
1 
 

Vol. 5 #15 TEd  

Disciples Argue over Greatness 

Matthew 18:1-5; Mark 9:33-37; Luke 9:46-48 
 

As Jesus and the disciples made their way back to Capernaum, they conversed along the way, but the subjects of 

their discussion were in sharp contrast. The Master, Jesus Christ, told them again of His _coming_ betrayal, 

death, and resurrection on the third day. But among themselves, the disciples were debating who would be the 

greatest in the _coming_ kingdom. Wow!  This is the first of the great greatness debates among the disciples. 

They will have several power struggle conversations. Jesus had told the disciples to listen and let His words 

concerning His betrayal, death, and resurrection sink down into their ears! Otherwords, they needed to change 

their thinking based on what He was telling them. Yet, they never understood it, never perceived its importance, 

and never asked! They were stuck on a coming kingdom and their place in it, and could never comprehend a 

coming sacrifice!  
 

I. Disciples’ Dispute 
 

“(“Then there arose a reasoning among them, which of them should be _greatest_.” Luke 9:46) And he 

came to Capernaum: (“And Jesus, perceiving the thought of their heart,” Luke 9:47) and being in the 

house he asked them, What was it that ye disputed among yourselves by the way? 34 But they held their 

peace: for by the way they had disputed among themselves, who should be the _greatest_. (“At the same 

time came the disciples unto Jesus, saying, Who is the _greatest_ in the kingdom of heaven?” Matthew 

18:1)” Mark 9:33-34 Let’s talk about when this discussion took place, the gospel passages will actually show 

us it happened in two parts. First, Mark 9:33-34 reveals this “reasoning” or dispute happened as the disciples 

talked among themselves while traveling back to Galilee. Luke makes it more specific (Luke 9:44-46); it 

happened after Jesus told them again of His upcoming death and resurrection. In their confusion and lack of 

understanding, they didn’t ask Jesus how they could support Him in His suffering; instead, they later discussed 

among themselves, “Who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven?” Wow! Other translations use the words 

discussed, debated, or argued. This was not a pleasant conversation among friends. As they walked and talked, 

they were jostling for future positions, and please realize, this attitude did not go away for the rest of Jesus’ 

ministry! Of course, Jesus was not part of that discussion, but He knew about it! Secondly, after they arrived at 

Peter’s house in Capernaum, Jesus asked them what they had “disputed” about while traveling. The verb tense 

of the word “asked” means that Jesus continued to ask them about their disputing. He wanted them to verbalize 

their foolishness, but they didn’t know how to answer Him.  Later, they came to Jesus with their question 

carefully worded, making it sound much more appropriate and thoughtful. But Jesus saw through their 

deception and addressed their wrong attitude. The phrase “At the same time” connects Peter's conversation with 

the temple tax collectors outside his home. All these conversations happened together shortly after returning to 

Capernaum.  

 

 

“Who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven?” – These men had traveled together for over three years. They 

had worked together, learned together, and undoubtedly had become friends. Though many were from different 

backgrounds, they had left all and had faith that Jesus was the Messiah sent from God! So, what caused this 

relatively sudden struggle for position? We have not read about it before. Perhaps these contributed: 

1. Jesus’ ministry changed. He was very popular among the people. His vast miracles had brought in 

thousands, but He had been seeking seclusion with His closest followers for weeks. 
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2. Jesus had now twice singled out Peter, James, and John. Perhaps the vagueness of the event on the 

mountain caused concern among the rest of the disciples and followers. Was the kingdom being planned 

without them? The subject of their message had been the kingdom, but had deteriorated into jealousy.  

3. Jesus’ new recurring teaching about death and resurrection, emphasizing self-denying and cross-

bearing, did this have a special meaning? Were they missing something!? Yes!  

Please realize that the disciples were asking about the fleshly ambitions of worldly position and power. There 

was nothing spiritual to be found here! They mentioned the “kingdom of God,” but this was an add-on to the 

real subject of discussion – who was the greatest, meaning first in authority, first preferred, first honored, first 

valued, and the first favored! (Luke 9:46) Interestingly, when they finally came to Jesus with their carefully 

worded question, the Greek seems to indicate that the emotion of the disciples might be referred to as 

“breathless anticipation!” They were excited and nervous to hear Jesus’ reply! They had come to Jesus to settle 

this argument among them. Who should be the greatest in the kingdom? It seems they all expected a well-placed 

position, but who would be the greatest? The one who would sit in the right-hand man seat! Who would be the 

vice-king? They were living with a very selfish mindset; no wonder an argument was going on. Really, this 

will become a theme of the disciples from now until the cross. Please realize that their concept of greatness 

came from their culture. The observation of the religious elitists and political great ones had built this worldly 

picture of greatness! They needed their thinking about greatness corrected, God’s way, and Jesus sat down in the 

Rabbi teacher’s position and prepared to give them a direct lesson!   

 

 

II. Jesus’ First Lesson 
 

 “And he sat down, and called the twelve, and saith unto them, If any man desire to be _first_, the same 

shall be _last_ of all, and _servant_ (minister, attender) of all.” Mark 9:35 
 

The Master’s Definition of Greatness—Jesus’ opening statement answered their question, directly hitting their 

ambitions and desires! If you want to be the greatest in the kingdom of heaven, then you need to be last and a 

servant to all! Humility and servanthood were Jesus’ definition of greatness! The disciples' dreams of status, 

honor, and power were in direct conflict with Jesus’ mind on greatness! This wasn’t a new lesson from Jesus. 

When He sat down and gave the Sermon on the Mount at least two years before, He began with the Beatitudes; 

the attitudes of a kingdom citizen – humbly, broken over sin, meek, live righteously, merciful, innocent, 

peacemakers, and persecuted ones. These characteristics are far from the status and position the disciples 

desired to hold!  And these were the very actions of their Master. This will become a theme of Jesus to the cross. 

A great follower of Him will be a servant to all, doing menial tasks without the need of recognition or reward! 

Matter of fact, one of Jesus’ last lessons to the disciples will be on this very subject when He washes their feet 

in the upper room.  

 

 

And then Jesus will use a very sweet object lesson in the form of a toddler!  

III. Jesus’ Illustration 
 

“And he took a child, and set him (“by him” Luke 9:47) in the midst of them: and when he had taken him 

in his arms, he said unto them, (“Verily I say unto you, Except ye be converted (Lit. - _change your way, 

turn your direction_), and become as little children, ye shall not enter into the kingdom of heaven. 

Whosoever therefore shall _humble_ himself as this little child, the same is _greatest_ in the kingdom of 

heaven.” Matthew 18:3-4) Mark 9:36 Suddenly, a child, the Greek indicates a toddler, becomes front and 
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center during this teaching session of Jesus, all while sitting on His lap! Who was this little one? Most believe 

this was Peter’s baby, and this child was totally comfortable being held by the One who made the Universe!  
 

“become as little children” – Jesus again emphasizes the disciples' need to change their way and turn their 

thinking. As they walked to Capernaum, He told them to listen and change their thinking when He told them 

again about His upcoming death, and resurrection, and now, while holding this little one, he told them again to 

change and become like this sweet little child. You see, their default, and ours, is that we really don’t like being 

servants; but we like having servants; people serving us! That makes us feel powerful and great, but that is the 

opposite of Jesus' mind. He didn’t leave them guessing about the connection between a toddler and a great 

follower! He said, “Whosoever therefore shall humble himself as this little child, the same is greatest in the 

kingdom of heaven.”  
 

HW #25 1 Jesus was highlighting this child’s humility: harmless, dependent, submissive, simple, a desire to 

please, unpretentious, trusting, reliant on others, least in the room, helpless, governable, knows nothing on their 

own, no resources, innocent, sincere, weak, teachable  
 

HW #25 2 Greatness in the kingdom was to be seen in the attitude of humble servanthood, desiring no special 

first-in-line privileges. And their greatest need of the disciples at that point was to change their prideful 

ambition to humble servanthood! You would have thought that after traveling with Jesus for over three years, 

they would have learned this: Jesus was the ultimate servant-leader! Perhaps they had learned to serve, but not 

with the heart of a servant, but were serving only for advancement. That sure seems to be coming out now!   

1 Cor. 14:20  
 

However, we also need to recognize a very concerning statement in Jesus’ lesson: “Except ye be converted, and 

become as little children, ye shall not enter into the kingdom of heaven.” Not only are the greatest in the 

kingdom like humble children, but no one can even enter the kingdom without this attitude of humility! Our 

human default is pride. This was the driving force behind the argument among the disciples, and it is a factor 

that keeps countless people from heaven! We are naturally prideful boasters. Paul addressed this when 

explaining the wonders of the Gospel in Ephesians 2:8-9, “For by grace are ye saved through faith; and that not 

of yourselves: it is the gift of God; not of works, lest any man should boast.” We all need to come to a point 

where we humbly recognize our inability to please God without faith in His provision of salvation.  

 

 

IV. Jesus’ Second Lesson 
 

“Whosoever shall receive one of such children in my name, receiveth me: and whosoever shall receive me, 

receiveth not me, but him that sent me (“for he that is _least_ among you all, the same shall be _great_” 

Luke 9:48).” Mark 9:37 
 

“receive one of such children in my name, receiveth me/him that sent me” – As Jesus was saying this, maybe 

He stopped and snuggled that little one and said, “receive one of such children in my name, receiveth me.” 

There are two applications here, the first deals with children. In the culture of the 1st century, children were 

faceless. They had little value. Shortly in our study of Jesus, we will see that in the disciples' attitude when 

children were brought to be blessed by Jesus. They pushed them aside; they took for granted that Jesus would 

have no time for them. We find them to be terribly mistaken! God values and uses children for His work and 

glory. We find this a principle throughout the Scripture, and Jesus is wonderfully showing us the Father’s heart 

in this lesson! Love and careful attention to children should be a characteristic of believers because it is a 
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characteristic of God! They should be taught of salvation and discipled in God’s truth! It will set their 

foundation for life!  
 

The second application relates to those lowly, unnoticed ones within society: the poor, the elderly, the forgotten. 

Pomp, grandeur, high titles, good looks, and talents never impress God! God sees the suffering and helps them.  

Ps. 34:6; 35:10; 113:7; Prov. 14:31 Remember, no sick, lame, or sinners were allowed in or shamed out of the 

temple in Jesus’ day. But Jesus served the sick with healing and was a friend to sinners. It is with this attitude 

that Christ-followers are to live their lives and remember…. 
 

 

“for he that is least among you all, the same shall be great” – This is the conclusion to the lesson, and in the 

Greek it is very strong! “The least among you, the one who makes himself least, is great indeed!”  

 
 

Believers’ Application: 
 

That day in Peter’s house, Jesus gave the characteristic that will set His followers apart from the world – 

humble servanthood! He denounced the disciples' selfish ambitions. They were headed in the wrong direction 

and needed to change, repent, and reform their thinking from the norms of religion around them. Jesus had to 

get them to recognize love and service, not ambition, power, position, and envy. This was the way of religion, 

not of Jesus’ kingdom!  These are the same thoughts He will say against the Religious Leaders of their day. 

(Matthew 23:2-12) 

1. “Our biggest hindrances to greatness may be the desire to be great!”  

Matthew 20:26-28 – Jesus makes it clear that a truly great follower is one who is a servant and ministers to others. 

That was His example when He died for all!  
 

Philippians 2:5-8 – Paul is teaching the Philippians that Jesus was the greatest example of humility when He 

gave up heaven and died for us on the cross.  
 

1 Timothy 3:1-7 – Paul is giving the qualifications of a pastor. He is to have excellent character, family life, be 

hospitable, and be able to teach. Verse 6 highlights that he must be a mature believer and humble.  
 

Galatians 5:16–26—This passage contrasts the lifestyles of fulfilling our fleshly desires (v. 19-21) and living in 

the Spirit (v. 22-25). It finishes with the instruction not to desire personal glory and jealousy. Christ covered the 

same subject with the disciples. This is obviously an issue for Christ followers!  
 

Ephesians 4:1-7 – Paul is reminding the Ephesians to live with humility, seek unity, and love toward the 

brethern. This all stems from the oneness we have with Christ as believers!  
 

2. God highly values serving others in humility. How can we live that in our daily lives? Name three.  

• Quietly take misjudging, disrespect, or being taken advantage of. We don’t always need to win, stand up 

for our rights, or be understood! Christ calls us to peace. 
 

• Purposefully seek to live quietly behind the scenes. No need to receive special accolades, invitations, or 

be known for our service. 
 

• To do tasks quietly and quickly that others don’t want to do.  

Jesus is our humble example – Phil. 2:2-9 When we have the attitude of humility, we are the best followers of 

Jesus, because we are most like Him!  


