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Introduction 
 In case you haven’t noticed yet, Jesus has a different way of doing things.  
There’s the way things are normally done and then there’s Jesus’ way which is 
sometimes subtly and many times radically divergent from the world’s modus operandi.  
The Jesus way is peculiar; it runs counter to conventional wisdom.  And so as we’ve 
spent a considerable amount of time looking at the life and teachings of Jesus as related 
to us by Luke we’ve seen Jesus’ unique perspective on money, on marriage, on 
community, on commitment, on religion, on relating truth, on eschatology, on 
exclusivism, on government, and now on greatness. 
 There’s no doubt that the world lauds ‘greatness’ and defines it as success, fame, 
fortune, and power.  The drive to be great is encouraged and rewarded and admired.  The 
dominant voice whispering in your ear throughout life says, “Look out for #1.  Do this 
and you’ll be thought of as great.  Seek status.”  It’s graduation season, so I just thought 
I’d Google ‘high school class mottos’ – you know, those cheesy sayings that you have at 
commencement ceremonies.  I bet you all had one.  Here’s some of what I found: 
 

There was the expected meaningless nonsense – 
 
• “It’s not where we stand, but the direction we’re headed.  We need to 

remember our past and begin our future.” 
 
There was your standard, humanistic fare – 
 
• “Destiny is not chance, but choice.” 
• “Each of us has different talents, different dreams, different destinations, but 

we all have the power to make a new tomorrow.” 
• “If we can’t find a way, we’ll make one.” 
 
And of course as you might expect there was the “let’s go be great” refrain – 
 
• “Aspire to the stars.” 
• “Success does not come, it is made.” 
• “The waves pave the way to success.” 
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• “Don’t itch for success, scratch for it.” 
• “Class of 2005: To achieve fame in spite of obstacles.” 

 
 So according to the message you hear at graduation, the greatest good in life is to 
achieve fame.  I’m sure you’ve heard this message in many different forms.  But I 
wonder what Jesus would say if he were invited to be the commencement speaker at a 
high school today.  Based on this text I think he might get up there and say, “Graduates: 
the main thing I want you to realize about your life is just this: don’t aspire to be great 
in this life, seek to be a servant.”  And so I stand before you today with the same 
message: Church: don’t aspire to be great in this life, seek to be a servant. 
 
Let’s pray… 
 
The Worldly Way (vv. 24-25) 
 Last week we looked at the Last Supper, focusing on Jesus’ words of institution 
where he instituted a new ceremonial meal to replace the Passover meal as a powerful 
memorial of what happened the next day – the day Jesus was sacrificed on the cross to 
save us from our sins.  Three weeks ago we looked specifically at the character Judas, as 
compared to Peter, so we kind of covered vv. 21-23.  In those verses right after the words 
of institution Jesus acknowledges that somebody at the table with him is going to betray 
him.  It’s Judas and Jesus knows it, but the disciples still don’t know.  So “they began to 
question among themselves which of them it might be who would do this” (v. 23) and 
I’m sure all firmly denied that it could be them.  And so an argument ensued – “It can’t 
be me.  I wouldn’t do this.  It has to be one of you…” 
 And also, minutes after Jesus has solemnly instituted the Lord’s Table and told 
them that tomorrow he would die to obtain their salvation, “a dispute arose among them 
as to which of them was considered to be greatest” (v. 24)!  Can you picture it?  “Hey 
guys, I’m going to be broken and bloodied tomorrow for you and I want you to regularly 
gather together to partake of this symbolic meal in remembrance of me.  One of you is 
going to play a part in getting me killed.”  “Oh, well that couldn’t be me.  No, not me.  
I’m your top guy.  Everyone looks to me as 2nd in command.”  Someone else pipes up, 
“Are you kidding!  Everyone sees me as the most qualified…”  And yet another makes 
his case for being the greatest among the disciples.  And around this time Judas is 
slipping out to meet with the temple guard. 
 It’s unbelievable, isn’t it?  Among the inner circle of Jesus’ disciples, there’s one 
traitor and there are 11 men caught up in status and rank.  They don’t get it.  They don’t 
really comprehend what tomorrow holds.  There’s a lingering worldliness within the 
community of Jesus’ followers.  It’s not okay.  Jesus doesn’t accept it.  He’s about to 
denounce it.  But notice his patience.  This is something I marvel at as I look at the 
worldliness I see in our own church – not that I’m exempt from it myself.  But as an elder 
when I see it in the church I am tempted to despair or to grow impatient or to get 
frustrated or to blow up (which are all worldly reactions themselves).  But Jesus himself 
encountered the same thing and on the eve of his crucifixion is confronted with power 
grabbing, status hungry disciples… and he takes it as a teaching opportunity.  He’s 
reasoning with and admonishing his disciples throughout this whole interchange – and 
with a soft tone; not a harsh one.  Yes he’s up front and serious, but not angry. 
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 “Jesus said to them, ‘The kings of the Gentiles lord it over them; and those who 
exercise authority over them call themselves Benefactors” (v. 25).  Jesus pinpoints the 
attitude he sees in his disciples.  It’s the same attitude he sees in the world!  It’s the 
prevalent mindset in the secular sphere – obtain power, whatever it costs, and employ it 
in a self-seeking way.  Political leaders of neighboring nation-states were readily 
identified by such traits.  They ‘lorded it over’ people.  They demanded the royal 
treatment – bowing, gifts, fancy salutations, feasts, parades and holidays in their honor.  
All the way from the top – Caesar – to the bottom – people like Pilate and other local 
rulers.  They keep the people under their thumbs and dependent by means of heavy taxes, 
forced labor, even ruthless bloodshed and yet they demand to be thought of and referred 
to as ‘Benefactors’ – that is, people doing good for those under them and deserving the 
people’s admiration.  It’s all just a big ego trip. 
 That’s the world’s way of exercising power – then and now.  And it’s not only in 
the political sphere.  It’s also in the business world, the academic world, the 
entertainment world…  That’s what everyone wishes to be.  Get on top if you can and 
when you get there let everyone know you’re there.  Now the disciples had given up on 
climbing the ladder in the fishing industry or the Roman tax bureaucracy, but they had 
transferred that mindset into the community of faith.  They were jockeying for position 
and status within the proto-church.  Different arena; but same sinful desire. 
 As a child after wanting to be a policeman when I grew up came the short-lived 
phase of wanting to be a farmer.  And then after that was a period when I thought I’d be 
the second-baseman for the Chicago Cubs.  And then when I had to tell my 8th grade 
guidance counselor what I wanted to go into in college I said computer graphics (my 
friend had put that down and I heard they made a lot of money).  And then there was a 
time when I was really fascinated with the political realm and had this idea of being 
President of the United States one day.  I was actually voted ‘Most Likely to Be Elected 
President’ in my senior class.  I had visited Washington, D.C. several times and went to 
the ‘96 Inauguration and was thoroughly intoxicated by the halls of power.  I got goose 
bumps when I heard ‘Hail to the Chief’ and saw the President walk out to a 21 canon 
salute.  I wanted that.  I wanted people to look up to me.  I wanted the prestige and the 
power. 
 As God started to get a hold of my life in high school and started to rewire my 
passions and desires, I felt this call to be a pastor, which he soon solidified and 
confirmed.  But those worldly desires for recognition and influence were still there.  
They’re still there in my sinful nature today.  It’s really easy to just baptize those desires 
and bring them into the church, as if it’s better to be a pastor that ‘lords it over’ people 
than a mayor, but that doesn’t make it better.  In fact, it’s probably worse in God’s eyes.  
It’s a selfish, idolatrous desire and Jesus says it’s no different than what the pagans run 
after. 
 
The Jesus Way (v. 26) 
 Jesus explains the worldly way, drawing the connection between that behavior 
and the behavior the disciples are currently exhibiting and he says plainly, “But you are 
not to be like that” (v. 26a).  Jesus sates very clearly that his disciples aren’t to be driven 
by the same worldly desires for power and status and recognition.  That has no place in 
the church.  That shouldn’t be what characterizes Christians, either as pastors or as 
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businessmen, students, medical professionals, electricians, consultants, teachers, actors, 
or people in any other field.  A Christian should operate from a wholly different 
perspective.  What you hear at graduations, what you read in NY Times best-selling non-
fiction, the pressure from culture and family to be great, be successful, be thought of as 
important – don’t buy into it, Jesus says.  Don’t aspire to be great in this life. 
 “Ah, yes,” you say.  “Now I can get my parents off my back.  My pastor’s saying 
that Jesus is saying I don’t have to be driven.  I can just kick back and coast and live off 
my parents indefinitely and not feel guilty.  I like this.”  Not so fast.  Jesus is saying not 
to have worldly ambition, but he’s not saying it’s okay to be a slacker or lazy or be 
content with drifting aimlessly through life in shades of mediocrity.  Jesus is not 
condoning chronic lethargy or abandoning hard work for a slow-paced life of ease and 
leisure.  Far from it!  He’s saying instead of striving for self-promotion spending your life 
reaching for the next level of achievement and recognition, strive with every ounce of 
your being for others’ well-being, spending yourself and sacrificing yourself in service. 
 “Instead,” Jesus says, “the greatest among you should be like the youngest, and 
the one who rules like the one who serves” (v. 26b).  Don’t seek the limelight.  Don’t 
seek veneration.  Instead, seek the behind the scenes roles, the unglamorous positions.  
Willingly forsake the path of worldly greatness to humbly serve.  Do you see how this 
isn’t an excuse for slacking off and sailing through life unruffled and unmotivated?  It’s 
just a re-direction of ambition away from self and onto others.  Jesus wants goal-oriented, 
go-getters for the kingdom.  But that doesn’t look like success in the world’s eyes. 
 In Jesus’ world, much like in much of Asian culture today, age was equated with 
honor.  The older you were the more distinguished you were and the more clout you had 
to demand respect.  You could pull rank over somebody simply by age.  And the gray 
hair went to people’s heads, so to speak, causing them to possess a sense of entitlement.  
Jesus is saying that empty mark of status doesn’t mean a thing.  In his book the greater 
person is the one who relinquishes that trump card and acts as if he’s the youngest. 
 Similarly, Jesus says the one who rules (and there must be rulers and leaders in 
life, including the church) must be as the one serving.  An elder cannot demand any 
respect or allegiance or reverence, it’s just a title that demands greater service and self-
sacrifice from him.  A Christian supervisor cannot use his position for self-
aggrandizement or self-service, but simply as a call for greater responsibility – to the 
client, to the company, and to those underneath him.  The follower of Christ’s aim in life 
is not to attain greater status and use that position to ‘lord it over’ people, her aim is to 
use whatever gifts and position the Lord puts her in to serve others, even if that means 
forsaking the fast track to fame. 
 I hope you can see how counter Jesus’ call is to the worldly scheme of things.  It 
flips everything we’ve been taught to believe in school and in the media on its head.  It 
says give up those ambitions to be a millionaire by the age of 40, to be a movie star, to 
publish a book, to be the next Billy Graham, to ______.  It’s all empty and sinful.  But 
remember: it’s not an excuse for laziness (for that’s just selfishness in different garb), it’s 
a call for humble servitude, recklessly abandoning all your ‘rights and privileges’ and 
substituting in the perks of the youngest, for a cause other than your own, namely the 
kingdom of God and the well-being of others. 
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The Two-fold Ground for the Jesus Way (vv. 27-30) 
 That’s pretty clear from the text, now it’s really a matter of motivation and 
applying it to your life.  On it’s own it’s just a nice thought, a moral platitude without 
anything to back it up (besides that fact that Jesus commanded it, which should be 
enough).  Therefore, Jesus gives us two very good reasons for abandoning the world’s 
system which seems so right at times for the upside-down, counter-intuitive path of 
zealous servitude.  Verse 27 starts with a ‘for’ and then proceeds to give us two reasons 
why we should turn this pagan protocol on its head. 
 Disciples quarrel for status; Jesus says that’s exactly how the world works; then 
Jesus says they shouldn’t be like the world; then he gives a prescription for how they 
should be; now he gives the two-fold ground for his radical teaching on power and 
position.  In doing so, first of all he asks a rhetorical question – “Who is greater, the one 
who is at the table or the one who serves?” (v. 27a).  Go eat at the Signature Room at the 
top of the Hancock building.  Who’s more important – the rich attorney feasting on 
roasted duck or the waiter taking the order?  Or better yet, go stay at the Palmer House 
Hilton.  Who’s more important – the businessman from New York in town for a meeting 
or the maid lady who scrubs his toilet while he’s away during the day? 

The obvious answer, the expected answer is, “The attorney, of course,” or, “The 
businessman, obviously.”  Jesus says, “Is it not the one who is at the table?” (v. 27b).  We 
all immediately think, “Yeah.  It’s the one at the table.”  “But,” Jesus says, “[consider 
this:] I am among you as one who serves” (v. 27c).  If Jesus was messiah, King of the 
Jews, the regal Son of Man of Dan. 7, the Lord, then why wasn’t he eating the Passover 
in a lavish banquet hall with the chief priests and leaders among the people and being 
waited on instead of in a borrowed upper room with a bunch of simple men from up 
North?  The answer’s not because he is not great.  The answer is because he operates on a 
wholly different code. 

The first reason for Jesus’ teaching in v. 26 is the model of Jesus himself.  Jesus, 
the greatest human ever to walk this earth, shatters the mold of greatness.  If you’ll allow 
me to bring in something John records in his Gospel it adds to the force of Luke: Jesus is 
also washing his disciples’ feet at this Passover meal – the 1st century equivalent of 
scrubbing toilets.  When a similar dispute broke out among some of the disciples at 
another point, Mark’s Gospel records that Jesus backed up his condemnation of this 
attitude by pointing out, “For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to 
serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many” (Mk. 10:45). 

Jesus is the perfect example of his own model.  He didn’t just tell his followers to 
act a certain way, he showed them what it looked like.  He did not demand rights or 
pomp, but patiently/lovingly/graciously befriended a bunch of ordinary people and 
persevered in teaching them the mysteries of the kingdom.  And the culmination of his 
life was a sacrificial, substitutionary, vicarious, atoning death on the cross where his body 
was broken and his blood was poured out for those who had and would believe in him.  
There is no better example of the greatest being like the youngest and the leader being 
like the one who serves.  So if you’re looking for a compelling reason for giving up 
worldly ambition, pouring out every last drop of life in your body for others, then look at 
your Lord!  That’s exactly what he did. 

The apostle Paul picks up on this teaching in his letter to the Philippians, chapter 
2:  “Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others 
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better than yourselves.  Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also 
to the interests of others.  [Then he says –] Your attitude should be the same as that of 
Christ Jesus.  [Then he quotes an early worship song]: Who, being in very nature God, 
did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, 
taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness.  And being found in 
appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death – even death on 
a cross!” (vv. 3-8).  There’s pretty much the same admonition and then he cites the 
example of Christ. 

Then Paul, continuing on in the same pattern of Luke 22, notes the exaltation that 
follows humiliation – “Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the 
name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in 
heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is 
Lord, to the glory of God the Father” (v. 9-11).  Notice in Luke 22 how Jesus says, 
“[Consider my example – I am among you as one who serves.  And also consider:] You 
are those who have stood by me in my trials.  And I confer on you a kingdom, just as my 
Father conferred one on me, so that you may eat and drink at my table in my kingdom 
and sit on thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel” (vv. 28-30).  The second reason to 
forsake worldly ambition is that it will result in supreme exaltation in the age to come. 

If we share in his sufferings and follow his model of humility and service, then we 
will indeed share in his glory and his exaltation (cf. Rom. 8:17).  Jesus reasons 
winsomely with his disciples – You’ve made it this far (remember: Judas has left at this 
point; cf. Jn. 13:27-30).  You’re not perfect yet, but you’re growing.  I’m giving you a 
reward, and ultimate ruling position throughout eternity.  Thrones, banquets, honor, all 
that will be yours, but that’s not what you should seek in this life.”  In Rev. 3:21 Jesus 
says to a church: “To him who overcomes, I will give the right to sit with me on my 
throne, just as I overcame and sat down with my Father on his throne.”  That’s what’s in 
store for Christians.  We reign with Jesus now in an ironic way in the inaugurated 
kingdom (which means we carry our crosses now like Jesus did), but when he comes 
again in power and majesty we will reign with him forever over his perfect kingdom. 

It’s that delayed gratification principle again/an eternal perspective.  Can you let 
go of your rights now for pleasures evermore in the future; 60 or 70 years of waiting 
tables for endless millennia of feasting at the eschatological banquet table in glory.  We 
have two solid reasons for not aspiring to be great in this life, but seeking to be a 
servant: (1) that’s what the great Jesus did himself, and (2) if we do, a kingdom and a 
table and a throne and authority await us in eternity.  Two pretty good reasons for 
marching to the beat of a different drummer. 
 
Application 
 But now what does this all mean specifically for us?  What would this look like?  
“I’m not a government official.  I don’t want to be a pastor,” you say, “does this really 
apply to me?”  Yes, I believe this applies to everyone here.  Each of us in our own way 
struggles with a competitive desire to be thought of as great.  We each try to find our 
niche in life and excel at that to find a sense of self worth and get a share of recognition.  
Maybe you’ve found your niche or maybe you’re still searching for it and not sure what 
to do with your life.  This text has something to say to you. 
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 First of all, if you’re here today and you call IBC home your main calling in life is 
not to be a programmer or a consultant or an artist.  Your vocation is a calling, but it’s 
secondary.  Your main calling in life is to serve this church and play your part to see it 
radiate God’s glory to the UIC area.  If you’re looking for a calling in life, I just told you 
what it is.  Give your best energy not to hobbies or interests or career advancement, but to 
the kingdom advancement through this small, little church.  Has that you’re your top 
priority lately?  Where you live, where you work, who you spend time with must be in 
service to the church. 
 Here’s another application: whatever money you’ve been blessed with, whether 
two small copper coins or substantial wealth, give it away.  Instead of using it to purchase 
status symbols, give it to the church, help support another missionary.  If you believe that 
Jesus, though he was rich, yet for our sakes became poor (cf. 2Cor. 8:9) and if you 
believe that you will enjoy lavish material blessings beyond your wildest imagination in 
the life to come, then give up your monetary pursuits.  Jesus says the 
pagans/Gentiles/world run after all these things (cf. Mt. 6:32), but we’re not to be like 
that. 
 Here’s another one: maybe you have parents who think there are only two career 
options in life – doctor or lawyer.  Because of their influence you’ve gone down that 
path.  How normal, according to the world’s thinking, is it to be a doctor who provides 
free medical care to residents of Pilsen (that’s not just a nice idea I’d seriously like to see 
it happen) or a doctor who leaves a 6 figure salary (even after medical malpractice 
insurance) in the States to get into a closed country and plant a church.  You can also be a 
lawyer who works for peanuts for a non-profit Christian organization. 
 If you’re a woman and God hasn’t called you to singleness, seriously consider 
Paul’s advice: thumb your nose at feminism’s plea for liberated ‘greatness’ and be busy 
at home, love and submit to your husband, and care for your children (cf. Tit. 2:4-5).  
How radically different than the world’s model is that?  Husbands and dads: make less 
money at work and put yourself at a disadvantage for promotions so you have more time 
to spend with your wife and kids and more time to serve in positions at church. 
 Let your convictions prevent you from ever achieving worldly success in your 
field.  Let your modest style of life prevent you from ever having the house of your 
dreams and the furniture of the magazines and the car you’ve always wanted.  Let your 
education be employed in service to the church, not your admittance into certain social 
circles.  Let whatever talents, intellect, or breaks you’ve received in life be poured out for 
others, not hoarded for yourself to inflate your own ego and your standing with others.  
Don’t aspire to be great in this life, seek to be a servant. 
 
Conclusion 
 Let’s spend some time asking the Holy Spirit to apply this even more specifically 
to our own lives.  What ways are you chasing after the goals of the world?  How could 
you spend your life in greater service to others?  Let’s reflect and meditate on these truths 
as the Worship Team comes forward to lead us in our response through song. 
 
Benediction 
May your attitude be the same as that of Christ Jesus.  May you be a servant in this life, 
not a seeker of status. 
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This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by Pastor 
Nathan Carter on Sunday afternoon, June 5, 2005.  It is not meant to be a polished essay or substitute for 

personal Bible study.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy people who 
find fulfillment for their hunger for beauty, meaning, and eternal satisfaction in the glory of Christ alone. 


