vv. 35-37)

(Mar 9:35)  And he sat down, and called the twelve, and saith unto them, If any man desire to be first, the same shall be last of all, and servant of all.

(Mar 9:36)  And he took a child, and set him in the midst of them: and when he had taken him in his arms, he said unto them,

(Mar 9:37)  Whosoever shall receive one of such children in my name, receiveth me: and whosoever shall receive me, receiveth not me, but him that sent me.

Christ is Lord and Master! He calls the shots for us. He, with the Father and the Holy Spirit, has decreed the principles of His kingdom, principles we will live by if we aspire to be His.  One such principle, explained and commanded multiple times in God’s revealed Word, is the paradox, at least from our corrupt human perspective, of being exalted by accepting abasement, and of being abased when we attempt self-exaltation.  The exhortation of Jesus to His disciples here is fully congruent with this Kingdom principle.  Status in God’s eyes comes only through willing humility and servanthood.  Honoring the weak and immature brings honor and blessing from the Father.  Accepting those that cannot profit you and preferring them before yourself is high servanthood.  We express our love for Christ more by how we love the weak and vulnerable than by all the verbal pronouncements we can generate.
C. Value All Who Serve Christ (vv. 38-40)

(Mar 9:38)  And John answered him, saying, Master, we saw one casting out devils in thy name, and he followeth not us: and we forbad him, because he followeth not us.

(Mar 9:39)  But Jesus said, Forbid him not: for there is no man which shall do a miracle in my name, that can lightly speak evil of me.

(Mar 9:40)  For he that is not against us is on our part.

John desired exclusivity in his relationship to Jesus.  He saw those that did not actually walk the dusty paths of Judea and Galilee in the footprints of Jesus, as undesirable and unworthy.  Pride finds many ways of manifesting, and John was a prideful young man.  Jesus corrected him and taught him a vital concept.  We do not all have to be just alike to be accepted in the Body and Kingdom of Christ.  In the battle against spiritual darkness and evil, there is really no place of neutrality.  That is why, in every culture and historical era since Jesus died for us, the more distinctive believers live, the more they are targeted, despised, and persecuted.  We destroy the effectiveness of our mission when we add to the expected tribulations from unregenerate society, our own contempt or schism with believers that, although they truly love and proclaim Jesus, simple do it in a way that we do not agree with.  Unity in the Body sets the stage for effective evangelism.
II. Commit To Humility And Peace (Mark 9:41-50)

A. Do Good, Do No Harm (vv. 41, 42)

(Mar 9:41)  For whosoever shall give you a cup of water to drink in my name, because ye belong to Christ, verily I say unto you, he shall not lose his reward.

(Mar 9:42)  And whosoever shall offend one of these little ones that believe in me, it is better for him that a millstone were hanged about his neck, and he were cast into the sea.

Service done in view of honoring Christ is always noticed and rewarded by the Father.  Even those that may not themselves believe in Jesus will be blessed if they serve and protect believers.  On the other hand, abusing and harming the weak and vulnerable, especially those that belong to Christ, will bring terrible judgment to the offender.  Bottom line, God hates exploitation of the weak, but loves and honors service to His “little ones.”
B. Reject Sinful Tendencies (vv. 43-48)

(Mar 9:43)  And if thy hand offend thee, cut it off: it is better for thee to enter into life maimed, than having two hands to go into hell, into the fire that never shall be quenched:

(Mar 9:44)  Where their worm dieth not, and the fire is not quenched.

(Mar 9:45)  And if thy foot offend thee, cut it off: it is better for thee to enter halt into life, than having two feet to be cast into hell, into the fire that never shall be quenched:

(Mar 9:46)  Where their worm dieth not, and the fire is not quenched.

(Mar 9:47)  And if thine eye offend thee, pluck it out: it is better for thee to enter into the kingdom of God with one eye, than having two eyes to be cast into hell fire:

(Mar 9:48)  Where their worm dieth not, and the fire is not quenched.

The road to greatness in the Kingdom is paved with sacrifice and obedience.  The first sacrifice we must offer is the sacrifice of our fleshly ways.  Sin will never enter eternity in the presence of the Father.  It is reasonable to take any and all measures necessary in our personal lives to “cut off” the unrighteousness that we can not say no to.  How much better it is however to enter into such a passionate relationship with Jesus that we simply love Him more than anything that commanded our devotion before!
C. Live in Godliness and Peace (vv. 49-50)

(Mar 9:49)  For every one shall be salted with fire, and every sacrifice shall be salted with salt.

(Mar 9:50)  Salt is good: but if the salt have lost his saltness, wherewith will ye season it? Have salt in yourselves, and have peace one with another.

Fire has cleansing properties.  It destroys everything that can be burned, leaving only the fire-proof objects to stand in the ashes.  We must allow the fire of God’s Spirit to sweep through our lives, so that all that remains can indeed stand eternally.  Salt preserves and seasons at the same time.  The character of Christ must replace our humanly corrupt character, not just enhance it.  His character and nature is the only one that will adequately season our lives for His service.  If we live by His character, we will cease to squabble over recognition and credit, but instead we will seek to exalt each other, bringing peace to our relationships. 
III. Achieve Greatness Through Service (Mark 10:35-45)

A. Misguided Ambition Rejected (vv. 35-40)
(Mar 10:35)  And James and John, the sons of Zebedee, come unto him, saying, Master, we would that thou shouldest do for us whatsoever we shall desire.

(Mar 10:36)  And he said unto them, What would ye that I should do for you?

(Mar 10:37)  They said unto him, Grant unto us that we may sit, one on thy right hand, and the other on thy left hand, in thy glory.

(Mar 10:38)  But Jesus said unto them, Ye know not what ye ask: can ye drink of the cup that I drink of? and be baptized with the baptism that I am baptized with?

(Mar 10:39)  And they said unto him, We can. And Jesus said unto them, Ye shall indeed drink of the cup that I drink of; and with the baptism that I am baptized withal shall ye be baptized:

(Mar 10:40)  But to sit on my right hand and on my left hand is not mine to give; but it shall be given to them for whom it is prepared.

Matthew expands this account by telling us these brothers approached Jesus accompanied by their mother.  Mom was proud of her sons.  All three of them were seriously in error in their ambition.  To ask this boon in preference to the other disciples indicates they still had not accepted their place as servants of the Servant Savior.  Jesus asked these proudly assertive brothers if they could handle what He was about to undertake for them.  Their quick thoughtless response was positive.  Pride blinds men and women to reality, so that the world becomes colored by the rosy lens of self-desire.
Jesus assured them that indeed they would experience the baptism and drink the bitter cup He would partake of, but he exhorted them on the proper recognition of authority by telling them He could not grant such a request.  Jesus was always submitted to the Father, and it was the Father’s prerogative to grant such things.  There is no indication Jesus became angered by this bizarre request, but He must have been disappointed and saddened by the arrogant blindness of the brothers.

B. Great People Minister (vv. 41-43)
(Mar 10:41)  And when the ten heard it, they began to be much displeased with James and John.

(Mar 10:42)  But Jesus called them to him, and saith unto them, Ye know that they which are accounted to rule over the Gentiles exercise lordship over them; and their great ones exercise authority upon them.

(Mar 10:43)  But so shall it not be among you: but whosoever will be great among you, shall be your minister:

The other ten were understandably offended by this attempt to usurp a place of favor at their cost.  Jesus immediately used the unusual situation to teach His disciples yet another valuable lesson.  He contrasted the world system with the relationship He expected them to have with one another.
C. The Chief Is Servant (vv. 44, 45)

(Mar 10:44)  And whosoever of you will be the chiefest, shall be servant of all.

(Mar 10:45)  For even the Son of man came not to be ministered unto, but to minister, and to give his life a ransom for many.

Jesus is not only Lord and Master and so the Arbiter of laws by which we live.  He is also the best of the best in His rulership.  He never asks us to do something He was not wiling to do first.  He asks us to serve as He served, for He is our example.  The greatest in the kingdom of God is that person most ready to lay down his life for others, whether that means actually sacrificing physical life, or investing our energy, time, and passions to serve the needs of others, thereby serving Christ, the Servant Savior.
