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What defines greatness?  In what does greatness consist?  The world defines greatness by rank, success, power, influence, or prosperity.  That we would expect.  But if you were to browse the Christian book section at virtually any bookstore, you would see some of the same things have infiltrated the Church today.  A glut of books has been written on these things.  Whether in the Church or outside it, greatness is often measured in terms of success, prosperity, and influence.  Kent Hughes offers these words of inconvenient truth:

The Church is in great need of deliverance from these very attitudes. There is a mindset that defines ministry as a kind of lordship: sitting in an honored seat, being the feted guest at luncheons, speaking to vast throngs, building monuments and collecting honorary titles. This type of attitude values being served. For those caught up in such thinking, Christianity exists to give me eternal life, to increase my physical health, to coddle my body, to enlarge my power, to elevate my prestige.


In our text this morning, Jesus addresses the disciples’ concern about greatness in the kingdom of heaven.  In v. 30 they had continued their journey through Galilee on the heals of the embarrassing episode with the demon-possessed boy (9:14-29).  The disciples had failed miserably on that occasion and their failure affected not only their faith but the faith of others.  The purpose of their departure is clear from these verses.  Jesus wanted to be alone with His disciples, “He did not want anyone to know about it” (v. 30), “it” being there place in Galilee.  The time had come for some more pointed teaching concerning the kingdom.  So they again disappear from the crowds and Jesus’ instruction to his disciples continues until the end of the chapter.


He begins by telling them a second time of what awaited Him.  He would be delivered over to wicked men, and they would kill Him.  He would then rise again after three days (v. 31).  As was the case the first time He told them these things, they did not understand (v. 32).  But rather than ask Him to elaborate, they “were afraid to ask Him.”  However, the reality of Jesus’ death was beginning to sink in a bit as evidenced in these verses.  They became concerned about rank in the kingdom.  If Jesus were gone, who would be the greatest?  On whose shoulders would the authority and responsibility fall?  This they discussed among themselves, literally argued, prior to arriving in Capernaum in v. 33, probably at Peter’s house.


What we see in our text today is Jesus’ instruction on true greatness – not so much the nature of greatness, but the path to true greatness.  We might summarize them as marks of true greatness.
1.   True greatness is marked by humility (9:35a)

Once arriving at Peter’s house, Jesus asks the disciples, “What were you discussing on the way?”  Of course, Jesus already knew the answer.  But it must have startled the disciples to know that He even knew that they were arguing about something.  They were ashamed and embarrassed.  We are told, “they kept silent.”  They had been caught red-handed and did not know how to respond.  Imagine if you were caught discussing who is a more important Christian or who is more important in the Church.  The eighteenth century German scholar and clergyman Johann Bengel wrote, “A thing which does not appear wrong by itself shows its true character when brought to the judgment of God and the knowledge of Jesus Christ.” 


However, the disciples were not wrong to contemplate greatness in the kingdom of God.  They were not wrong to ask of what greatness in the kingdom entailed.  There is a concept of greatness in the kingdom of God.  Derek Thomas explains it as follows,

But there are differences between us. There most certainly are.  Some are immature, and some are mature.  We make those judgments. We discern folk that we think are godly, and folk that we think need more godliness.  Some have one talent, and others have ten talents.  Some are distinguished, so that when it comes to officer elections, for example, at least in theory we choose those with imminent gifts and imminent godliness, not a novice.  So there is a concept of greatness in the kingdom of God.


So their question, “Who then is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven” (Mt. 18:1) is not invalid.  It was not the question itself that concerned Jesus but the spirit in which they asked it.  They had a prideful attitude that needed to be addressed.  So Jesus breaks the silence.  “Sitting down, (assuming the position of authority to teach) He called the twelve and said to them, ‘If anyone wants to be first, he shall be last of all.’”  I am sure that the disciples thought, “Say what?”  This was a radical statement in any culture and according to any philosophy.  Whether you are Jew or Gentile, premodern, modern, or postmodern, this statement makes no sense to the human mind.  That is why Kent Hughes calls Jesus’ statement countercultural and counter-natural.
  It transcends cultural mores and puzzles the human heart because it is such a paradoxical statement: the lowest is the highest or the last is the first.  Conversely, the highest is the lowest or the first is last.  


However, this refers to things from Christ’s perspective, things as they really are in the kingdom.  Greatness in the kingdom is marked by humility.  And no one demonstrated this truth more than Jesus Christ, who descended into greatness.  He was exalted, given the mantle of greatest by the Father, only after He had humbled Himself.  There was no crown without the cross!  Turn to Philippians chapter 2.

Philippians 2:1-11 – 1 Therefore if there is any encouragement in Christ, if there is any consolation of love, if there is any fellowship of the Spirit, if any affection and compassion, 2 make my joy complete by being of the same mind, maintaining the same love, united in spirit, intent on one purpose. (Does this describe the spirit of the disciples?) 3 Do nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but with humility of mind regard one another as more important than yourselves; 4 do not merely look out for your own personal interests, but also for the interests of others. (This is what Jesus meant by ‘If anyone wants to be first, he shall be last of all’) 5 Have this attitude in yourselves (this is the proper attitude) (Then the example of Christ) which was also in Christ Jesus, 6 who, although He existed in the form of God, did not regard equality with God a thing to be grasped, 7 but emptied Himself, taking the form of a bond-servant, and being made in the likeness of men. 8 Being found in appearance as a man, He humbled Himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross. 9 For this reason also, God highly exalted Him, and bestowed on Him the name which is above every name, 10 so that at the name of Jesus EVERY KNEE WILL BOW, of those who are in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 11 and that every tongue will confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. 

If humility was the way of Jesus’ greatness, what makes us think that it is any different for us?  We are not called to bear His cross, but we do have a cross to bear.  But before we bear our cross, we must first deny self (8:34).  That is what Jesus did in not regarding equality with God and emptying Himself of His glory in coming to this earth.  Humility is a mark of true greatness.  The first of the Beatitudes reads, “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (Mt. 5:3).  Poor in spirit is a humble spirit.  


Does that describe your spirit today?  Or are you living your life according to the world’s standards of greatness?  
2.  True greatness is marked by servanthood (9:35b)


Jesus added a second mark of true greatness in v. 35, “If anyone wants to be first, he shall be last of all and servant of all.”  Again we see a paradox – the servant is the chief.  Conversely, the chief is the servant.  This refers to the duties and responsibilities of one in a high position or rank.  Initially the disciples were not capable of doing this as evidenced in John 13.

John 13:5-20 – 5 Then He poured water into the basin, and began to wash the disciples’ feet and to wipe them with the towel with which He was girded. 6 So He came to Simon Peter. He said to Him, “Lord, do You wash my feet?” 7 Jesus answered and said to him, “What I do you do not realize now, but you will understand hereafter.” 8 Peter said to Him, “Never shall You wash my feet!” (Proof that he did not yet understand)  Jesus answered him, “If I do not wash you, you have no part with Me.” 9 Simon Peter said to Him, “Lord, then wash not only my feet, but also my hands and my head.” 10 Jesus said to him, “He who has bathed needs only to wash his feet, but is completely clean; and you are clean, but not all of you.” 11 For He knew the one who was betraying Him; for this reason He said, “Not all of you are clean.” 12 So when He had washed their feet (stop and let this sink in – the Incarnate Son of God, God Himself, Creator and Master of the universe, washes the feet of these proud creatures!), and taken His garments and reclined at the table again, He said to them, “Do you know what I have done to you? 13 “You call Me Teacher and Lord; and you are right, for so I am. 14 “If I then, the Lord and the Teacher, washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet. 15 “For I gave you an example that you also should do as I did to you. 16 “Truly, truly, I say to you, a slave is not greater than his master, nor is one who is sent greater than the one who sent him. 17 “If you know these things, you are blessed if you do them. 18 “I do not speak of all of you. I know the ones I have chosen; but it is that the Scripture may be fulfilled, ‘HE WHO EATS MY BREAD HAS LIFTED UP HIS HEEL AGAINST ME.’ 19 “From now on I am telling you before it comes to pass, so that when it does occur, you may believe that I am He. 20 “Truly, truly, I say to you, he who receives whomever I send receives Me; and he who receives Me receives Him who sent Me.”
Alexander Maclaren summarized these twin marks of true greatness well, 

In fact and truth, to sink is to rise, and to serve is the way to rule—only the rise and the rule are of another sort than contents worldly ambition, and the Christian must rectify his notions of what loftiness and greatness are… Christ’s servants have not learned it yet, and the world heeds it not; but, till it governs all human society, and pulls up ambition, domination, and pride of place by the roots, society will groan under ills which increase with the increase of wealth and culture in the hands of a selfish few.


This is a radical statement, “If anyone wants to be first, he shall be last of all and servant of all.”  But it shows that the believer is called to be radical.  Again, the question of greatness was not the problem.  It was the attitude in which it was asked.  To humble oneself and to be a servant of all does not mean an abdication of authority.  The disciples would have more authority than anyone on earth when Jesus departed.  But it is a disposition of the heart, a joyful recognition that any authority or place we are granted in the kingdom is by the grace of God alone.  It is knowing that apart from Him, we are nothing!  Have you understood that today?  How are you doing at serving others, investing your life and time in others?  What about those that you perceive to be lesser than you, lower on the societal scale?
3.  True greatness is marked by compassion for the least (9:36-37)


Jesus then illustrated the principles of humility and service.  He took up a small child in His lap, literally, “taking him in His arms.”  Jesus presses the child close to His heart showing His compassion for the little one. Then He speaks, “Whoever receives one child like this in My name receives Me; and whoever receives Me does not receive Me, but Him who sent Me.”


The child represents one-half of the aforementioned marks of true greatness, that of being “last of all.”  For one to be truly great in the kingdom of heaven, he must become as a little child.  Why a little child?  What does this little one and all other children have in their favor that the Twelve did not have at that moment?  


First of all, a child is not conscious about their rank or place in life.  Of course, that grows as their sin nature grows and their attachments to the world increase apart from Christ.  But a young child does not care so much about their status in life.  How many of us as children wanted to grow up and be a policeman or a fireman, or a nurse, etc.?  While these are important jobs in society, unfortunately they are lesser jobs when it comes to compensation.  These are careers that require numerous hours and dangerous circumstances with little reward.  But as children, we did not recognize those things.  I remember at the age of five riding around our court on a garbage truck.  Those men were so kind to me in allowing me to help them out and be garbage man more than once.  All I ever wanted to be when I grew up was a garbage man.  Of course today to be politically correct we must refer to them as sanitation engineers.  But that proves that importance and rank become more important to us as adults, doesn’t it?  To a child, they are still garbage men.


Second, a young child does not have an inferiority complex.  Do they demonstrate selfishness at an early age?  Yes.  Do they demonstrate their sin nature in temper tantrums?  Yes.  But even in this they are demonstrating their dependence upon others, most notably their parents.  Again, as the sin nature matures, a child begins to assert their rebellion against authority.  This is evidence that they are no longer satisfied being under another, and inferior.  But a little child does not struggle with inferiority.  They are delighted to be fed, clothed, secured and sheltered by others.  They are satisfied with their position.


Third, a child does not need the compliments of others to feel important.  Again, the older they get and the more sinful and worldly they become the more important recognition becomes.  But that is not the case when they are younger.  A child does not have the esteem problems that the world later forces upon them.  While they exhibit rebellion early on, they really do not have a care about rank or importance.  Again, all of these things change rapidly as the sin nature matures.


The disciples were struggling with these things.  They were arguing amongst themselves about rank and order of importance.  They ask Jesus, “Who then is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven?” (Mt. 18:1).  Matthew recorded Jesus’ response, “Truly I say to you, unless you are converted and become like children, you will not enter the kingdom of heaven.”  Jesus’ words here expose the sinful attitude of the disciples in this matter.  He reminded them of the necessity of repentance and faith for entering the kingdom.  But He further shows them the effect of conversion on those who are truly converted.  They will become like children.  Not childish – that is the way the disciples were acting in their petty arguing.  But childlike, exercising a faith that was like that of this little child, unconcerned about rank, status, superiority and the like.  The disciples were trying to measure greatness according to the world’s standards.  That would never do according to Jesus.  Greatness was exhibited by humility.  Status or rank, superiority and importance hinder rather than encourage humility.  This little child illustrates humility, is an example of the least, which the true disciple must become as well as serve if he is to be great in the eyes of God.  Horace Mann, known as the reformer of American education, had it right when he wrote, “If any man seeks for greatness, let him forget greatness and ask for truth, and he will find both.”

But we must also note that the second mark of true greatness is exhibited here by our Lord.  He ministered to the little one, snatching him up in His arms and loving him and securing him.  Edmund Hiebert notes, “This pictures Jesus holding the little child in the crook of His arm and embracing him. The whole scene demonstrated the submission and trustfulness of the child. It was a touching picture of Jesus’ tenderness and love for children.”
  


Jesus then gives the third mark of true greatness, “Whoever receives one child like this in My name receives Me; and whoever receives Me does not receive Me, but Him who sent Me.”  Jesus is very precise in His wording.  It is to receive or welcome all who exhibit an attitude like a child, lowly and unambitious.  But further, they are to be received in Jesus name.  Alexander Maclaren points out, “‘In My name’ defines the motive as not being simple humanity or benevolence, but the distinct recognition of Christ’s command and loving obedience to His revealed character.  No doubt, natural benevolence has its blessings for those who exercise it, but that which is here spoken of is something much deeper than nature, and wins a higher reward.”


But it is more than our receiving of these little ones.  In doing so, we receive Christ and in turn the One who sent Him.  When we receive Christ’s little ones by help and loving ministry, we prove we are His.  Maclaren notes, “Unselfish deeds in His name open the heart for more of Christ and God, and bring on the doer the blessing of fuller insight, closer communion, more complete assimilation to His Lord.  Therefore, such service is the road to true superiority in His kingdom, which depends altogether on the measure of His own nature which has flowed into our emptiness.”

Conclusion

How is your attitude towards children such as these?  Do you receive them in His name, humbly serving them?  If so, then you are submitting to the will of God.  If not, then heed the warning of the gospels.  You might not even be part of the kingdom.  Are you taking time to invest your life in those of a lesser standing in society that have come to Christ?  Have you received them?  I remind you this morning that heaven will be made up of all sorts of children.

There’s a place for preachers, thieves and prostitutes
Saints and soldiers, beggars, kings and renegades
For any soul that ever found amazing grace
Ain’t no tellin’ who on earth He might include
In the heaven I’m headed to  

[Dierks Bentley, In the Heaven I’m Headed To]
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