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Mark 9:30-37 

Jesus and his disciples passed through Galilee. He did not want anyone to know it; for he 

was teaching his disciples, saying to them, “The Son of Man is to be betrayed into human hands, 

and they will kill him, and three days after being killed, he will rise again.” But they did not 

understand what he was saying and were afraid to ask him. 

Then they came to Capernaum; and when he was in the house he asked them, “What were 

you arguing about on the way?” But they were silent, for on the way they had argued with one 

another who was the greatest. He sat down, called the twelve, and said to them, “Whoever wants 

to be first must be last of all and servant of all.” Then he took a little child and put it among them; 

and taking it in his arms, he said to them, “Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes 

me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who sent me.” 

I would like to start this morning by telling you about a search process.  It happened some 

years ago at St. Paul’s School of Theology in Kansas City.  They were seeking a new president 

and during their nine-month search over a hundred candidates applied for the position. The search 

committee, after much hard work, narrowed the list to five very well qualified persons with 

excellent track records of success.  They interviewed the candidates, checked their references, read 

their writings, and still they weren’t able to come to a clear choice.  Then somebody came up with 

a brilliant idea: they decided to send a person to the colleges and universities where each of the 

five finalists was currently employed, and to do one last interview.  But the person they decided to 

interview was not the candidate.  They decided to interview the janitor and to ask them just one 

question: What do you think of the man seeking to be our president?   

And that is what they did.  They went and they got answers like, “Oh, he seems like a nice 

guy, or I’m told that she is very smart, or when I see him pass by he seems very distinguished and 

very much in control.  There was one exception, however.  In that case the janitor talked about… 

his friend.  He told about a person who would stop and talk with him in the hallways.  A person 

that asked about his family.  Someone who would even on occasion come and have lunch with 

him.  And so St. Paul's School of Theology selected William MacElvaney as their President.  A 

man that treated janitors and governors with equally dignity. Someone whose life so mirrored 
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Christ’s that he no longer relates to other people according to rank or power or money or prestige.  

A person with an outward focus that treats everyone as a VIP.  

When you look at the disciples in our passage this morning, and the conversation they were 

having, it’s lucky that they didn’t have to be interviewed for their position.   

They were on their way to Capernaum.  Every day for years now they had been witnessing 

true greatness.  Teachings, healings, miracles.  True greatness all along the way.  But they just 

didn’t get it, they didn’t understand.   

You heard what happened.  One day Jesus was passing through Galilee. We are told that 

he did not want anyone in the area to know where they were.  He had something important to teach 

the disciples about his ultimate plan, and he needed some time aside t do it.  It was something that 

we have now heard two weeks in a row.  "The Son of Man" he explained, "is going to be betrayed 

into the hands of men. They will kill him, and after three days he will be raised."  

It was a plan that laid out his ultimate greatness; what true greatness is all about.  Humility, 

sacrifice, resurrection.  Humility, sacrifice, resurrection, and in that order.  After hearing this you 

would think that they might have had some questions.  But the best they could come up with was 

a blank stare and confused silence.  You see they couldn’t understand it.  They couldn’t understand 

it because it did not meet what they felt, and what the world taught, was the measure of greatness.   

You see, greatness looks different in the Kingdom of God and it is seldom recognized 

within our world.   J. C. Penny, the man not the store, had a way of describing it. He said, “Give 

me a stock clerk with a goal and I'll give you a man who will make history. Give me a man with 

no goals and I'll give you a stock clerk.” Penny’s point was that a great mission in the most common 

of men can bring about greatness but a common man with no mission is just that, a common man. 

There are many ways we measure greatness. Some might say that what makes for greatness 

is intellect and they might hold up the example of Albert Einstein, who developed his theory of 

relativity when he was just twenty-six years old. 

Others would say that what makes for greatness is courage, and therefore Clara Barton, 

whose work on the wounded from the battlefield led her to found the Red Cross, should be the 

standard.  

Still others might say that what makes for greatness is spirit. They might point to Jackie 

Robinson, the first professional black baseball player and his triumph and perseverance over 

adversity. His story is the triumph of the human spirit. 
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Perhaps some would say that one’s contribution to humanity is what makes for greatness. 

If that were the case, then few would argue against calling Jonas Salk great.  Few can deny that 

Salk and his polio vaccine gave to humanity a great deal. 

There are many measures we use to measure greatness.  But how does God measure it?  

What does true greatness look like in the Kingdom of God? 

We can see the answer to this question in both our Gospel passage and the Epistle this 

morning.  Greatness is never about self-promotion. On the way to Capernaum Jesus is walking 

with his disciples and as they walk they talk among themselves. Although I’m sure they were 

trying to be discrete, Jesus catches what they are talking about and later questions them about it. 

As you heard, the topic was who was the greatest among them. Now we don’t know exactly what 

they said, but I imagine that the conversation went something like this: 

Simon Peter says: “Well, I’m his right-hand man. I’m a part of the inner circle. I’m the 

spokesman for the group. Therefore, I am the greatest.” 

Andrew speaks up: “Well, big brother, let me remind you that I was called into discipleship 

first. As a matter of fact, as I remember it, I was the one who invited you to come to Jesus. 

Therefore, let’s not kid ourselves, I am the greatest.” 

The brothers of thunder, James and John, at this point join in: “You both miss the point. 

Greatness is measured by sacrifice.” Now, that is not a bad start but then they continued.  “We 

stood to inherit our father Zebedee’s lucrative fishing business. We gave up more than any of you.” 

“Not so fast,” Matthew chimes in: “If you want to talk about giving up money, I can play 

that game. I was a tax collector. None of you had as much money as I did. Therefore I am the 

greatest.” 

So, who was it?  You all can decide, but I think Albert Sweitzer had it right.  He was once 

asked who was the greatest person in the world.  The greatest, the top, the first, the greatest human 

being in the entire world at his time.  He answered: “The greatest person is some unknown person, 

who is simply doing the work of love.”  “Some unknown person, who is simply, and quietly, doing 

the work of love.”   

You know his answer stops me in my tracks.  And I think that it should do the same for all 

of us.  The greatest person on the earth today in our time is some unknown person who in some 

unknown place is simply doing the work God has given them.  Worshipping God…serving 

others…giving of their time and their treasure without a thought to the sacrifice or the recognition. 
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True greatness in the kingdom of God has nothing to do with recognition and everything 

to do with humility and service. If we could find that unknown servant that Sweitzer is talking 

about, I would expect that his or her reaction would be absolute surprise and disbelief.  They would 

look up from their work and say, “but I’m not trying to be great.  I’m am just being who God made 

me to be.”  Welcome to the Kingdom of God, good and faithful servant.  The first will be last and 

the last shall be first. 

But here is the whole story.  God calls us to be something.  He calls us, first and foremost, 

to be faithful children of God.  And then through standing humbly with God, greatness things 

happen in the world.  True greatness is all about humility, sacrifice, and an embrace of new life.  

And when that life is embraced our choices, decisions, and actions become great because they 

align with the will, desire, and vision of God.   

I can remember making a visit to the hospital to see a new born baby and her parents.  

Everyone was so excited and I can remember everyone who came by commenting that the baby 

had her father’s eyes.  And it struck me right there that that was what I wanted.  I wanted my 

Father’s eyes.  And that is my prayer for all of us.  That we would all have our Father in heaven’s 

eyes because it will be by looking through our Father’s eyes, God’s eyes, that we will then be able 

to understand what Jesus did and does for us.  We would recognize the meaning of true greatness 

and then, by following his example, be great by Kingdom standards.  

Christ invites us to true greatness by humbly drawing near to God so that we can see the 

world through his eyes.  My hope is that when people encounter members of St. Peter’s in the 

world they will want to join us on our journey and mission.  They will want to join us not because 

they see some kind of worldly greatness, but rather because they see children of God who really 

do have their Father’s eyes and in our lives God’s greatness is proclaimed. 

 

Amen 


