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—Installment 72— 
False ambition versus childlikeness 

Capernaum 
Autumn, ~ 29 A.D. 

 
Albuquerque 11 June 2017 

I. Review of recent events 

A. In the final year of his ministry, the Year of Opposition, time and opportunity draw short for Jesus to 
complete his pre-crucifixion labors 

B. He travels extensively following the death of John, seeking solitude with his disciples in order that he 
might prepare them for the awful events coming 

1. The interval of retirement lasted approximately six months, from the third Passover to the following 
Feast of Tabernacles 

C. Early in this interval, Jesus declines to go to Jerusalem and Judea even for the Passover 

D. He makes himself inconspicuous in the northern districts, visiting wilderness areas, skirting Galilee’s 
borders and even leaving the Herodian kingdom for a time 

E. While traveling in the north, he ascends Mt. Hermon with Peter, James and John, and is transfigured 
before them with Moses and Elijah 

F. After the transfiguration Jesus partly emerges from his retirement, briefly returning to his usual base at 
Capernaum in Galilee, before finally returning to Jerusalem for the Feast of Tabernacles 

1. The return to Jerusalem will mark the end to this period of secrecy .................................. (John 7: 3–4) 

G. During his short stay at home, Jesus pays the temple tax and asks his disciples about a dispute that had 
arisen among them on the return journey from Mt. Hermon 

II. Who is greatest in the kingdom? ..................................................... Matt. 18: 1; Mark 9: 33–34; Luke 9: 46 

A. Each narrator gives a slightly different account of how Jesus came to know of the dispute 

1. Matthew says the disciples posed the question to Jesus 

2. Mark says the dispute arose on the way back home, and when Jesus asked them about it they held 
their peace 

3. Luke says that the dispute arose among them and Jesus perceived the thought of their heart 

B. These accounts may be synthesized thus: 

1. The dispute arose on the way, outside his hearing but not his knowledge 

2. At Capernaum, Jesus asks them about it in order to correct them 

3. At first they are ashamed to admit it, but upon overcoming their embarrassment they ask him to render 
his judgment 



Walen J. Mickey  p.2 

C. Their embarrassment indicates an existing moral understanding presumably derived from OT tutelage
 ................................................................................................................................................... Prov. 25: 6–7 

1. Jesus has not previously discoursed on the subject of ambition (in the record of scripture) 

2. “Dispute” (Mark) and “reasoning” (Luke) are both legitimate translations of 1260 διαλογίζομαι 
dialogizomai and 1261 διαλογισμός dialogismos 

a. The word is the same in both accounts, except for grammatical form 

b. Their embarrassment leads us to prefer the translation “dispute” 

D. The events of recent days evidently have led the apostles into thinking that ranks existed among them, or 
would upon Jesus’ decease 

1. Jesus promised Peter the keys of the kingdom 

2. He gave an apparent honor to Peter, James and John by taking only them with him to the 
transfiguration, an event as yet mysterious to the other nine 

E. This supposition of heretofore unsuspected rank tempts the men to ambition and envy 

1. Jesus will temporarily quiet these sinful passions, but they will soon burn again 

III. The great principle of servant leadership ....................................................................................... Mark 9: 35 

A. The last shall be first, and the greatest shall be servant of all 

B. As he had done in his six distinctive doctrines in the SOTM, Jesus takes what had been a weak doctrine in 
the OT (let another man praise you) and dramatically strengthens it, with a counterintuitive inversion of 
ordinary thinking 

1. The doctrine appears for the first time here; but he foreshadowed it in the less-is-more teaching with 
which he opened the SOTM 

a. Blessed are the poor, the mournful, the meek, the hungry and thirsty 

C. The doctrine will continue powerfully in his further teaching and that of the apostles 

IV. Jesus teaches them to be childlike ................................................ Matt. 18: 2–5; Mark 9: 36–37; Luke 9: 48 

A. Jesus often uses fantastically powerful imagery to convey spiritual principles; in this case, an actual small 
child 

1. Matthew’s word 3813 παιδίον paidion (“little child”) is the diminutive of 3816 παῖς pais (“child”) 

B. No man with ambition ever hoped to become like a little boy 

1. Humble, dependent, trusting, not in charge or control 

a. These qualities he emphasized by setting the little boy in the middle of thirteen grown men and 
taking him into his own bosom 

C. He commands them to turn (“be converted”) from ambition, else they cannot be part of his kingdom 

1. “Be converted” has the same translational weakness it has in Acts 3: 19, implying a passivity not 
present in the Greek 

2. Again he echoes the SOTM, when he told them their righteousness must exceed that of the Pharisees 
to enter the kingdom 

D. To receive a child is to receive Jesus, and to receive Jesus is to receive God 



Walen J. Mickey  p.3 

1. This doctrine certainly approves the good works of procreation and adoption, but it is a principle of 
greater scope than just child rearing  

a. To receive the humble in spirit is to receive Jesus and God .......................................... James 2: 1–5 

V. He rebukes partisan jealousy ........................................................................... Mark 9: 38–41; Luke 9: 49–50 

A. The partisan spirit is natural to every human organization and endeavor ............................. Num. 11: 27–29 

1. But it is alien to the Lord’s church 

a. Would that it were absent from the modern church! 

i. How difficult it is to recognize goodness outside one’s own party 

ii. How difficult it is to rebuke error in another party without condemning good 

iii. How difficult it is to accept both gain and loss with equanimity 

(i) Especially as a leader 

1. Only a servant leader can do so 

B. He that is not against us is for us 

1. Conversely, he that is not for us is against us ....................................................................... Matt. 12: 30 

2. Neutrality is not possible 

a. Another echo of the SOTM: the bifurcation of humanity 

C. This example teaches humility regarding the bifurcation 

1. We do not readily see other men as God sees them, and often thereby err in our judgments 

VI. Woe to him who causes stumbling ........................................................................... Matt. 18: 6–7; Mark 9: 42 

A. Drowning by millstone was practiced by the Greeks, Romans and Egyptians 

B. So dreadful a death is preferable to the fate of an arrogant man who overthrows the faith of the weak 

C. Causation of sin is sin (SOTM re: adultery) 

D. Causation of stumbling is necessary in the same way Judas’ betrayal was necessary 

1. Therefore be humble in judgment and resolve to cause no stumbling ............................ Rom. 14: 10–13 

VII. He exhorts them to get rid of their own stumbling blocks ............................ Matt. 18: 8–9; Mark 9: 43–48 

A. Another echo of the SOTM 

B. Here Jesus further clarifies the nature of the afterlife 

1. Hell is a place of eternal fire  

a. Like Gehenna (the word used here), that dreadful valley of torment outside Jerusalem where 
idolatrous fires constantly burned 

2. But one where the sufferers do not die 

a. “Worm” refers to the maggots that feed on decaying flesh 

i. The fate of transgressors against the Lord .................................................................. Isa. 66: 24 
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3. These stand in contrast to “life” in heaven 

4. The burning and worms are not literal, for worms do not frequent fires, and no one survived exposure 
to the literal fires of Gehenna 

a. Hell is a state of decay which is never completed and burning which does not consume 

b. Some take the worms to symbolize gnawing remorse, and the fire to symbolize awful punishment 

VIII. Salted with fire ......................................................................................................................... Mark 9: 49–50 

A. McGarvey credits this passage as among the most difficult in the Bible 

1. The second part of verse 49 (“every sacrifice will be salted with salt”) is probably not authentic 

a. It does not appear in early manuscripts 

B. As in the SOTM, salt, being an agent of literal preservation, is the symbol of spiritual preservation 

1. Those who find hell fire will be “salted with fire;” that is, preserved in that state undying 

a. The “every one” of v. 49 refers to the condemned of v. 48 

2. Therefore, he exhorts them to be salted “in yourself,” meaning in a state of redeemed life, at peace 
with God and one another 

3. Salt is good if it hasn’t lost its saltiness 

a. Eternal life is good, provided it is in a state of blessing, not damnation 

C. The passage teaches that the afterlife is eternal, for both the blessed and the damned 

IX. Despise not the little ones ............................................................................................................... Matt. 18: 10 

A. This is one of several scriptures that teach the existence of ministering angels or spirits 

1. Usually called guardian angels, although that term doesn’t appear in the Bible 

2. They shall bear thee up lest thou dash thy foot against a stone .......................Psalm 91: 12; (Matt. 4: 6) 

a. Jesus did have ministering angels at his temptation, despite Satan’s distortions ............. Mark 1: 13 

3. Ministering spirits for the heirs of salvation ...................................................................... Heb. 1: 13–14 

B. Jesus’ exhortation is a further warning against the pride that exalts itself over the humble, those easily 
despised little ones who nevertheless have their own ministering angels representing them before the face 
of God 

X. The ninety and nine .................................................................................................................. Matt. 18: 11–14 

A. They who have led moral lives tend to despise them who are defiled by gross sin 

B. Against this tendency Jesus warns his faithful disciples not to despise the lost 

C. The great shepherd loves the lost sheep, to an extent as to seem to neglect the saved 

1. His love is so great that the misbehavior of the wandering sheep moves him to compassion, not 
revenge 

D. Note, however, that this compassion moves him to recover the sheep, not leave it in its lost state 

E. Lesson: do not despise the lost, and do not leave them lost if you can help them find the fold 
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XI. Epilogue: the lesson unlearned 

A. The strife will return twice before the crucifixion 

1. On the final journey to Jerusalem ................................................................................... Matt. 20: 20–24 

2. At the last supper .................................................................................................................. Luke 22: 24 

B. Had Jesus intended to elevate Peter, he had the perfect opportunity on each of these three occasions; 
instead, he took each occasion to rebuke ambition and teach his great principle of servant leadership 

1. Despite Jesus’ sustained rebuke, much of the Christian world still supposes that Jesus elevated Peter 
above his peers, calling him by the wicked name of Pope (Father) ................................. Matt. 23: 8–12 
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