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“True Greatness”

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

What’s in it for me?

We have been getting a lot of ads in our neighbourhood from a local communications company announcing
that they will soon be installing fibre optic cable on our street, and that now is the time for us to take
advantage of this offer.  They are making all sorts of fabulous promises of how great this new cable will be,
how we will get much better television reception and a great variety of viewing options.  But we must act now,
because if we haven’t contacted them by the time the cable comes to our neighbourhood it will be too late.

I have no idea whether this company’s product will be any better than the cable television that we already
have, but whenever I receive notices like this I usually have the same response: what’s in it for me?  How is
your product going to make a difference in our lives?  What will I receive from you in return for giving you my
business?  What benefits can I expect if I enter a relationship with you?

What’s in it for me?

This is the basic question behind the Latin phrase quid pro quo, which literally means “something for
something.”  A quid pro quo relationship is at the heart of many human transactions, “a favour or advantage
granted or expected in return for something.”  If I were to sign up for this new cable television service, I would
expect a superior product in return for my monthly fee.  When we enter into an employment agreement, we
expect to earn a fair wage while our employer expects faithful fulfillment of our job description.  Even when we
enter into marriage, there is a quid pro quo relationship in which each person promises that the other will
receive their complete love, faithfulness, and devotion “for as long as we both shall live.”  The cornerstone of
many relationships is this fundamental question: “What’s in it for me?

This quid pro quo understanding of human relationships is so fundamental that it should not be surprising that
the disciples were expecting to receive “something for something” when they accepted Jesus’ invitation to
discipleship.  They had each made many sacrifices when they decided to follow Jesus, and they each probably
expected that their sacrifices and devotion would be rewarded by the one who they believed was the promised
Messiah of God.  They have been faithful disciples of Jesus and were expected that in turn Jesus would be
faithful in rewarding them for all they had done for him.

But as they will soon learn, true discipleship is not a quid pro quo relationship.  The relationship that God
establishes with us is not based on something we receive in turn for something we give but is rooted in a gift
which is completely free, unmerited, and undeserved.  God freely bestows his blessings upon us without
receiving or expecting something in return, which flies in the face of relationships that are rooted in the
expectation of quid pro quo.

· “The problem with a quid pro quo relationship is quantification.  How do you measure or calculate
repayment of love, of mercy?  If we insist that our faith, our salvation, is dependent upon an equal rate
of exchange between God and us, then we need to ask ourselves: in what kind of God do we believe? 
What happens if we don’t measure up?  And what makes us think we can assume certain systems to
quantify the grace of God?” – Karoline Lewis.



Even if we understand that God’s grace is a free gift that does not depend on an equal rate of exchange, our
human relationships are so rooted in giving and receiving “something for something” that it is easy for us to fall
back into old habits and ways of relating to others.  This is why Jesus needs to teach his disciples again and
again both the meaning of his life and ministry as well as the way in which they are to follow him as disciples. 
In today’s Gospel lesson, Jesus again foretells his death and resurrection, teaching his disciples that “the Son of
Man is to be betrayed into human hands, and they will kill him, and three days after being killed, he will rise
again.” (Mark 9:31).  Each of the three Passion predictions in Mark is followed by instructions on discipleship,
as Jesus had taught when he first shared with them what will happen to him in Jerusalem: “If any want to
become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.” (8:34).  In addition,
each of these teachings is followed by incidents that show that his disciples have not understood Jesus’
teaching: “But they did not understand what he was saying and were afraid to ask him.” (9:32).  This initial
response to Jesus’ teaching shows a deepening separation of the disciples from Jesus; they are afraid to ask
Jesus about the word they do not understand, a word that contradicts both their expectations of the Messiah
and their world view in which one must offer something in return for receiving in return.  

Their lack of understand of the distinction between the expectations of the world in which they live, and the
expectations of the Kingdom of God that Jesus proclaims is brought into sharp focus when Jesus and the
disciples arrive in Capernaum, where Jesus asks his followers “what were you arguing about on the way?”
(9:33).  Jesus is met at first with silence, as if his disciples were embarrassed to admit what was the subject of
their argument: “for on the way they had argued with one another about who was the greatest.” (9:34).  In
their quid pro quo mentality, it appears that not only were they expected a good return for their faithful
discipleship, but each expected that what he would receive would place him in a superior position to the
others.  Each of the disciples didn’t merely want “something for something”; they wanted something that
would make them better than others.  But what this really shows is the disciples’ lack of perception and their
own recognition that their dispute over greatness is not appropriate.

· “Once again, the disciples don’t get it.  Jesus has just proclaimed that suffering and death lie ahead for
him and are essential to his vocation as God’s savior.  Seemingly oblivious to their teacher’s lesson, the
disciples appear to believe that greatness involves being set apart from their peers in power and
adulation.” – Bruce Epperly.

It becomes clear to Jesus that he needs to do some more teachings about what true discipleship means for his
followers.  Sitting before speaking, Jesus puts himself in the formal position of a teacher; what follows is
presented as an authoritative word about rank among Jesus’ followers, requiring a reversal of status and
values in the Kingdom of God: “Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all.” (9:35).  True
discipleship is not about gaining superior status or reaping rewards in return for one’s devotion to Jesus; true
discipleship “involves humility and the willingness to serve rather than be served.”  (Epperly).  One who seeks to
be a faithful disciple of Jesus Christ must have within them “the mind of Christ” that never seeks “something
for something” but gives all that one possesses for the sake of others:

· “Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regard others as better than yourselves. 
Let each of you look not to your own interests, but to the interests of others.  Let the same mind be in
you that was in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God
as something to be exploited, but 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.” – Philippians 2:3-8.

As Jesus did not consider his position of “equality with God” as something that he had received in return for
what he had given, nor as something to use to his own advantage or to advance his own status in the eyes of



others, neither are those who are called to follow Jesus to look upon what they have received from our Lord as
something that is merited or deserved, nor as something that is to be used to one’s own advantage.  

· “Here we see clearly that the Apostle has prescribed this rule for the life of Christians, namely, that we
should devote all out works to the welfare of others, since each has such abundant riches in his faith
that all his other works and his whole life are a surplus with which he can by voluntary benevolence
serve and do good to his neighbor.” – Martin Luther, “The Freedom of a Christian.”

In order to illustrate what it means for his disciples to be his faithful followers, Jesus does something that at his
time would have been shocking: “he took a little child and put it among them … taking it in his arms” (9:36). 
While we would find such gestures to be endearing, to insist that a child might have some value to male
disciples would have been inconceivable at a time when children were considered expendable and non-
persons (“… heirs, as long as they are minors, are no better than slaves” – Galatians 4:1).  Children should have
been with the women, not hanging around the teacher and his students in what was a formal classroom
setting.  But not only does Jesus welcome a child into his presence; he insists that the child – who was socially
invisible and may have been a household slave – be treated as a stand in for Jesus: “Whoever welcomes one
such child in my name welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who sent me.”
(9:37).  

Welcoming a child – who can offer no quid pro quo or confer any favours or advantages – is the true sign of
greatness for those who would be followers of Jesus Christ.  As we were redeemed through the free gift of
God’s grace that comes with no strings attached, so are we who bear the name of Christ to offer ourselves
freely to others, especially to those from whom we can receive nothing in return.  Welcoming a child in the
name of Jesus means that we are truly walking as children of the light, because true discipleship means that
“whoever wishes to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you
must be slave of all.  For the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for
many.” (Mark 10:43-45).  The great theologian Karl Barth described this acceptance of others without
expectation of return or reward as the basis of Christian ethics: “To think of every human being, even the
oddest, most villainous or miserable as one to whom Jesus Christ is Brother and God is Father; and we have to
deal with him on this assumption.”  

· “Greatness is determined by weakness and vulnerability.  By service and sacrifice.  By humility and
honor.  By truthfulness and faithfulness.  We are called to preach this kind of greatness, we are called
to embody this kind of greatness, so that the world can witness the true meaning of greatness born out
of love.” – Karoline Lewis.

But what’s in it for me?

Even though we know that “we are justified by faith apart from works prescribed by the law” (Romans 3:28),
it’s easy for us to fall back into the old quid pro quo way of thinking that God’s grace is given to us only after we
have given something in return.  Even though we know that “God proves his love for us in that while we still
were sinners Christ died for us” (Romans 5:8), there’s still a part of us that may believe that our salvation comes
in part because we have proven ourselves worthy of forgiveness and redemption.  Even though we have
committed ourselves when we affirm our baptismal covenant to “serve all people, following the example of
Jesus” (ELW Affirmation of Baptism), we may still have this feeling that we should expect something in return
when we serve other people – a thank you note, a public recognition, or some sort of physical or monetary
reward.  We know that grace has been given to us freely without condition – but we also know that you don’t
get anything for nothing, that you should expect “something for something,” quid pro quo.



· “[When] we measure our worth based on models of outside evaluations and expectations rather than
our inside and intrinsic incarnational presence and power … we run the risk of preaching and teaching
that faith is contractual, that relationship with God is dependent on a nearsighted notion that God
works within the world’s insistence on agreements and bargains, transferences and contingencies; a
quid pro quo relationship rather than a relationship made possible by the unmerited, unearned,
unwarranted, undeserved love of God.” – Lewis.

In a world that revolves around quid pro quo, Jesus invites us into a new way of thinking and living:

· Not what’s in it for me, but what can I do for you?
· Not what can I get out of this, but how can I share what has been entrusted to me?
· Not how can I use this situation to my advantage, but how I can use that with which I have been

blessed to be a blessing to others?

We have no need for greatness, because in Christ we have been given the greatest gift of all: the gift of eternal
life, the sure and certain hope that “neither life not death shall ever from the Lord his children sever.”  We have
no need to look upon our relationships with others with an eye on what we can gain for ourselves, for when
we survey the wondrous Cross on which our Lord suffered and died for us and for all humanity “my richest gain
I count but loss and pour contempt on all my pride.”  We have no need to live according to the creed of quid
pro quo, because the greatest gift of all is one that can never be ours in any transactional relationship: the love
of God that is ours – freely and fully – in our Lord Jesus Christ.

· “… when each person has forgotten himself and emptied himself of God’s gifts, he should conduct
himself as if his person’s weakness, sin, and foolishness were his very own.  He should not boast or get
puffed up.  Nor should he despise or triumph over his neighbor as if he were his god or equal to God …
It is in this way, then, that one takes the form of a servant, and that the command of the Apostle in
Gal. 5 [:13] is fulfilled: ‘Through love be servants of one another.’” – Luther, “Two Kinds of
Righteousness.”

True greatness does not come through gaining superior status over others or looking upon relationships and
circumstances in a strictly quid pro quo status.  True greatness comes through following the one who shows us
that the greatest status we can attain is being a child of God, sealed by the Holy Spirit, marked with the Cross
of Christ, and called to shine the light of Christ before others so that all may know that God loves all people –
no quid pro quo needed! Amen.


