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     I would like you to imagine this morning that you have just been told by your doctor that you have an 

incurable disease.  The disease is fatal and you only have a short time to live.  The doctor describes in detail 

how the disease will progress, how painful it will be, and when you will die.  So you go home and tell your 

family and closest friends what is going to happen to you, including the pain and suffering you will experience, 

and when you will die. 

     Now imagine, upon hearing this news, one of your children announces to the family, “I get mom’s wedding 

ring, because I’m her favorite” or “I get dad’s car then, because I need a new one.”  Another child says, “No 

way, it doesn’t matter if you are the favorite or if you think you need something, I am the oldest child, so I get 

the house and I will decide who gets what.”  Then another child shouts, “No, no, no.  Since I took care of them 

in their old age, I’m going to get everything because you two never came and helped out during their illness.”  I 

think we all agree that this would not be an appropriate response if mom or dad announced they were going to 

die.  Just imagine your children arguing over who’s the favorite or who will get what, right in front of you as 

explain the details of your fatal disease.  How insensitive, how arrogant, how could anyone be so selfish? 

     But, in our Gospel lesson for today we see this very thing happen.  Jesus tells His disciples that He is going 

to die and He gives them some details about His death, explaining in verse 31, that He is going to be betrayed 

into the hands of men, and they will kill Him, but after 3 days He will rise.  You would think the disciples 

would have been saddened, sympathetic, or shocked to hear this news, but how do they respond?  They argue 

with each other about who was the greatest.  What in the world is wrong with these guys?  What makes their 

reaction even more outrageous is that this is not the first time Jesus told them He was going to die. 

     One chapter earlier, in Mark 8, Jesus predicted His death to them by explaining that He would suffer many 

things, including being rejected by the religious leaders of His day, and He would be killed.  But, 3 days later 

He would rise again.  Peter immediately responded by telling Jesus, “Lord, this will never happen to you,” 

meaning, “a Savior doesn’t get killed.”  Jesus then corrects Peter’s attitude by saying, “Get behind me, Satan, 

you do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of man.” 

     And then in Chapter 10, Jesus tells them a third time that He is going to suffer and die; and what is the 

response of the disciples?  James and John ask Jesus if He will do whatever they want, namely, would they be 

able to sit on Jesus’ right and left (positions of power and privilege) someday in heaven?  In all three cases, 

upon hearing the news that Jesus is going to die, the disciples respond by thinking only of themselves.   

     So when Jesus asks them in this text what they were arguing about among themselves, after He told them a 

second time He was going to die, the disciples did not understand how the Savior of the world could die.  And 

knowing that their response to this news was selfish and inappropriate, they were afraid to tell Jesus or to 

inquire any further about His death.  How sad that the disciples were afraid to ask Jesus more about His 

upcoming death and to confess to Him that they were arguing about who was the greatest.  They knew their 

response to Jesus’ prediction that He was going to die was rude and inexcusable, but they missed a wonderful 

opportunity to confess their selfish sins to Jesus and to receive His forgiveness. 

     We may have things in our lives that we are ashamed of, we may feel terribly guilty about something or 

about our behavior, but we should never fear bringing those things to Jesus.  He died for those things in order to 

restore our relationship with Him.  Jesus never wants us to carry our fears, shame, or guilt by ourselves.  He 

knows everything we do – our selfish thoughts, our inexcusable behavior, and our inappropriate actions; we 

can’t hide anything from Him and yet, He still loves us, and He encourages us to bring those fears to Him as He 

seeks to draw us close to Him; not to punish us, but to forgive us. 

     When Jesus asked His disciples what they were arguing about, I’m sure He had probably heard some of their 

arguments as to why they were the greatest.  Peter might have said, “Well, I’m one of Jesus’ best friends.  I got 

to go up a mountain with Him, along with James and John.”  Another disciple might have said, “Oh big deal, I 

chased 5 demons out of a guy one time.”  And a few disciples might have said, “We’ve healed more people than 

all of you, so we deserve a special place in heaven.”  I’m sure the disciples were probably thinking that with all 

of these wonderful things they were doing (even though it was God doing it through them) they should get some 

special rewards in heaven.  Therefore, Jesus had to correct this whole idea of what brings true greatness. 



     In the same way, if you think that greatness in God’s eyes comes from telling others about how you work 12 

hours/day, or reading the Bible every day, or making a lot of money, you’re wrong.  Greatness in the kingdom 

of God has nothing to do with how many people see what you’re doing.  Jesus said in verse 35, “If anyone 

would be first, he must be last of all and servant of all.”  And then Jesus took a little child and had him stand 

before the disciples and He said, “Whoever receives one such child in my name receives me, and whoever 

receives me, receives not me but him who sent me.” 

     Children are some of the most ungrateful creatures on earth.  Now, I don’t say that in a mean or critical way, 

the point I’m making is that you can spend the whole day playing with your children or changing their diapers, 

and they will just turn and go on to the next activity without every saying “thank you.”  I see this especially 

with our child development center teachers every day.  They will love and feed and play and protect and change 

1 and 2-year-old children all day long, many times without ever receiving a word of “thanks.”  Taking care of 

children, whether they are your own or someone else’s, can be one of the most unrecognized jobs in the world, 

yet Jesus says, “this is what service is all about.”  In other words, true greatness involves giving of yourself to 

serve the needs of those who cannot meet their own needs. 

     And Jesus understood this best of all.  Knowing that we could not save ourselves or make amends for the 

enormous debt of our sin, Jesus left the splendor of heaven and came to this earth as one of us.  He lived a 

perfect life, keeping all of God’s commands perfectly, but then He allowed Himself to be arrested, beaten, 

falsely accused of things He had not done, and killed on a cross.  There certainly was nothing glamorous about 

the job Jesus was called to do and nobody thanked Him for going to the cross on that Good Friday, but He did it 

for you and me.  For all the times where we have put ourselves first, Jesus suffered and died for that sin so we 

could be saved from that sin.  For all the times we failed to serve others out of arrogance, thinking that someone 

else should do the work, Jesus died for that sin so that we may come before His altar, confess our sins, and hear 

the good news that we are forgiven.   

     Many years ago Billy Graham was driving through a small town and he was pulled over by a police officer 

for speeding.  While Billy Graham admitted to the officer that he was indeed speeding, the officer told him he 

still would have to appear in court.  Standing before the judge, Billy Graham pleaded guilty, and the judge fined 

him $10 – one dollar for every mile he was over the speed limit.  The judge then told Billy Graham to sit in the 

courtroom and wait until the end of the day, because the judge wanted to talk to him.  After everyone had left 

the judge told him, “The fine must be paid and I’m going to pay if for you.”  The judge then took $10 out of his 

wallet, attached it to the ticket, and then took Billy Graham out to a restaurant and bought him a steak dinner.  

“That,” said Billy Graham, “is how God treats repentant sinners.”  And that’s why we never have to fear.  When 

we realize that there is nothing we can offer to God for our sins, when we cling solely to His promises for life, 

faith, and forgiveness, it is then that our Lord is able to transform us from seeking selfish ambition to seeking 

selfless service to others.        

 


