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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 In our lesson today we find the disciples bickering about who will be 

the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.  Our text begins,  

 An argument started among the disciples as to which of them 
would be the greatest. 

It is a remarkable scene and not a pretty one.  Consider the failures that this 

band of men has so recently achieved.  In their failure to heal a boy 

possessed of a demon they had displayed their lack of faith.  They had 

forgotten to pray before trying to deliver the boy.  They had trusted in their 

abilities rather than in the power of the Lord in whose name they were 

supposed to minister.  Jesus numbered them with the rest of the “unbelieving 

and perverse generation” he had come to seek and to save.  They had 

displayed their lack of understanding a number of times.  Peter, on the 

Mount of Transfiguration, suggested shelters be set up so that Jesus, Moses 

and Elijah might tarry, even though Jesus had just explained to him that he 

must go to Jerusalem, suffer, die and be raised to life for the salvation of his 

people.  In our lesson last week, when Jesus told his disciples that he was 

going to be betrayed into the hands of men, the disciples not only didn’t 

understand, they were afraid to ask him about it.  So you can couple a failure 

of nerve with a failure to comprehend.  And in our lesson this week, as we 



will see in a few minutes, the disciples display an appalling lack of humility 

and tolerance both as they try to set themselves above each other and as they 

try to tear down another man doing God’s work in a way that they do not 

approve.   

 Now, considering all the failures on display, how is it that the disciples 

are arguing about who will be greatest in the kingdom of heaven?  Why are 

they thinking like that in the first place?  Why aren’t they hanging their 

heads in shame?  Let me set things in context.  Way back in Luke 6 we 

found our Lord, after intense prayer, calling from among the whole of his 

disciples, a group of twelve.  These twelve were set aside to be his closest 

and most intimate disciples.  They would travel with him.  They would be 

eyewitnesses of his miracles.  They would sit at his feet for firsthand 

instruction about the glory and grace of God.  After a time in which they 

grew closer to Jesus, he commissioned them into a ministry of preaching and 

healing and they went forth throughout Galilee with amazing power.  They 

preached, healed and delivered.  Three of them were selected to go with 

Jesus up the Mount of Transfiguration.  There, for only the second time in 

600 years, the glory of the Lord shone round about.  Moses and Elijah 

descend and the voice of God was heard.  Beloved, this is pretty heady stuff.  

And so on the way back from the mountain to Capernaum the disciples 



began to argue about which of them would be the greatest in the kingdom.  

One commentator I read suggested the conversation might have gone 

something like this.  Peter could have said, “I will be the greatest because 

Jesus picked me to go up the mountain with him; you stayed down here and 

couldn’t even deliver a poor boy.”  The others might have replied, “The only 

reason Jesus wanted you up the mountain is that he cannot trust you out of 

his sight.”  It was an ugly scene filled with pride and self-conceit. 

 It was an ugly scene and it wasn’t the only time it happened.  In 

Matthew 20 we find that Salome, the mother of James and John, gets into 

the act.  She approaches Jesus and asks that her sons be given the places at 

his right hand and his left in the kingdom to come.  The rest of the disciples 

find out about this, think of it as an end run—something really sneaky—and 

they don’t like it one bit.  An argument breaks out.  And in Luke 22, at the 

Last Supper, right after our Lord institutes the Lord’s Supper, breaking the 

bread and pouring the wine and declaring that these represent his body and 

blood, right after he tells them that he will be betrayed, the disciples again 

argue about their places at the kingdom table.  They argue this even though 

in a few minutes none of them will want even to be seen with the Lord.  I 

like what J. C. Ryle has to say about this.  He wrote, 



 Of all sins there is none against which we have such need to 
watch and pray, as pride.  It is a pestilence that walketh in darkness, 
and a sickness that destroyeth at noonday.  No sin is so deeply rooted 
in our nature.  It cleaves to us like our skin.... It can lurk in the hearts 
of the ignorant, the ungifted, and the poor as well as in the minds of 
the great, the learned and the rich....     

 Turn to your Bibles again.  Our lesson continues at verse 47: 

 Jesus, knowing their thoughts, took a little child and had him 
stand beside him.  Then he said to them, “Whoever welcomes this 
little child in my name welcomes me; and whoever welcomes me 
welcomes the one who sent me.  For he who is least among you all—
he is the greatest.” 

Jesus knew what was going on as his disciples talked among each other on 

the road back to Capernaum.  They were transparent to him.  And so to 

correct them, he took to himself a little child.  Now in order to understand 

that, you must know something of the way children were regarded in those 

days.  It was not a sentimental time like ours.  Now children were loved.  

They were cherished.  But they were only important because they would one 

day grow up and stop being children.  The Talmud, a book of Jewish 

ceremonial law and traditions, said that spending time with children was a 

waste of time.  One rabbi wrote, “Morning sleep, mid-day wine, chattering 

with children and tarrying in places where men of the common people 

assemble, destroy a man.”   



 Jesus takes a child and has him stand beside him.  In doing so, Jesus is 

telling his disciples to forget about themselves, their rank and their 

importance.  They are to focus on the child.  They are to welcome him and 

others like him.  They are to treat him—and other children too—with love 

and consideration.  This is the logic of it: The relationship between Jesus and 

this child—or any similar child—is so close that whoever welcomes such a 

child welcomes Christ and the relationship between Christ and his Father is 

so close that whoever welcomes Christ welcomes the Father.  Now, looking 

away from self in order to serve and minister to Christ’s children 

presupposes humility and that humility, revealed in service to the Lord’s 

little ones, is what true greatness really is.   

 In his book Kingdoms in Conflict Chuck Colson clearly defines the 

difference between greatness, as the world understands it and greatness in 

the eyes of God.  He wrote,  

 I vividly recall a glimpse ... from my White House days.  One 
brisk December night as I accompanied the president from the Oval 
Office in the West Wing of the White House to the Residence, Mr. 
Nixon was musing about what people wanted in their leaders.  He 
slowed a moment, looking into the distance across the South Lawn, 
and said, “The people really want a leader a little bigger than 
themselves, don’t they, Chuck?”  I agreed.  “I mean someone like 
deGaulle,” he continued.  “There’s a certain aloofness, a power that’s 
exuded by great men that people feel and want to follow.” 

A little later Colson was humbled, jailed and saved by Christ.  He continued, 



 Jesus Christ exhibited none of this self-conscious aloofness.  He 
served others first; he spoke to those to whom no one spoke; he dined 
with the lowest members of society; he touched the untouchables.  He 
had no throne, no crown, no bevy of servants or armored guards.  A 
borrowed manger and a borrowed tomb framed his life.   
 Kings and presidents and prime ministers surround themselves 
with minions who rush ahead, swing doors wide and stand at attention 
as they wait for the great to pass.  Jesus said that he himself stands at 
the door and knocks, patiently waiting to enter our lives. 

Let me return briefly to J. C. Ryle.  Here is an application for us.   

 Let a prayer for humility and the spirit of a little child form part 
of our daily supplications.  Of all creatures none has so little right to 
be proud as man, and of all men none ought to be so humble as the 
Christian.  Is it really true that we confess ourselves to be “miserable 
sinners” and daily debtors to mercy and grace?  Are we the followers 
of Jesus, who was “meek and lowly of heart” and “made himself of no 
reputation” for our sakes?  Then let that same mind be in us which 
was in Christ Jesus.  Let us lay aside all high thoughts and self-
conceit.  In lowliness of mind, let us esteem others better than 
ourselves.   

 Now when John heard these words from the Master it troubled his 

conscience.  He wondered if he and the others had been high handed in their 

treatment of a man they had met earlier.   

 “Master,” said John, “we saw a man driving out demons in your 
name and we tried to stop him, because he is not one of us.” 
 “Do not stop him,” Jesus said, ‘for whoever is not against you 
is for you.”   

Someone, other than the twelve, had been casting out demons in Jesus’ 

name.  We don’t know who he was.  He might not even have been a part of 



the wider circle of disciples.  What kind of man was he?  Well, he was not a 

would-be exorcist like the seven sons of Sceva we are told about in Acts 19.   

 Some Jews who went around driving out evil spirits tried to 
invoke the name of the Lord Jesus over those who were demon-
possessed.  They would say, “In the name of Jesus, whom Paul 
preaches, I command you to come out.”  Seven sons of Sceva, a 
Jewish chief priest, were doing this.  One day the evil spirit answered 
them, “Jesus I know, and I know about Paul, but who are you?”  Then 
the man who had the evil spirit jumped on them and overpowered 
them all.  He gave them such a beating that they ran out of the house 
naked and bleeding. 

Nor was this man an exorcist in the sense of those condemned in Matthew 

7:22, 23, where Jesus says, “Many will say to me on that day, ‘Lord, Lord, 

did we not prophesy in your name, and in your name drive out demons and 

perform many miracles?’  Then I will tell them plainly, ‘I never knew you.  

Away from me, you evildoers!’”  No, this man was in all probability a true 

believer in Jesus.  He may have listened to Jesus and given his heart to him, 

but not yet established a close relationship with the rest of the disciples.  In 

any event, this man had been casting out demons in Christ’s name, the 

disciples had tried to stop him because he was not one of the inner circle, 

and the man had refused, being fully persuaded that what he was doing was 

in accordance with the will and command of Christ.  With this man the 

phrase, “in Christ’s name,” was not a magic formula but was a reality. 



 Now Jesus says, “Do not stop him, for whoever is not against you is 

for you.”  Those are the only two possibilities.  You can be for the Lord or 

against him; you can be for his work or against it.  There is no neutral 

ground, no sitting on the fence.  It is one or the other.  This man was for 

them and so he was not to be stopped.  Let me give you a couple of biblical 

examples of this.  In Numbers 11 there is a “mini-Pentecost”.  The Spirit of 

God had long been upon Moses and now it was going to come upon the 

seventy elders of Israel.  When the Spirit came, as a sign to establish their 

credentials, he granted the gift of prophecy and they began to prophesy.  The 

Bible says,  

 [Moses] brought together seventy of their elders and had them 
stand around the Tent.  Then the Lord came down in the cloud and 
spoke with him and he took of the Spirit that was on him and put the 
Spirit on the seventy elders.  When the Spirit rested on them, they 
prophesied, but they did not do so again.   

Now two elders named Eldad and Medad had somehow missed the call to 

assemble at the Tent of Meeting.  They were still in the camp.  However, 

when the Spirit fell on the other elders, it fell on them too.  They started to 

prophesy as well.  A young man in the camp, apparently a bit of a tattletale, 

immediately ran off to find Moses.  He ran up to him and said, “Eldad and 

Medad are prophesying in the camp.”  Now Joshua, Moses’ chief of staff, 

heard this news.  He immediately said, “Moses, my lord, stop them!”  Moses 

wouldn’t hear of it.  He said to Joshua, 



 Are you jealous for my sake?  I wish that all the Lord’s people 
were prophets and that the Lord would put his Spirit on them!”   

 Another example is found in Paul’s Letter to the Philippians.  Paul 

wrote the letter from a Roman prison.  While in prison he has been busily at 

work converting the soldiers guarding him.  Outside in the city streets there 

are those preaching Christ too.  Some of them are not doing it with the 

proper motives.  They are envious of Paul.  They try to stir up trouble 

against him.  This is what Paul had to say about it. 

 It is true that some preach Christ out of envy and rivalry, but 
others out of goodwill.  The latter do so in love, knowing that I am put 
here for the defense of the gospel.  The former preach Christ out of 
selfish ambition, not sincerely, supposing that they can stir up trouble 
for me while I am in chains.  But what does it matter?  The important 
thing is that in every way, whether from false motives or true, Christ 
is preached.  And because of this I rejoice. 

 Beloved, we ought not to stop people from labouring in Christ’s 

vineyard because they do not work in the same way that we do or wear the 

same uniform in the Christian army.  We ought to rejoice to learn of sin 

being opposed, of the gospel being preached, of Satan’s strongholds being 

pulled down (Ryle).  In saying that, however, let me add this warning, for the 

situation in the church today is not one in which the greatest danger lies in 

not enough co-operation with other Christians.  The greater danger has to do 



with our co-operation with those who are not Christian at all, with our 

watering down the message of salvation.   

This is what I mean.  Some take this text to mean that we can be 

indifferent to sound doctrine—that the truth is dispensable and that co-

operation is the highest good.  Beloved, that view is poison and wherever it 

has held sway the church has declined and the devil has rejoiced.  Our 

Lord’s words here are directed at and apply only to those who do apostolic 

work in his name, using the gospel to fight against the world, the flesh and 

the devil.  Foundational truths of the gospel are never to be compromised or 

sold, even if they seem, for the moment, to stand in the way of some earthly 

good or other.  We cannot give up heavenly treasures for those things that 

are passing away.   

And so it is that the church must proclaim that the Bible is the very 

Word of God, that Jesus Christ is fully God and fully man, that he came to 

offer his life as a substitutionary, atoning sacrifice for the sins of his people, 

that by grace alone through faith alone a person is saved and that the Holy 

Spirit lives in the hearts of believers, moving them to a life of godliness and 

righteousness.  Any proclamation less than that is not worthy of Christ.  

Anyone who believes and proclaims these truths deserves our love and 



support.  We are not to hinder but to encourage them in their work and 

extend to them a right hand of fellowship.   

This is the way the Apostle Paul said it in his Letter to the Philippians.  

It sums up our lesson today: 

If you have any encouragement from being united with Christ, 
if any comfort from his love, if any fellowship with the Spirit, if any 
tenderness and compassion, then make my joy complete by being 
like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and purpose.  
Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility 
consider others better than yourselves.  Each of you should look not 
only to your own interests, but also the interests of others.   

In Christ’s name.  AMEN.   

    


