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There is a game children used to play, maybe they still do? They would find a little mound or some other high point. They would all scramble up to the top, holding each other back or even pushing each other down. The first person to reach the top would yell out to the ones below, “I’m the king of the castle and you’re the dirty rascals.” But it doesn’t stop in the schoolyard. Throughout life, people are scrambling for recognition and significance. People want to be more than just a number or a production unit. Most people want to feel important. Not everyone wants to be the king or queen of the castle, but everyone wants to feel like they count.

Even Jesus’ disciples wanted to be counted. The disciples are walking along the road with Jesus. He has just told them about his death and resurrection, and they don’t understand what it means. They are afraid to ask because it doesn’t seem to fit in with their idea of the Christ. Their idea of Christ is someone who is going to take them to Jerusalem to restore the kingdom of Israel. Their heads are filled with thoughts of victory over the Roman overlords. And as the discussion continues the disciples begin to discuss who counts the most amongst them. Who is the most important! Who is the greatest?

The servant is the greatest. The very last is the greatest.  That sounds so different to the usual measures of greatness. Greatness is usually measured by achievement, power, and influence. It has been said that winners are grinners. The greatest football team is the one that wins the finals. The greatest sportsperson is the one who gets the gold medal. The greatest pop star is the one that can sell the most records. The greatest politician is the one who wins by a landslide. Even in Christian circles we often measure success and greatness by achievement. We measure the greatness of a congregation by its numbers, or its impressive buildings, or its programs.  But Jesus says, “If you want to be first, you must be the very last and servant of all.” 

The real measure of greatness is how you use the gifts and talents God has given you to meet the needs of others. The real measure of greatness is how you use your achievements, power, and influence to serve others. Jesus shows that for the Christian the more power you have, the more influence you have, the more wealth you have, the greater your call to service. The less you are to think about yourself and the more you are to think about the needs of others. Service isn’t easy because it requires sacrifice, it means taking up your cross. It means putting up with being last and bearing it for the sake of those in need. 
Some of you may have grown up being told that children are to be seen but not heard. For much of history, children had no rights. Certainly, in the first century, they had no rights, no influence, no standing. They were utterly dependent, utterly vulnerable, and utterly powerless. The example of Christian service that Jesus gives is that of serving a little toddler. When you serve a little child, you do so knowing that that child cannot give you anything in return. Serving a child is not always fun either. Remember Jesus is not talking about merely welcoming our own children but other people’s children. As someone recently told me, he never minded changing his own children’s nappies but changing someone else’s children’s nappies was one of the worst things he ever had to do. 
Jesus tells us that what is most important to him is that we welcome those in society who like little children have no influence and no standing. Those who are dependent, vulnerable, and powerless. 

When we welcome these people in the name of Jesus and meet their needs, we are following the example of greatness set by the king of the universe. More importantly, Jesus identifies with those who are overlooked and ignored in our society to such a degree that when we welcome and serve them when it is as though we are welcoming and serving Jesus, and we are also welcoming the one who sent him, our heavenly Father. 
It should not surprise us that service is the mark of greatness in God’s kingdom. After all, it is through service that we have gained entry to the kingdom. Not our service but the service of the greatest of all. The service of Christ the king, who gave up everything. Jesus served us by giving up his life for us, bearing our sin and death, so that we who are helpless to save ourselves can have forgiveness, new life, and eternal salvation. Jesus, the greatest in the kingdom of God, the one who is first in the kingdom of God, put himself last and became the servant of all. No wonder service is the mark of greatness in God’s kingdom.
Christ’s service did not end on the cross. Jesus still comes into our lives to serve us. We experience his service every time we worship. Today Christ has served us with the forgiveness of sins, he has served us with His life-giving Word, and in a while, he will serve us with his body and blood, freely given and shed for us. As we experience Christ serving us, as we experience God’s forgiving love, it touches your hearts and souls and ignites in us the flame of love for God and neighbour. A love that flows out in service. 
Amen.
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