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[Mark 9:37-41] 

 

Some of the greatest men and women to ever walk the face of the earth will 

go largely unnoticed by the world. That’s because those who are truly great 

in God’s eyes do not fit the world’s skewed definition of greatness. 

 

What we will discover in this portion of Mark 9 is that true greatness is 

determined not by the degree of honor we receive but the degree of 

humility in which we serve God and others.  

 

But sin has distorted our “sense” or vision of greatness. No longer do we see 

greatness as serving, giving, and sacrificially loving like Christ; instead our 

longing for greatness has been corrupted into two things: 1) a prideful lust 

of being known as great, and 2) the competitive spirit of wanting to be 

greater than others.
1
  

 

In other words, we have dismissed the glorious vision of becoming who God 

has designed us to be—of having the imaged of the greatest one, Jesus 

Christ, formed in us. We have exchanged the pleasure of God and His 

likeness for the praise of men. We want to sit at the top of the ant hill when 

God wants us seated I the heavens, reflecting the glorious humility of His 

Son.  

 

Mark 9 is a corrective to our view of greatness in two ways: 

 

1. True greatness is expressed in being a selfless servant to all (vs. 30-

37). 
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As we come to vs. 30 of Mark 9, Jesus is shifting his general ministry 

focus away from the multitudes to zero in on preparing His disciples 

for what was to come, namely the cross. Vs. 31 is the second of 

three times in Mark’s Gospel that Jesus clearly tells His disciples that 

He will be killed and rise again. What’s unique about vs. 31 is the 

emphasis it places on God’s role in the crucifixion of Jesus: “The Son 

of Man is to be delivered into the hands of men…” Who is going to 

“deliver” or “hand over” Jesus to ruthless men? It is God Himself! 

The cross is God’s doing!
2
 Jesus is revealing to His disciples what 

God is doing and that it is going to cost Him the suffering and 

humiliation of death.  

 

But the disciples don’t want to talk about it (32). They are 

preoccupied not with visions of sacrifice, but with visions of 

grandeur. On all three occasions
3
 when Jesus speaks of His coming 

rejection, suffering, and death, the disciples are focused on their 

ambitions for status and prestige. “When Jesus speaks of 

surrendering His life, the disciples speak of fulfilling theirs.” Jesus 

counts the cost of discipleship; the disciples try to count their 

assets.
4
  

 

The disciples are totally missing what God is doing because they are 

focused on their own prospective glory rather than God’s.  All the 

way to Capernaum, they have been discussing which of them is the 

greatest. Notice that there is a competitive spirit among the 

disciples. The disciples are lacking the humility of their Master 

because humility does not compete with others but serves others.  

 

When Jesus asks the disciples what they were discussing along the 

way, He is met by their embarrassing silence (34). Jesus knows their 

hearts and by asking the question He is calling them to account. This 
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is something that Jesus just can’t overlook. And so in vs. 35, Jesus 

sits down, assuming the authoritative posture of a Rabbi, to give His 

disciples an official lesson.  

 

Vs. 35: “If anyone wants to be first, he shall be last of all and servant 

of all.”  

 

Here Jesus completely transforms our human perspective of 

greatness. Jesus is teaching us that “true greatness is not 

positioning yourself so that others will praise you….True greatness is 

putting yourself in a position to serve everyone.”
5
 

 

Jesus is not merely calling for acts of service, but a personal identity 

of a servant as imitators of Christ, so that we see everyone in our 

sphere of influence as someone we can serve; approaching all 

people and situations with a servant-hearted attitude.  

 

Illus: Ken and Delaine Casey (servant-hearted attitude): they always 

served whoever they were with wherever they were. 

 

To be sure that Jesus was getting His point across that serving all 

means serving all, Jesus took a child in His arms and said, “Whoever 

receives one child like this in My name receives Me; and whoever 

receives Me does not receive Me, but Him who sent Me” (vs. 37).  

 

Just as Jesus held this child in His arms, the one who humbly 

receives and serves even a child is like Jesus and has the reward of 

His Father—the reward of God Himself.  

 

Now why would Jesus use a child as the picture of the inclusiveness 

of serving everyone; especially in a culture where children were not 

elevated to the highest place of importance or prominence as they 

often are today. Children were considered insignificant in the sense 
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that they had no power, no status, and very few rights. Well, that’s 

precisely the point: It takes humility and demonstrates true 

servanthood to care for someone who has nothing to give in return. 

Jesus is teaching us that we are to be a servant to all—even those 

who cannot return the favor, or pay us back—even those who take 

our care for granted and don’t acknowledge what we have done for 

them.  

 

This is precisely why James said that true and undefiled religion is to 

visit orphans and widows in their distress and to keep oneself 

unstained by the world. The true spirit of godliness gives and serves 

out of love, not for what it will get in return. And this portrays the 

love God who gives, and loves, and serves and sacrifices, not 

because of what He gains from us, but because that’s who He is.  

 

According to Jesus, true greatness in God’s eyes, is being a selfless 

servant to all.  

 

2. True greatness is expressed in valuing the honor of Christ above 

our own (vs. 38-41).  

 

In vs. 38 John raises a concern to Jesus. He said, “Teacher, we saw 

someone casting out demons in Your name, and we tried to prevent 

him because he was not following us.”  

 

Here we discover that the disciples not only battled a competitive 

spirit among themselves, they also had a competitive spirit toward 

outsiders.  

 

It’s hard not to detect a bit of jealousy in John’s remark. Earlier the 

disciples had failed to cast a demon out of a young boy and now 

they see someone else successfully doing it in Jesus’ name who 

does not even belong to their group.  

 



Sadly, John seems threatened by the stranger’s success rather than 

rejoicing that Jesus’ name and honor are being advanced beyond 

just the Twelve.  

 

Jesus reminds His disciples in vs. 39 that this man’s fruit is evidence 

of His authenticity: “do not hinder him, for there is no one who will 

perform a miracle in My name, and be able soon afterward to speak 

evil of Me. For he who is not against us is for us.” 

 

Jesus was ready to acknowledge and honor anyone who would 

serve in His name. In fact He goes on in vs. 41 to say that even the 

one who simply gives a cup of cold water in Jesus’ name would not 

go without heavenly reward.  

 

How tragic it is that we often have the same mindset that John was 

struggling with. We begin to believe that greatness is determined 

our place of leadership or influence, when true greatness is more 

concerned about the honor that Christ is receiving than the honor 

that we are receiving.  

 

It reminds me of those stunning words of Paul in Philippians 1. 

While Paul is in prison many other Christian preachers are having 

great success in their ministry and Paul knows that while some 

preachers were motivated by love and good will, others were 

preaching out of envy and strife.  

 

I would have expected Paul to rebuke the ill-motivated preachers 

but instead Paul said, “What then? Only that in every way, whether 

in pretense or in truth, Christ is proclaimed; and in this I rejoice.” 

(Phil 1:18). Paul could rejoice in the success of other ministers 

because his life was not about building his own following. His life 

was about magnifying the name and truth of Jesus. This is one of 

the ways we see true greatness in Paul.  

 

Like John the Baptist, true greatness is found in the attitude, “Jesus 

must increase; I must decrease.” (John 3:30) 

 

How well do we rejoice in the fruitfulness of others?  

 

This can get complicated. We need discernment in two ways: 

1) Discern the difference between what is important and what is 

essential. We may disagree on important points of doctrine but we 

must agree on the essential truths of the gospel.  

2) Discern the difference between truth and error. Not all “Christian” 

preachers or ministries are true to the gospel; and once we’ve lost 

the gospel, those who follow our teaching will be lost.  

 

And so we rejoice with those who are preaching Christ, and we view 

ourselves as servants to all for His name’s sake.  

 

Brothers and sisters, God has called us not only to serve but to be servants. 

He’s called us to take on the very identity of Christ Himself as a servant who 

laid down His life for us.  Later in Mark 10:45, Jesus said of Himself, “The Son 

of Man did not come to be served, but to serve and give his life a ransom for 

many.”  Just before His death, Jesus washed the disciples feet and then 

commanded us to follow His example of servanthood (John 13). This is why 

our church’s vision includes “serving people from the heart;”  not as a 

means of making a great name for ourselves; not as a means of making a 

great name for Trinity Free Church but for the sake of making Christ know, 

and loved, as Savior and Lord. Servanthood is at the very heart of the gospel 

because the gospel is the good news that the greatest One served us by 

laying down His life to ransom us from our sin.  

 


