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Pentecost 16, 2009B 

605 “Father Welcomes All His Children” 

*538 “Praise Be to Christ” 

950 “Splendor and Honor” (NEW??) 

Comm: 637 “Draw Near and Take the Body of the Lord” 

 

 

 “Who is the Greatest? 

 
30
[The disciples] went on from there and passed through Galilee. And [Jesus] did not 

want anyone to know, 
31
for he was teaching his disciples, saying to them, “The Son of 

Man is going to be delivered into the hands of men, and they will kill him. And when he 

is killed, after three days he will rise.” 
32
But they did not understand the saying, and were 

afraid to ask him. 

      
33

And they came to Capernaum. And when he was in the house he asked them, 

“What were you discussing on the way?” 
34

But they kept silent, for on the way they 

had argued with one another about who was the greatest. 
35

And he sat down and 

called the twelve. And he said to them, “If anyone would be first, he must be last of 

all and servant of all.” 
36
And he took a child and put him in the midst of them, and 

taking him in his arms, he said to them, 
37
 “Whoever receives one such child in my name 

receives me, and whoever receives me, receives not me but him who sent me.” (Mark 

9:30-37) 

 

 

It was a classic case of “not getting it.”  What had entered the one ear had soon gone out 

the other.  Were they not listening?  Were they not paying attention?  It would seem that 

way.  But for the Lord’s disciples, they were with the Lord.  They had heard His Word.  

They had been listening.  They were paying attention.  But still, they didn’t “get it.” 

 

In the immediate context of today’s Gospel, Jesus had just told His disciples what would 

soon come to pass.  He had told them (again) the unsettling news that He, the Son of 

Man, would be handed over into the hands of sinners, that the would put Him to death, 

and that after being dead three days, He would rise from the dead. 

 

You would think that upon hearing such solemn and dark news as an upcoming arrest, 

execution, and amazingly, a resurrection from the dead, those disciples, who had heard 

what Jesus had said with their own ears, would have immediately discussed such matters 

and maybe at least ask the how, why, and when questions.  How can we be prepared?  

How can we prevent such a thing from happening?  Why would God allow such a thing?  

Why are you telling us this?  We have to do something. 

 

But no such discussion began.  The disciples, apparently, were thinking of other things, 

maybe things which to them seem a weightier matter-who is the greatest?  Maybe they 

thought that with Jesus gone, one of the disciples would then be their leader.  Who would 

it be?  Who had the credentials?  Who was the best?  Who was the greatest? 
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Certainly Peter would have been a likely candidate.  Out spoken, shoot at the hip, speak 

before thinking kind of guy.  After all, he was the one who had declared Jesus to be the 

Christ when Jesus had asked, “Who do you say that I am?” (Mark 8:29).  And in fact, 

Peter is said to be the first pope by some.  And all who follow in that office, it is said, are 

given the title, “Vicar of Christ.” 

 

Such support, it is supposed, is to be found in Matthew 16, where Peter deos indeed 

confess Jesus to The Christ, the Son of the Living God” (Matthew 16:16).  Immediately 

following Peter’s confession, Jesus does say, Blessed are you, Simon bar-Jonah, 

because flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but My Father who is in 

heaven.  And I say to you (soisoisoisoi), that you (su ei petrojsu ei petrojsu ei petrojsu ei petroj), and upon this rock (petrapetrapetrapetra), I 
will build my church and the gates of hell (a[doua[doua[doua[dou) will not overcome it (Matthew 16:17-

18). 

 

Jesus then continues saying to Peter, I will give you (singular) the keys of the kingdom 

of heaven, and whatever (oooo`` `` ea ea ea eannnn) you bind upon earth will be (having been) bound in 

heaven, and whatever (o` eano` eano` eano` ean) you loose upon earth will be (having been) loosed in 

heaven (Matthew 16:19). 

 

Those who would used Matthew 16 and Jesus’ words to Peter as sanctioning the office of 

the Papacy emphasize that Jesus is speaking of Peter and to Peter, that Jesus is actually 

saying to Peter that upon him, Peter, Jesus would build His church.  But from other 

passages, we know that the Church of Christ is not built on any one man, except the God-

man, Jesus Christ, who alone is head of the church (Ephesians 1:22; 5:23; Colossians 

1:18).  The foundation of the Christ’s Church is not a Peter or a Pope, but the Apostolic 

and Prophetic Word of God, the Old and New Testaments, the Bible, Jesus Christ being 

both the cornerstone and the Center (Ephesians 2:20). 

 

The authority to forgive the sins of those who are sorry for their sins and the authority to 

not forgive the sins of those who are not sorry for them is not given to one man, be it a 

Peter or anyone else.  This authority God has given to His Church, even as Jesus declares 

in John chapter 20 where He speaks to the disciples as a group, with the plural you, of 

such authority (John 20:23).  And by this authority, given to the church, and then through 

the church given to the Pastor, the pastor declares the sins of repentant sinners-forgiven. 

 

With reference to Jesus’ words to Peter, some will believe Jesus to be speaking as if it is 

upon Peter Christ’s Church is built.  But in truth, Jesus is not speaking about building His 

Church upon Peter, but upon the words, the confession, which Peter made by revelation, 

not of flesh and blood, but of the Father in heaven, that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of 

the Living God.  This is the testimony of Jesus and the Holy Scriptures.  And this is the 

testimony of Christ’s Church.  Always has been.  Always will be.  But where this 

testimony is absent, and the words void of Scriptural meaning, that church ceases to be 

Christ’s. 

 

Getting back to the disciples and their question, “Who is the greatest?”…Peter might 

have been near the top.  But what of John, known  as The disciple whom Jesus loved 
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(John 19:26; 20:2; 21:7, 20), who is believed to have written the Gospel and the letters in 

the New Testament that bear His name?   

 

What of James, John’s brother, whom together were given the name, Boanerges, that is, 

"Sons of Thunder” (Boanhrge,j ) by Jesus (Mark 3:17).  Both of them were among the 

select three, including Peter, who had accompanied Jesus up the mountain and were 

present when Jesus was transfigured before them (Mark 9:1-13).  Peter, James, and John 

were also the only disciples who were with Jesus when He rasied Jairus’ daughter from 

the dead with the words, Talithi Cumi (Taliqa koum), Which is translated, "Little girl, 

I say to you, arise" (Mark 5:41) (Mark 5:21-24, 35-43). 

 

James and John, too, would have been toward the top of the list of potential candidates 

for being the greatest among the others.  

 

Among the other 9 disciples, Thomas and Philip would have made the list as well.  

Thomas was the one who, when Jesus had told the disciples that Lazarus was dead, 

whom He later raised, and had also said, Let us go to him, responded with the words Let 

us also go, that we may die with Him (John 11:1-16).  When Jesus had said, Let not 

your heart be troubled; you believe in God, believe also in Me. In My Father's house 

are many mansions; if it were not so, I would have told you. I go to prepare a place 

for you. And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and receive you to 

Myself; that where I am, there you may be also. And where I go you know, and the 

way you know, Thomas responded with the question, Lord, we do not know where 

You are going, and how can we know the way? (John 14:1-5) 

 

Thomas was not one to keep his questions or his thoughts to himself. 

 

Philip was a disciple, who, when Jesus said Follow Me, the text tells us, then found 

Nathanael and said to him, "We have found Him of whom Moses in the law, and 

also the prophets, wrote -- Jesus of Nazareth, the son of Joseph” (John 1:43-45).  One 

might here also think of Nathanael, too, of whom Jesus had said, Behold, an Israelite 

indeed, in whom is no deceit! (John 1:47), or Andrew, Peter’s brother, who was a 

disciple of John the Baptist and later followed Jesus, and who also, after visiting with 

Jesus, found Peter and said to him, We have found the Messiah (which is, translated 

Christ) (John 1:41). 

 

In getting at the answer as to who of the disciples was the greatest, it would have been 

easy to begin basing it on a scale that they devised.  Like thme, we too, devise such scales 

based on criteria of our own making.  We evaluate others and make comparisons and 

contrasts based on our perceptions, our expectations, our judgments. 

 

But any kind of comparison or contrast, any kind of litmus test to determine who’s the 

greatest, who’s the best, or who’s number one that is not based on God’s Word is on the 

wrong foundation, and is not according to the way of our Lord. 
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Evaluations based on performance, popularity, productivity, or any standards that we 

might base greatness on may have a place in business and politics, but not in theology, 

and not before God.  St. Paul says, For I say, through the grace given to me, to 

everyone who is among you, not to think of himself more highly than he ought to 

think, but to think soberly, as God has dealt to each one a measure of faith (Romans 

12:3). 

 

It is God’s judgment which is of the greater value, not man’s.  And it is just about this 

where the disciples didn’t “get it,” and even “got it wrong.” 

 

Instead of taking the words of Jesus that He had just said to heart, the disciples ignored 

them.  They went by their own criteria, their own standards, and used their own 

evaluation tools.  In effect, Jesus, just before the disciples began trying to figure out who 

the greatest among them was, had already revealed to them the truth of His death and His 

resurrection.  That should have been their concern.  But instead, their self-centeredness 

showed through.  But it is by Christ’s suffering and death that we have life.  And it is by 

His resurrection that Jesus manifested His authority over sin and death, even as He had 

raised others from death to life by the same authority (Lazarus, Jairus’ daughter, the son 

of the widow in Nain). 

 

By Christ’s resurrection from the dead, we know that our faith in Him is not futile, that 

there is a resurrection of the dead (1 Corinthians 15), and as Jesus had said, The 

Resurrection of life is in contrast To the resurrection of condemnation (John 5:29). 

 

In Jesus, true life begins and continues into eternity.  By His resurrection and His Word 

fulfilled, Jesus reveals that He is God, You Savior and mine, who drank the cup of 

suffering and death to the full, but who, through His death, Might destroy him who had 

the power of death, that is, the devil, and release those who through fear of death 

were all their lifetime subject to bondage (Hebrews 2:14-15). 

 

According to Jesus’ words, He would be arrested, suffer and die.  But these things were 

not carried out against Him because He at all deserved any of them.  He did not.  But for 

us did He suffer what was done to Him. For you He willingly gave Himself.  He allowed 

Himself to be handed over, beaten, scourged, and crucified.  For you He suffered the 

cross.  For you He died.  Such was the penalty for your sins, for which Jesus took your 

place.  Such was the Lord’s service for you.  Though He was a Son, the very Son of 

God, yet He learned obedience by the things which He suffered. And having been 

perfected, He became the author of eternal salvation to all who believe in  Him 

(Hebrews 5:8-9). 

 

Jesus was the servant of servants (cf. Genesis 9:25).  He was the One who became last, 

though He was first, that you have an eternal inheritance.  He gave Himself for the 

service of others.  He gave Himself for the world, regardless of their appreciation for Him 

or of their rejection or of their faith.  He fulfilled the need of us and all people, even if all 

don’t get it.   His service and His love are unconditional and not founded upon human 
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criteria or worldly standards.  He does not ration His love, His grace, or His forgiveness.  

These are from who He is and the Love of the Father who had sent Him.   

 

And these are yours, yours by God’s grace alone.  And you benefit from them through 

faith alone.   

 

All who don’t have the grace of God through faith, even Jesus Christ, will be judged least 

in the kingdom.  They have no place in heaven.  They will receive the reward for their 

unbelief.  But all who do have Jesus through faith, these have Jesus as their Savior.  To 

them our Lord gives life and peace. 

 

There was another occasion where the disciples, specifically James and John, had 

requested of Jesus to be called great.  And ironically, this account, too, took place after 

Jesus had spoken about His coming arrest, mistreatment, suffering, death, and 

resurrection.  It was where James and John had asked Jesus that one o them sit at his right 

hand, and the other on His left in His glory (Mark 10:35-37).  But to them, and the other 

disciples, Jesus responded, You know that those who are considered rulers over the 

Gentiles lord it over them, and their great ones exercise authority over them. Yet it 

shall not be so among you; but whoever desires to become great among you shall be 

your servant. And whoever of you desires to be first shall be slave of all. For even 

the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom 

for many (Mark 10:42-45). 

 

The question is not about greatness as the disciples or even we might determine it.  The 

question is not about whose better or whose not.  This is the way the world considers 

such things.  But before God, it’s not about all that you do as compared to others.  

Everyone is judged as unrighteous in God’s sight—because of their sin, from the greatest 

to the least.  Except it be for the grace of God in Jesus, all would perish.   

 

What it is about is Christ and what Christ did for you.  It’s about Christ and His Word 

and His work as your own through faith.  It’s about receiving a child of God in His 

Name.  It’s about service, Christ serving, and continuing to serve you, you serving God, 

and you serving your neighbor in love.  Believing in Christ, greatness before others, like 

what the disciples were discussing among themselves, becomes a moot point and not on 

the agenda.  But believing the Lord’s Words and loving all who need it will.  Rather than 

look to become great, you will look to Christ, and see in Him your boast and glory (1 

Corinthians 1:31; 2 Corinthians 10:17), for God resists the proud, But gives grace to 

the humble (James 4:6).  Therefore, Humble yourselves in the sight of the Lord, and 

He will lift you up (James 4:10). Amen. 


