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When a person is converted to Christ, especially if it was later in life, they come into the kingdom largely unaware of the ways of the Lord. This was my testimony. It seemed that the few things I thought I knew were wrong, and I had to start somewhat below ground zero, and unlearn errors, and then start learning the true ways of the kingdom of God. The prophet Isaiah wrote in Isaiah 5:20 Woe unto them that call evil good, and good evil; that put darkness for light, and light for darkness; that put bitter for sweet, and sweet for bitter! This is the situation for many of us, we just didn’t know any better. When it comes to greatness, that is, holding positions of honor and respect, we think the one who is great is the smartest, the quickest, the best looking, the richest, the most influential, the one most exalted. But let us consider what greatness is in God’s sight.
One of my interests is reading about United States Presidents and government leaders, as well as America’s wars. Starting from George Washington and the war of independence right up through the Civil War and the two World Wars, the present Gulf wars, and everything in between. I like reading about leaders, how they made decisions, how they worked through clashing personalities, and how they prevailed on the battlefields and in government. My interests also extend to business and church leaders as well, studying how and why they do what they do, and the results they get. Many such national and world leaders would be considered great, but the really great ones humbled themselves before God Almighty, as careful study reveals. Let’s consider the passage from Mark 10:35-45 and learn some principles of greatness.

Principle #1 – Greatness Requires Humility

35 And James and John, the sons of Zebedee, come unto him, saying, Master, we would that thou shouldest do for us whatsoever we shall desire. 36 And he said unto them, What would ye that I should do for you? 37 They said unto him, Grant unto us that we may sit, one on thy right hand, and the other on thy left hand, in thy glory.
James the apostle said in James 4:3 Ye ask, and receive not, because ye ask amiss, that ye may consume it upon your lusts. Further in this chapter we read in James 4:6 But he giveth more grace. Wherefore he saith, God resisteth the proud, but giveth grace unto the humble. So to be proud, arrogant, and asking God for exalted positions is wholly out of line with Christian deportment. Jesus said in Matthew 23:12 And whosoever shall exalt himself shall be abased; and he that shall humble himself shall be exalted. Interestingly enough, if someone sets out to be great, they’ll be outside of the will of God, but, if they are walking in humility, they will be lifted up and in the will of God they will be fit for leadership. God’s way to greatness goes through the filter of humility. Always has, and always will. Leaders who are proud have their season, but it ends in shame, futility, and emptiness. Power and position in this life are temporal. Any position should be looked at as indeed temporary, as a privilege, and we should not be high-minded and proud nor strut around with an air of invincibility. Rulers come and go, presidents come and go, managers come and go. The really great ones understood this, and they were humble then, and remained humble afterward. John the apostle wrote of an arrogant, haughty church leader in 3 John 9-10 I wrote unto the church: but Diotrephes, who loveth to have the preeminence among them, receiveth us not. 10 Wherefore, if I come, I will remember his deeds which he doeth, prating against us with malicious words: and not content therewith, neither doth he himself receive the brethren, and forbiddeth them that would, and casteth them out of the church. Some fine pastor, ‘eh? Just another washout. No humility, all too proud. Lousy testimony. Ouch!

Principle #2 – Greatness Requires Sacrifice

38 But Jesus said unto them, Ye know not what ye ask: can ye drink of the cup that I drink of? and be baptized with the baptism that I am baptized with? 39 And they said unto him, We can. And Jesus said unto them, Ye shall indeed drink of the cup that I drink of; and with the baptism that I am baptized withal shall ye be baptized.
To be great requires sacrifice. There is a price to be paid to be entrusted by God Almighty with the mantle of greatness. It is fascinating to me the number of leaders who, through subterfuge, cheating, scheming, and short-cutting reach a place of greatness in the world’s sight, only to flame out and finish up in disgrace. One needn’t look far to see this in the arena of government, private industry, athletics, and academia. Jesus said in John 15:3 Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends. Note the word “greater” coupled with the laying down one’s life. King David made a mistake once in conducting a census of Israel. The reasons why this displeased the Lord are not pertinent here, but know that the Lord was displeased. Another time David sought to purchase some land to build an altar, and the owner offered it for free. When David heard this he said in 2 Samuel 24:24 And the king said unto Araunah, Nay; but I will surely buy it of thee at a price: neither will I offer burnt offerings unto the LORD my God of that which doth cost me nothing. So David bought the threshingfloor and the oxen for fifty shekels of silver. 

Even though David made grievous mistakes in his command as king, the scriptures say in both Old and New Testaments that David was a man after God’s own heart. God raised up David, because David didn’t take shortcuts. He didn’t cheat. He worked hard and honestly. He served his father and his older brothers as a boy by guarding the sheep, even with his own life. He showed sacrificial service. When Jesus talked to the disciples and asked if they could be baptized with the baptism he would be baptized with, he meant service unto death, and all of them did just that, and today in the Christian church they are considered great men. Great for what they did, God exalting them. And Jesus himself, the ultimate example, laid down his own life as a ransom for many. Paul sacrificed and endured great hardships, because that’s the path of greatness. Show me someone lazy, indifferent, and unwilling to take a stand, even at personal cost, and I’ll show you an imposter, a fake, an also-ran leader, but not a great leader.
Principle #3 – Greatness Requires Servanthood

40 But to sit on my right hand and on my left hand is not mine to give; but it shall be given to them for whom it is prepared. 41 And when the ten heard it, they began to be much displeased with James and John. 42 But Jesus called them to him, and saith unto them, Ye know that they which are accounted to rule over the Gentiles exercise lordship over them; and their great ones exercise authority upon them. 43 But so shall it not be among you: but whosoever will be great among you, shall be your minister: 44 And whosoever of you will be the chiefest, shall be servant of all. 45 For even the Son of man came not to be ministered unto, but to minister, and to give his life a ransom for many.

This is the attribute I see in truly great people – they serve others.  They don’t use others to serve their own ends. They don’t exalt themselves over those of lesser station. They don’t seek to rule over others, and impose their will on others, but they seek to serve. Jesus taught the disciples, who were quite put out, that if they want to be great, then start serving. Any clown with a title can exercise authority over people. But to see people reach their potential, and to have a hand in that, well, that’s God’s way to greatness. According to the principles of the kingdom of God, the more persons God has entrusted you with to lead, the more of a servant you need to become. That means you look out for the welfare of others. Christian behavior includes the great text from Romans 12:10 Be kindly affectioned one to another with brotherly love; in honour preferring one another. A famous sports coach once said that true servanthood was doing something for someone when that person had no possible way of benefiting you, and no one would even know what you did. God is honored when He rewards openly that which was done in secret. Jesus said in Matthew 23:11 But he that is greatest among you shall be your servant.
So there it is. The ingredients of Greatness are Humility, Sacrifice, and Servanthood. These, combined with the anointing of the Holy Ghost, exalt the Christian, glorify God, and leave a testimony to the world that the way of the world – cheating, scheming, lording over others – is a bankrupt system. True greatness comes by being within the will of God. Showing humility, sacrifice and serving others, really serving others. Serving people, loving people, helping others reach their potential – this is the way to greatness. Greatness comes without it being sought after. It comes because God is honored to exalt you. It’s to His honor. It glorifies Him. That’s our motivation, to honor and to please the Father. 

Psalm 75:6-7 For promotion cometh neither from the east, nor from the west, nor from the south. 7 But God is the judge: he putteth down one, and setteth up another. We know where a promotion comes from, and we know the attributes of the one being promoted (and put down). Chose God’s way, it works 100% of the time. 100%.

