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Face to Face 3.5 -- Stop arguing and start serving! 
(week of 10/18/2015)  

Text:  Luke 9:46-50 
 
Big Idea:  When we come face to face with Jesus, we learn to model 

appropriate ambition, humble service, and kingdom cooperation. 
 
Ice Breaker:  What is the most peculiar trait or habit you’ve ever had? 
 
(Luke 9:46-50)  An argument started among the disciples as to which of them would be the greatest.  (47)  Jesus, knowing 

their thoughts, took a little child and had him stand beside him.  (48)  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 it is the one who 
is least among you all who is the greatest."  (49)  "Master," said John, "we saw someone driving out demons in your 
name and we tried to stop him, because he is not one of us."  (50)  "Do not stop him,” Jesus said, "for whoever is not 
against you is for you.” 

 
As we continue our journey of coming face to face with Jesus in the gospel of Luke, we come to a short 

passage that is packed with huge lessons for us.  They speak to how we think about and approach our life 
together in the church.  These verses come immediately after the dramatic confrontation between Jesus and 
a demon who has harming a young man or boy he was possessing.  In the following days, Jesus’ disciples had 
a running argument over who how prominent a place in the new kingdom of God they should expect.  And 
apparently, they weren’t afraid to put each other down and push themselves as something pretty special. 

 
Here are some lessons we can learn from this face-to-face encounter between Jesus and his disciples: 
  
(1)  The lesson of “appropriate ambition” 
(Luke 9:46)  An argument started among the disciples as to which of them would be the greatest. 
 
What were Jesus’ disciples arguing about?  It was something about being “the greatest”.  But, the greatest 

WHAT?  We can’t be certain, but we can look back at the stories we’ve recently studied to get a hint.  They 
give us three possibilities:  the greatest healer, the greatest follower, or the greatest replacement. 

THE GREATEST HEALER:  The disciples had all been out on their own, in twos, to preach, to heal, and to cast 
out demons.  Now they’ve just had an incident where of the nine of them that were there, none could cast 
the demon out of a young man.  Were Peter, James or John saying, “If WE’da been there . . .”, with some of 
the others responding, “Yeah, well, when Phil and I were in Cana, you shoulda seen me cast out . . .” 

THE GREATEST FOLLOWER:  Peter, James and John had just come down from the mountaintop experience of 
the transfiguration.  They had been clearly becoming Jesus’ “go to” guys for special events.  Were the other 
nine mumbling about that, trying to make a case why THEY should be the special ones? 

THE GREATEST REPLACEMENT:  Twice now in this chapter, Jesus has spoken about his coming death, talking 
about being taken away from them and killed.  Were the disciples trying to work out who would become the 
next leader of the group, each of them making their case for why he should be the one? 

 
“[The disciples thought that] there can only be one “greatest” disciple, and the way you determine the winner is by 

making comparisons. But Jesus totally disarms this way of thinking. He makes no comparisons among the 
twelve, or between them and anyone else. The apostle Paul does the same thing with the factious 
Corinthians when he says, “Who says that you are any better than other people? What do you have that 
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wasn't given to you? If you were given what you have, why are you bragging as if it weren't a gift?” [1 Cor. 

4:7, God’s Word translation]. In other words, God has given us everything that we are and have. We are only 
stewards or managers of it for His sake. Since it all comes from Him, it is ridiculous for us to be puffed up over 
our own gifts or abilities and to look down on others who don’t have what we have.” [Steven Cole] 

 
Q:  Which of the three possibilities above do you think is most likely to be the argument the disciples were 

having, and why? 
 
Q:  What was inappropriate about the ambitions of the disciples here? 
 
Q:  In the verse just before this one, the disciples were afraid to ask Jesus about His death.  But in his account 

of this story, Matthew tells us that they weren’t afraid or ashamed to ask Him about their own positions in 
the kingdom.  How is it that they could be so self-centered as to argue about this in the face of Jesus’ 
sacrifices and coming death? 

 
Q:  [Sam] I once had a professor question a phrase I used -- “appropriate ambition”.  He thought that, for a 

Christian, the phrase was an oxymoron (a pairing of words that don’t seem to belong together -- like seeing, 
on a seafood restaurant menu, “jumbo shrimp”.  As George Carlin asked, “Will they serve you a giant shrimp, 
or a little jumbo?”)  But CAN ambition be part of a Christian’s life?  If so, what KIND of ambitions are 
appropriate? 

 
Q:  In a church family, what kinds of ambitions would be inappropriate for us, and why? 
 
 
(2)  The lesson of humble service 
(Luke 9:47-48)  Jesus, knowing their thoughts, took a little child and had him stand beside him.  (48)  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 it is the one who is least among you all who is the greatest."    

 
“[For Luke, Jesus’ lesson here] was that acceptable service involves caring about people, even insignificant people 

such as children. That is the lesson Luke included in his account of this teaching. It reflects his interest in 
neglected people. A child was the least significant person in Jewish and in Greco-Roman culture. 

Jesus meant that instead of seeking status for themselves, His disciples should give their attention to the 
needs of people who have no status, people like children. The disciple who ministers to a person with no 
status as though he or she was ministering to Jesus does indeed minister to Jesus and to God the Father. The 
principle is that the disciple who is willing to sacrifice personal advancement to serve insignificant people, as 
the world views people, is truly great in God’s estimation.”  [Rich Cathers] 

 
Q:    The message in the last sentence of Verse 9:48 is repeated many times in the New Testament (Matthew 

19:30, 20:16, Mark 9:35, 10:31, James 4:6, 1 Peter 5:4-6). What does it look like, in terms of our life together 
as a church?  [In other words, how do you know when you’re seeing it lived out?]  

 
Q:  The principles that the world lives by tend to be completely opposite of what Jesus taught here.  How do 

we put this principle to work in our own lives, both in and out of the church?  Give specific examples.   
[LEADER -- have someone write down the examples given here.  Come up with as many as you can in a 

reasonable amount of time.  You’ll use them at the end of the study, in the Next Steps.] 
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(3)  The lesson of Kingdom Cooperation 
(Luke 9:49-50)  "Master," said John, "we saw someone driving out demons in your name and we tried to stop him, 

because he is not one of us."  (50)  "Do not stop him,” Jesus said, "for whoever is not against you is for you.” 

 
“Competition (for this is really what [inappropriate] ambition produces) is not only found in its many-faceted 

personal forms, but also in various collective versions. Thus, we come to the next event in Luke’s gospel, the 
case of the non-franchised, non-ordained, non-approved exorcist.  Apparently the disciples were not 
successful in stopping this exorcist, either, for they tell the Lord that they tried to stop him. Isn’t it interesting 
that this group of men who fought with one another for position also resisted anyone else having a 
successful ministry. If they were unable to successfully cast out a demon, why should they allow this 
“outsider” to do so? Jesus responded by rebuking the disciples, reminding them that anyone who was not 
against them, anyone who was doing good in His name, was no enemy.”  [Bob Diffenbaugh] 

 
Q:  Read the following quotation, and then talk about how it applies to the life of the church:     

  “PRIDE IS FED BY COMPETITION; HUMILITY IS FED BY COOPERATION.” 
 
Q:  Other than “That’s the way it happened”, why would Luke connect these two stories (the argument over 

who was greatest and the complaint about the outside exorcist)? 
 
Q:  At first reading, this passage and Matthew 12:30 seem to show Jesus contradicting himself.  Explain why 

he isn’t. 
 
Q:  Probably you never see competition being a problem in the church (yeah, right!)  But if you WERE to see 

it, give some specific examples of what it would look like. 
 
Q:  Can you tell us about a specific person who models (or who has modeled) for you the idea of kingdom 

cooperation, rather than competition? 
 
  
NEXT STEPS:   
Go back to Section 2, and read aloud the examples your group collected.  CHOOSE ONE OF THEM, AND BEGIN 
TO MAKE A SPECIFIC PLAN FOR LIVING OUT THAT EXAMPLE OVER THE NEXT WEEK.  
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FURTHER STUDY NOTES   Thoughts from Steven Cole 
 
The disciples needed to learn this lesson. Our text tells of how they got in an argument among themselves as 

to which of them might be the greatest. It sounds awfully childish and dumb, but we would be blind if we did 
not see ourselves in their behavior. Every pastor knows of squabbles that have divided churches because one 
person was hurt that he was not properly recognized for his service to the church. People leave churches 
because they didn’t get their way on what color to paint the fellowship hall! Sometimes we hide our conflicts 
under the banner of doctrinal disputes, often over minor issues, but when you look behind the banner, it is 
really two sides shouting, “I’m the greatest!” “No, I’m the greatest!” 

 
Why did the disciples get into this argument about who was the greatest at this time? I can’t be dogmatic, but 

I have a hunch that it may have stemmed from the incidents just preceding. Jesus had taken Peter, James, 
and John with Him to the Mount of Transfiguration, leaving the other nine in the valley below, where they 
hadn’t been able to cast the demon out of the boy. Although Jesus had commanded Peter, James, and John 
not to tell anyone what they had seen on the mountain until after His resurrection, they probably felt 
privileged for what they had seen there. Perhaps some of the nine were thinking, “Why is that blabbermouth 
Peter in the inner circle? And why does Jesus pick those hotheaded brothers, James and John? I’m a much 
better disciple than they are!” And perhaps Peter, James, and John were thinking, “If these guys had seen 
what we saw, they wouldn’t have any problem casting out that demon! They just need to get their act 
together!” So there was rivalry and competition among the twelve. 

 
Jesus knew “what they were thinking in their heart” (9:47). Pride was at the root of the original sin, where Eve 

thought that she could be like God if she disobeyed Him and ate the forbidden fruit. It is at the root of almost 
all sin, because we proudly think that we know better than God who has given us His commandments. We 
wrongly think that we know what is best for us, even if it goes against what God has clearly said. So to deal 
with pride, we must confess our selfish rebellion against God and humble ourselves before Him. If God gave 
us what we deserve, we would go straight to hell! We must repent of pride and seek His grace. 

 
Also, dealing with pride on the heart level means examining our motives for what we do. Why do I serve 

Christ? Is it out of love and gratitude to Him, or is it to be recognized by others? What happens if I don’t 
receive the recognition that I think I deserve? Do I get hurt feelings and quit? Do I grow jealous of those who 
seem to be in the limelight? Or, do I truly rejoice with the success of other servants of the Lord because the 
name of the Lord is being glorified? 

 
PRIDE IS FED BY COMPETITION; HUMILITY IS FED BY COOPERATION. 
 
I don’t know whether John here was seeking to justify himself or whether he was confessing his sin in light of 

Jesus’ teaching about the least being the great. But he tells Jesus that they had encountered someone casting 
out demons in Jesus’ name (probably on their first preaching tour), and they tried to hinder him because he 
wasn’t a part of their group. Jesus corrected John, “Do not hinder him; for he who is not against you is for 
you.” On another occasion, Jesus said, “He who is not with Me is against Me” (11:23). Obviously, Jesus was 
not contradicting Himself. Rather (as several commentators observe), the second verse is one by which a 
person should test himself: if I am not fully committed to Jesus Christ, I am His enemy. To be neutral is to be 
against Him. But the verse in our text is one by which we test others: we should treat him as an ally unless he 
is obviously against us.  

 


