
Real Greatness

Luke 22:24-30

“Also a dispute arose among them as to which of them was considered the greatest.  Jesus said to them, “The kings of the Gentiles lord it over them; and those who exercise authority over them call themselves Benefactors.  But you are not to be like that.  Instead, the greatest among you should be like the youngest, and the one who rules like the one who serves” (Luke 22:24ff).  

Disputes arise, no surprise.  Even on the sacred ground of the last supper before our Lord was betrayed and crucified, the 12 continued their argument over who was considered the greatest.  Perhaps James and John made the case that they were the greatest as the sons of thunder, risk takers, real leaders-ready to call down judgment on the disobedient.  Matthew was certainly a favorite because with his wealthy background as a tax collector could he could throw a party!  And, of course, Peter was an obvious choice.  The 12 argued over who was considered the greatest.   

Notice our Lord did not rebuke the desire for greatness.  Jesus did not say, “OK, whoever aspires to be great is arrogant-get out of the room.”  No, he does not condemn greatness. He cautions us on the wrong path.  Our Lord knew that we tend to think of greatness as kings and benefactors-going into politics or trying to make a lot of money-but you are not to be like that.  He shows us a path to greatness that we never would have found.  The true deity of this man from Nazareth shows us a path to greatness we never would have thought of.  Instead, the greatest among you should be like the youngest and the one who rules like the one who serves.  Let’s focus on the first saying.      

The greatest among you should be like the youngest
What does this mean that the greatest among you should be like the youngest?  Is he pointing us to humility?  Yes.  Is he pointing to child like faith-yes-unless we become like a little child in simply trusting Christ we cannot enter the kingdom of God.   As I pondered this mystery more, it came to my mind that there is a story on Scripture where Jesus himself is the youngest one in the room among the greatest people of the day.  Only Luke records this story:  Luke 2: 46.    

Every year his parents went to Jerusalem for the Feast of the Passover.  When he was 12 years old, they went up to the Feast, according to the custom.  After the Feast was over, while his parents were returning home, the boy Jesus stayed behind in Jerusalem, but they were unaware of it.  Thinking he was in their company, they traveled on for a day.  Then they began looking for him among their relatives and friends.   When they did not find him, they went back to Jerusalem found him in the temple courts, sitting among the teachers, listening to them and asking them questions.

Real greatness is being like the youngest by listening

This is an amazing scene.  The Son of God sits down with the political and theological leaders of ancient Israel.  The Creator is conversing with his creation.  The Word of God does not lecture; he listens- for listening is a path to greatness.  

How would it have gone over if this 12-year-old had walked into the temple and started teaching the teachers?  It would have been just about as effective as I have been when I tried to preach to my teenage boys.  Our 2 sons are now walking with the Lord and our communication is great, but when they were in high school, I was constantly warning them about all the sinful moves I made in high school.  The more I taught, the more they tuned me out.  But, God have me one more opportunity with our daughter who was four years younger.  

I had been mediating on these Scriptures and I determined with our daughter I would seek to lead by listening.  So, I made every effort to drive her to school until she could drive and I would listen.  In high school, the big test came.  This real stud had invited her to go to the homecoming dance.  I listened.  I let her share her heart.  I let her describe her feelings and her thoughts.  I let her share what her friends were saying and this tremendous fear come over me.  I felt what Chuck Swindoll describes that on the day of his daughter’s wedding he felt like he was turning a Stratavarius violin over to a 500 point guerilla.  I wanted to press my points, but I listened.  I gave my fears to the Lord and Tiffany the freedom to respond as God led her.  She had prayed.  She trusted God for wisdom and she is till doing it.  She comes up with much better ideas than I ever would.  I learned that as I listen, others learn to listen to the heavenly Father and when I am loud they do not hear either one.  The godliest people listen.  

· My dear brothers, take note of this:  everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry…(James 1:19).  

· Let the wise listen and add to their understanding…(Proverbs 1:5).

· He who answers before listening-that is his folly and his shame (Proverbs 18:13).  

Leading by listening requires no position.  It requires no power.  It requires no money.  It is something the youngest child can do.  But, listening does have one difficult prerequisite.  As someone has said, what the heart loves, the ears hear.  I like sports and I find it easy to listen to Sports Radio. What the heart loves, the ears hear.  If we love the Lord, we listen to his word.  If we love our family, we lead them by listening.  If we love those we lead, we will listen. 

Real greatness is being like the youngest by listening and asking good questions

”They…found him in the temple courts, sitting among the teachers, listening to them and asking them questions...”

Rudyard Kipling wrote:  I keep six honest serving men; they taught me all I knew.  Their names are What, Why, When, How, Where and Who.  All through his ministry Jesus led by asking good questions.  H.H. Horne in Jesus the Master Teacher (1920)  identifies over 100 different questions Jesus asked.  

What:  does it profit a man to gain the whole world, and loose his own soul? 

Why:  Why do you call me, Lord, Lord, and do not do what I say (Luke 9:46)? 

Where:  John’s baptism-where did it come from?  Was it from heaven, or from men (Matt. 21:25)?
Who:  Who do the crowds say I am?  (Luke 9:18)  Who do you say that I am?  

As W.P. Merrill observes:  His aim, as the Great Teacher of men was, and ever is, not to relieve the reason and conscience of mankind, not to lighten the burden of thought and study, but rather to increase that burden, to make men more conscientious, more eager, more active in mind and moral sense.  That is to say, he came not to answer questions; but to ask them, not to settle men’s souls, but to provoke them, not to save men from their problems, but to save them from their indolence; not to make life easier, but to make it more educative (Discipleship Journal: 1981: 5, 42).  

The person at a party who asks good questions can lead the conversation.   We can lead a team meeting by asking the right questions.  The path to greatness means listening and learning to ask appropriate, timely questions.  


These insights helped me understand just a little more the mysterious book of Job.  Job 1 says Job was the greatest man of the East.  Then his world collapsed-he lost his possessions, his children, and his health and he had no idea that Satan was behind it all.  In the book of Job, Job is hurting.  His heart is bleeding.  He gives speech after speech arguing with his friends and wrestling with God like Jacob.  He is the classic person who processes by talking and talking and talking.  Have you ever noticed verbal processors marry internal processors-Job and his friends were definitely verbal.  Finally when his friends are finished with their foolishness, the Lord answers Job out of the storm.  How does God lead Job into understanding?  He asks him over 80 questions.  
Then the Lord answered Job out of the storm.  He said:

Who is this that darkens my counsel with words without knowledge?  Brace yourself like a man; I will question you, and you shall answer me.  

Where were you when I laid the earth’s foundations?  Tell me if you understand.  

Who marked off its dimensions?  Surely you know?  

Who stretched out a measuring line across it?  On what were its footings set, or who laid its cornerstone while the morning stars sang together and all the angels shouted for joy (Job 38:1-7)?  

I used to wonder where was God when all this tragedy happened to Job.  Now, I believe that he loved Job so much that he listened to him for 37 chapters and then asked great questions to lead Job into deeper levels of understanding.  

Authentic greatness is being like the youngest by listening, asking good questions, and being full of laughter and joy  
Young children know how to have fun-especially the youngest one.  Ever noticed the youngest child is often the one who is really funny and  brings laughter and joy to everyone.  Some of our greatest comedians have been the youngest child.  Some suggest the oldest are parent oriented, middle children are often peer oriented, and the youngest-performer who bring laugher and joy.  

“The conventional picture of a Christ  is he never laughed…(5)…we think of him as mild in manner, endlessly patient, grave in speech, and serious almost to the point of dourness (16)…our eldest son was four years old and we were reading to him from the seventh chapter of Matthew’s Gospel, feeling very serious, when suddenly the little boy began to laugh.  He laughed because he saw how preposterous it would be for a man to be so deeply concerned about a speck in another’s eye, that he was unconscious of the fact that his own eye had a beam in it…the idea struck him as ludicrous…” Elton Trueblood-The Humor of Christ.
I imagine every parent has memories of their children bursting out in laughter at something funny.  I can still hear the uncontrollable laughter as we read the Bible in Pictures for Little Eyes by Ken Taylor and the story of the raising of Lazarus from the dead.  The Old King James translation gave the reaction of Martha to the idea of opening of the tomb-He stinketh!  We would roar in laugher as we would say again and again, He stinketh! He stinketh!  Children know how to laugh.  God knows how to laugh!  Indeed, the name that God gave to Abraham’s only son with Sarah was Isaac and Isaac is the Hebrew word, laughter!  We follow the God of Abraham, Laughter, and Jacob.  


As the parents of Jesus discover that he is missing, they rush back to Jerusalem.  They frantically look for him for three days.  If you have ever lost a child in a park or a mall you know how they felt.  When they finally found him in the temple, Mary was upset.  What do you think her tone was?  Son, why have you treated us like this?  Your father and I have been anxiously searching for you.  And how did Jesus respond?  He listened to his mother because he loved her.   He asked her 2 great questions:  Why were you searching for me?  He asked.  Didn’t you know I had to be in my father’s house?”  Jesus listened and asked good questions and since he always had the fulness of the Spirit and I imagine that Jesus never lost his kindness and joy.  

“But they did not understand what he was saying to them.”  When we are misunderstood, when we are falsely accused, when we upset people by doing what is right, oh to listen, to lead with a good question, and to always have the attitude of a joyful child. Joy to the world, the king of kings has come as a little child.  The greatest among you should be like the youngest…listening, asking questions, and full of laughter and joy!


