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Sermon for September 19, 2021—“Defining Greatness” 
Twenty-Fifth Sunday in OT, Year B—Texts: Philippians 2:1-11; Mark 9:30-37 

I spent a decent amount of time this week thinking about this morning’s gospel reading. 

Especially, the second half; the part that deals with the disciples’ rather heated discussion 

about who among them was greatest, and with Jesus’ response to their bickering and 

arguing, “Whoever wants to first, must be last of all and servant of all.” I found myself 

making a common mistake in interpreting this passage. A mistake that’s easy to make, 

because it’s a comfortable one—the kind that in the long run lets us off God’s hook.  

The text seemed to say to me, as it undoubtedly has to others, that we should beware of 

personal ambition; that we shouldn’t seek to put myself first; that true greatness lies not 

in self-promotion, but in self-denial. It said to me that greatness isn’t measured by the 

power and influence we have over others, but how we serve them.  

All this was so clear. So much so that I’d planned to tell you this morning that each of us 

should strive for greatness in our own lives by striving to love and serve others to the 

very best of our ability. I’d planned to challenge you, as I’m sure lots of other preachers 

who follow the lectionary are planning to do; that is, to consider Christ’s greatness, in 

particular, how he was glorified—not by his seeking to be first among all people, but by 

his self-giving upon the cross. 

You might agree that all this represents a pretty good grasp of the text,  wouldn’t you? 

That is, what we should do if we want to be “the greatest,” or “the first.” But something 

was missing. In particular, it was what Jesus said and did after he had gathered the 

disciples together, and said, “Whoever wants to first must be last of all, and servant of 

all.” And what was that? What did he do and say? Well, the reading tells us that:  

“...then Jesus 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.” 

But why, I wondered, did Jesus associate the act of receiving a little child in his name 

with being first, or greatest, in God’s eyes?  After all—children are great, right? 

Grandchildren are great too! Most grandparents might say they’re better. We love them 

and care for them. Politicians win votes by kissing babies, and by taking advantages of 

photo ops with groups of young people. No one really has problems with children, do 

they?  

But the more I thought about it, the more I wondered, and the question that rolled around 

in my head was: Exactly what was going on that day in Palestine? The day when Jesus 

taught his disciples about greatness, and used welcoming a child as an example of what it 

means to be great in God’s Kingdom, as an example of what it means to welcome him. 

Of course—in a way—that’s just Jesus being Jesus. He loved turning things upside down 

when talking to people. He had this way of answering questions with questions; of telling 

parables instead of giving the straight goods to those who tried to pin him down. Above 

all, he defied conventional wisdom about how the world works, and suggests that we 

need to do things that are the exact opposite.  
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He said things like:  

“For those who want to save their life will lose it... 

“...and those who lose their life for my sake will save it.”  

“Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all.”  

“Turn the other cheek...”  

“Go the extra mile...” 

“Love your enemies...” 

So the question is, how does the statement “...whoever welcomes one such child in my 

name welcomes me...,” the one that appears to be about doing something that comes 

naturally, fit in with the others?  Especially in a discussion of greatness? Where’s the 

upside down effort that Jesus usually demands?   

It seems to me that the passage only makes sense if children are somehow less important. 

If, somehow, that to receive a child means lowering oneself in the world’s eyes, and to be 

considered foolish because of it. Well, as you might have guessed, this was exactly the 

case in first century Palestine. It isn’t that children weren’t loved in the time of Jesus, it’s 

that they weren’t as important as they are today.   

Back then, you see, children had no rights. They weren’t so much second-class citizens as 

they were property. They were lower on the social totem pole than women. The 

mortality rate was extremely high, half didn’t live to be adults. Many were died at birth. 

When food was scarce, which was often, children were fed last. Now, none of this was 

intended to be cruel—it was a matter of survival.  

No matter how you look at it, it was not a good time or place to be a child. Unfortunately, 

it’s still like that today in far too many places. But the point is, when seen in this light, 

Jesus words about greatness, and about welcoming a little child, begin to make sense. 

They make sense, because—once again—Jesus was calling his disciples to a radical new 

vision of what the Kingdom of God is all about, and about how life can actually be, one 

that flew in the face of prevailing wisdom. 

I’m reminded of a story about a knight. He wanted to serve his king, and be the most 

honorable and noble knight who ever lived. On the day he was knighted, he made a 

special oath: to bow his knees and lift his arms only in homage to his king. The knight’s 

task was to guard a city in a far corner of the kingdom. Every day he stood at attention by 

the city gate in full armor. Years passed. One day, a peasant woman passed by with 

goods for the market. Her cart turned over, spilling the goods everywhere.  

As the woman struggled to get everything back in her cart, the knight just stood there, 

afraid of breaking his vow by bending his knees to help the woman. Time passed. One 

day a man with one leg was passing by and his crutch broke. “Good sir knight,” he said, 

“Please reach down and help me up.”  But the knight wouldn’t stoop, or lift a hand to 

help lest he break his vow.  

Years and decades passed. The knight was getting old. One day his grandson came by 

and said, “Grandpa, pick me up and take me to the fair.” But he would not stoop, lest he 

break his vow to the king. Finally, after many years the king came to visit and inspect the 

knight. As the king approached, the knight just stood there at attention.   
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The king inspected him, but soon noticed that the knight was crying. He asked the knight, 

“You are one of the noblest knights I have ever seen. Why do you cry?” “Your majesty,” 

came the reply, “I took a vow that I would only bow and lift my arms in homage to you, 

but I am unable to keep it. The years have done their work, and the joint of my armor are 

rusted.  I cannot lift my arms, or bend my knees.” 

The king gently replied, “Perhaps if you’d knelt to help all those who passed by, and 

lifted your arms to embrace them, you would be able to keep your vow to pay me homage 

today.” 

If we want to receive the Kingdom, we must receive the King. But this King—our 

King—isn’t received by pomp and circumstance. He’s received by humility and servitude 

by denying one’s self. Being first in God’s kingdom isn’t about conquering, or 

overcoming somebody else. Quite the opposite. It’s about putting others first. It’s about 

the love of God, a God who, as we heard earlier:  

“...emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness. And 

being found in human form, he humbled himself, and became obedient to the point of 

death, even death on a cross.” 

Greatness in God’s eyes is found in our willingness to do the same; to pick up our 

crosses, and follow Him; to receive, accept—and truly welcome—those we’d normally 

consider unreceivable, unacceptable, and unwelcome.  

That’s what Jesus did. 

So if we believe that coming to church and giving, if we’re so inclined, that is, if we 

happen to have money on us, or enough in our account, and occasionally—if at all—

bother to help out around the church, is all God really wants of us, you’d be so very, very 

wrong. Make no mistake. We need to do these things. But as I’ve been trying to explain, 

there’s so much more to this. In his Sermon on the Mount, Jesus said,  

“Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but 

only the one who does the will of my Father in heaven. On that day many will say to 

me, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and cast out demons in your 

name, and do many deeds of power in your name?’ Then I will declare to them, ‘I 

never knew you; go away from me, you evildoers.’” [Matthew 7:21-23]  

And we know darn well what God’s will is. But even more, there’s more to this than 

simple acts of sacrifice or service. More than acts of charity and being a cheerful giver 

(though God does love a cheerful giver). It’s about our state of mind. It’s about our 

attitude when we do things. It’s about how and what we think about others. On this 

subject, Paul wrote these words to the church in Corinth:  

“And if I have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and 

if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing. If I 

give away all my possessions, and if I hand over my body so that I may boast, but do 

not have love, I gain nothing.” [1 Corinthians 13:2-3] 

How about us? With respect to others—what’s our attitude? What is in our hearts?  

Carol Wimmer wrote a poem about that attitude; the title is, When I Say I’m a Christian.  
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When I say, “I am a Christian” 

I’m not shouting, “I’ve been saved!” 

I’m whispering, “I get lost sometimes 

That’s why I chose this way.” 

When I say, “I am a Christian” 

I don’t speak with human pride 

I’m confessing that I stumble – 

needing God to be my guide 

When I say, “I am a Christian” 

I’m not trying to be strong 

I’m professing that I’m weak 

and pray for strength to carry on. 

When I say, “I am a Christian” 

I’m not bragging of success 

I’m admitting that I’ve failed 

and cannot ever pay the debt. 

When I say, “I am a Christian” 

I don’t think I know it all 

I submit to my confusion 

asking humbly to be taught. 

When I say, “I am a Christian” 

I’m not claiming to be perfect 

My flaws are far too visible 

but God believes I’m worth it. 

When I say, “I am a Christian” 

I still feel the sting of pain 

I have my share of heartache 

which is why I seek God’s name. 

When I say, “I am a Christian” 

I do not wish to judge 

I have no authority 

I only know I’m loved. 

So, what is it we want out of life? What is it we want from God? I think that most of us 

are looking for a better life for ourselves, our families, and our world. This can only 

happen when we give up the world’s standards of greatness; when we stop measuring 

success in terms of power, status, and money, and turn—as humble children—to our 

Father in Heaven, and learn the lessons that Jesus teaches. 

So—and here, brothers and sisters, is the thing: As long as we judge some more 

important than others; as long as we judge people period; as long as we discriminate 

against people and refuse to welcome them; as long as we continue to point out their sin, 

while refusing to even consider our own; as long as we desire to be more important that 

we are—we place obstacles between ourselves and what God has in store for us and our 

world. The same is especially true of our church.  
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Our prayer should be like that of St. Francis, who was born into a wealthy family, and 

one day left everything behind—his family, his material wealth, even the clothes on his 

back—to serve God and his neighbors in Assisi:  

Lord, make me an instrument of your peace: 

where there is hatred, let me sow love; 

where there is injury, pardon; 

where there is doubt, faith; 

where there is despair, hope; 

where there is darkness, light; 

where there is sadness, joy. 

O divine Master, grant that I may not so much seek 

to be consoled as to console, 

to be understood as to understand, 

to be loved as to love. 

For it is in giving that we receive, 

it is in pardoning that we are pardoned, 

and it is in dying that we are born to eternal life. 

Thanks be to God. Amen and amen. 


