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Mark 10:35-45 (NIV)...35 Then James and John, the sons of Zebedee, came to him. “Teacher,”

they said, “we want you to do for us whatever we ask.” 36 “What do you want me to do for

you?” he asked. 37 They replied, “Let one of us sit at your right and the other at your left in

your glory.” 38 “You don’t know what you are asking,” Jesus said. “Can you drink the cup I drink

or be baptized with the baptism I am baptized with?” 39 “We can,” they answered. Jesus said

to them, “You will drink the cup I drink and be baptized with the baptism I am baptized with, 40

but to sit at my right or left is not for me to grant. These places belong to those for whom they

have been prepared.” 41 When the ten heard about this, they became indignant with James

and John. 42 Jesus called them together and said, “You know that those who are regarded as

rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high officials exercise authority over them. 43

Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, 44

and whoever wants to be first must be slave of all. 45 For even the Son of Man did not come to

be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.”

–

As you know, I was raised by a Southern mother and a country father which means that I

heard all sorts of odd little sayings. From my mother stepping outside on the front deck and

emphatically announcing that it was “colder than a redneck’s butt in a treestand,” or my

paternal grandmother watching someone speeding down the road in front of her house and

remarking that they were “hell-bent for election,” my family had all sorts of little phrases and

idioms to colorfully explain things. Some of these phrases are more obscure than others, but

there was one I heard a lot that I’m sure many of you are familiar with. The first time I heard it

was from my dad’s mom, Grandma Katie. Grandma Katie worked as a reporter for the local

paper for most of her career covering the family section of the paper. So, she wrote obituaries,

birth announcements, wedding write-ups, and a weekly lifestyle column about her life on the
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farm called “Katie’s Korner.” As a local reporter and a self-described “Nosy Nellie,” my grandma

always knew the town gossip before most others. I don’t remember the details of the situation,

but one day she was telling us about some conflict happening with the local school board. One

member was stirring up trouble, and it was clear that there was no love lost between my

grandma and that school board member. After telling us about the man she punctuated her

rant by stating, “He’s gone and got too big for his britches, if you ask me.” “Too big for his

britches,” was one of Grandma Katie’s favorite sayings. It’s one of mine too. For those of you

who are unfamiliar, it is a creative way to say that someone is arrogant or conceited. It’s a

negative perception of someone who has seemingly let themselves become swollen with

self-importance. When I read our Gospel passage for this sermon, it was the first phrase that

came to mind because our friends James and John seem to have, in the words of Grandma

Katie, “gone and got too big for their britches, if you ask me.”

Our story begins on Jesus and his disciples’ final walk into Jerusalem before Jesus’s death

on the cross. They have made this same journey dozens of times before. When I was in college,

I got so familiar with the trip between my hometown and my university that I swear I could’ve

made the drive blindfolded, not that I would ever actually try to do that. Similarly, the road into

Jerusalem was one that Jesus and his followers knew like the back of their hands. A lot of

important conversations and teachings happened while they traveled that road together, but

this time Jesus knows something that the disciples, for some reason, have not yet figured out.

This journey will be their last. Once they enter into the city, Jesus will arrive to celebration and

shouts of hosanna, but, as we know, the celebration will soon turn to sorrow as Jesus is

betrayed by Judas, arrested, and killed. Jesus knows this is coming, and he knows he has

limited time left with his disciples before this whole ordeal takes place, so he’s teaching even

more than usual. For the third and final time, Jesus explains to his disciples what is to come. He

says to the twelve, “We are going up to Jerusalem and the Son of Man will be delivered over to

the chief priests and the teachers of the law. They will condemn him to death and will hand
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him over to the Gentiles, who will mock him and spit on him, flog him and kill him. Three days

later he will rise.”

Among the twelve are two brothers, James and John, identified as the sons of Zebedee.

Their father, Zebedee, was a fisherman by trade and like many fathers, he taught his sons how

to work in the family business. Interestingly, we also know James and John’s mother’s name,

which is rare for Biblical characters. Their mother is a woman named Salome, who is

traditionally believed to be the sister of The Virgin Mary which makes James and John cousins

of Jesus. Besides their familial ties, we don’t know a ton about James and John, but one key

detail about these brothers is that they had strong, intense personalities. At one point, earlier

in the Gospel of Mark, Jesus describes them as, “the Sons of Thunder,” referring to their…let’s

say, at times misguided enthusiasm and brazenness. One example of this comes from the

Gospel of Luke where after Jesus experienced rejection when trying to find a place to stay for

the night, James and John suggest that they should, “call fire down from heaven to destroy

them,” to which Jesus is said to have “turned and rebuked” them which I can only imagine

sounded something like Jesus asking the so-called “Sons of Thunder” if they had lost their

minds? All this to say, Jesus clearly has his hands full with these two.

Our passage this morning further proves this to be true. After Jesus once again predicts

his death and resurrection to the disciples, James and John are quick to respond. Only, instead

of asking clarifying questions about what is to come or asking how they can help Jesus, James

and John’s response reveals that their priorities are way out of whack. They say to Jesus,

“Teacher, we want you to do for us whatever we ask.” For me, that right there would be a

major red flag. You want me to agree to do something for you before I even know what it is?

Yeah, no. Absolutely not. But Jesus, perhaps due to his own curiosity, asks the brothers what

they want. They tell him that when they all get to heaven, they want to be seated in the places

of honor at Jesus' right and left hand. Picture a dining table at a banquet or dinner party in

someone’s honor. Typically, that person will sit at the head of the table. Traditionally, among

royal circles, the seats directly beside the person at the head of the table were reserved for the
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next two most important people in attendance. James and John desire to be such people in

Heaven. And, boy oh boy, the nerve of these two.

I mean, there are some amazing people among the twelve disciples and beyond. People

like Simon Peter, Mary Magdalene, and John the Baptist. What makes James and John think

that of all people they are the ones worthy of those seats of honor? I mean, don’t get me

wrong, James and John are clearly important to Jesus. They are related to him, among the first

people he calls to join his movement, and go on to be important leaders in the early church.

One could argue that James and John’s request is not coming from a place of arrogance, but

from a place of confidence. They know their worth and are advocating for themselves,

essentially requesting a promotion. They believe that they deserve those places of honor and

probably could give a detailed defense as to why it should be them at the right and left hand of

Christ. However, Jesus is quick to challenge their sense of entitlement. He says to them, “You

don’t know what you are asking.” Essentially, Jesus is telling James and John that they just

don’t get it. He goes on to ask them “Can you drink the cup I drink or be baptized with the

baptism I am baptized with?” James and John respond by basically saying, “Well, yeah? So

what?” To which Jesus replies, “You will drink the cup I drink and be baptized with the baptism

I am baptized with, but to sit at my right or left is not for me to grant. These places belong to

those for whom they have been prepared.” In other words, Jesus is saying to them, “You have

already received your calling. You have been initiated into this movement. You will go on and

do great things. But, how you are honored for that work is not for me to decide, nor is it

something you should be concerned with, because God already knows who gets those seats at

the table.”

Now, understandably, the other disciples who are right there traveling alongside them

become quite upset with James and John. Specifically, the text says that the other ten become

“indignant” with James and John. “Indignant,” meaning “feeling or showing anger or

annoyance at what is perceived as unfair treatment.” Surely James and John anticipated that

reaction. Afterall, the brothers are essentially throwing their friends under the bus to try to
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garner special treatment. But Jesus doesn’t let this situation devolve any further. He gathers all

twelve of them around him and takes his teaching a step further. Now, Jesus is all about

reversal. That’s what he came to earth to do, right? To turn the world upside down so that the

first becomes last and the last becomes first. So, he starts by pointing out the status quo, the

current way of the world, by pointing out the abuse of power among leaders in their society,

those who exalt themselves over others based on their wealth, influence, or access to power.

Then, Jesus flips the script. He says to them, “Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to

become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be slave of

all.” In other words, “What must set us apart from the weak, dangerous leaders of the world

right now is that while they care about winning against their people and controlling or

dominating their people, followers of Jesus Christ are to care first and foremost about serving

their people.

My friends, in the last days before his death, Jesus emphasizes time and time again that

the path to true greatness lies in serving others. As he prepares to return to his place in

Heaven, he wants the disciples to understand that the places of honor in Heaven are not

reserved for those who, in their earthly lives, obtained the most power, acquired the most

wealth, or received the most awards. The places of honor in Heaven are reserved for those

who served – who stood for something bigger than themselves and their own desires and

aspirations. One of the biggest lies that human sin tells us is that the mark of true greatness

lies in how strong or forceful someone is, but the truth found in Jesus Christ reveals something

very different. Jesus redefined greatness. The closing verse of our passage today gets to the

heart of this new definition as Jesus says, “For even the Son of Man did not come to be served,

but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.”

This sentiment is as counter-cultural today as it was two thousand years ago. Rev. James

Laurence, a Lutheran pastor from North Carolina made a great observation about our world.

He wrote:
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“When you look around our world today, clearly the more popular choice is to be served.

Most vacation destinations don’t try to lure us by inviting us to come and cook our own

meals, or clean our own rooms. Most restaurants don’t try to attract customers by telling

them that they can wash their own dishes. In the eyes of the world, the path to greatness

clearly lies in being served in more and more ways. We can be assured that we have

made it when we spend our lives being served by others. But even for people who

achieve that goal, they are often left with an emptiness in their lives. Being served by

others may make us comfortable, but it doesn’t appear to make us happy.”

Rev. Laurence is absolutely correct. “Being served by others may make us comfortable, but it

doesn’t appear to make us happy.” It doesn’t make us fulfilled. It doesn’t make us better. It

doesn’t save us. But caring for each other, being in service to each other, might just save us.

God could have sent Jesus to earth as an unyielding general of a mighty army, slashing

and burning everything in his path until he controlled everything. God could have sent Jesus to

earth as a charming and charismatic con-man who manipulates and twists everyone in his path

until he holds power over everyone. But God didn’t do that. God sent Jesus to earth as a baby,

born into a working class family in a forgotten town, who built a following through creating

community – through listening and laughing and praying and caring for one another. Money,

power, and influence may get you far on earth, but you cannot take it with you. And you may

be thinking, but Monica, I don’t have money or power or influence, so what does this mean to

me? I hear you, but you do place your faith and trust in people to lead you and those people

may have money and power and influence that dictates how they lead instead of a heart for

service. So, this isn’t just about us as individuals but about who we choose to exalt and honor

as well. If greatness is what we seek for our lives and in our leaders, we best be looking for it in

the right places. As Jesus says in Mark’s 8th chapter, “What good is it for someone to gain the

whole world, yet forfeit their soul?”

Through Jesus, our souls can be freed from the world’s very narrow definition of what it

means to be great. We can be great because of how great we love, how great we give, and how
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great we serve. The path to true greatness is a path that requires ever deeper servanthood

from us. That isn’t an easy path, or a comfortable path, but it is the only path that leads to

true, consistent joy. Jesus, unlike the leaders of the world, accepts us as we are and where we

are and calls each of us into a deeper relationship with him. That deeper relationship is one

that transforms us from people who cling to earthly pleasures, who hold onto mindsets of

scarcity, that center the self and into people who instead find their purpose and happiness in

God, who believe and trust in God’s abundant love and grace, and who root themselves in

community. In that transformation, we stop asking for seats of honor for ourselves and instead

save the best seats in the house for others.

My friends, it isn’t difficult for any of us to “go and get too big for our britches.” Sin

tempts us into centering ourselves, seeking only what we need and desire, and turning our

backs on community. But Jesus showed us that there is a better way. He gave up his life in

service to others and because of that sacrifice we all have the chance to live our lives more

abundantly. We have been asked to do the same in return, to follow in Jesus’s footsteps by

loving and serving God and neighbor. We don’t do this because we hope to be honored in

Heaven. We don’t do this because we hope for recognition or acclaim. We serve God and

neighbor because we are at our most alive when we are leading with compassion, mercy, and

grace. We serve God and neighbor because it is only when we put aside selfish ambition and

choose each other that we become strong enough to survive the worst the world has to offer

us. So, remember Jesus’s words. While some leaders may choose wealth, power, and control,

as followers of Christ this cannot be so with us. “ Instead, whoever wants to become great

among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be slave of all.” So may

we depart from this place choosing to accept that great calling. May we go forth with the joy

and enthusiasm only found in Christ as we recommit ourselves to lives of service. Amen.
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