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 Mark 10:35-45 

WHERE DO WE FIND TRUE GREATNESS? 

 

INI 

   I know that all of you are excited to hear that the next Presidential election is only two years away.  Although 

very few have actually announced that they are running for the office, many are already posturing and jockeying for 

position so that they can run two years from now.   

 

 What do you think makes a great President?  Why do you think people seek the office?  Do you think that more 

people seek to be President so that they can enjoy power and wealth, or do you think that it is because of a genuine 

desire to serve the American people?  Who do you consider to be our greatest Presidents?  Who do you consider to be 

our worst?  Answers may vary, but probably most would say that our greatest Presidents might be found on Mount 

Rushmore and on our money.  The greatest Presidents were those who did whatever it took to lead this nation, making 

personal sacrifices for the good of the people. 

 

 There is an old saying that power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely.  There certainly would be a 

lot of dangers that would come with being the President of the United States.  Wealth is certainly a temptation.  As our 

Lord reminded us last weekend, it is very difficult for the wealthy to enter the kingdom of God since wealth very often 

becomes a person’s god.  There is the temptation to abuse power, to gain revenge upon your enemies rather than 

forgiving them.  We know very well the inclinations of our own hearts and how they threaten our relationship with God.  

We want to be great.  We want to impress others.  We want to make the world sit up and take notice of who we are.  

We would do well to heed the words of our Lord Jesus this morning as he answers the question: WHERE DO WE FIND 

TRUE GREATNESS? 

 

     The time is getting closer and closer.  Jesus and the apostles are on the way to Jerusalem.  Jesus has once 

more tried to teach the apostles of his impending death and each time he goes into more detail.  It will take place in 

Jerusalem. It will be a collaboration of both Jew and Gentile.  Jesus will be mocked, spit upon, flogged and killed.  He will 

rise again on the third day.   

 

 The apostles really weren’t listening.  They didn’t want to hear about such things.  They had more important 

things on their minds.  That was the matter of greatness.  Hey, haven’t we heard that one before?  Yes, we have.  It was 

right after the transfiguration of our Lord.  The apostles were arguing among themselves as to which of them was the 

greatest.  There were people who charged favoritism by our Lord, perhaps going back to who knew him the longest.  It 

doesn’t appear that simply one or two of the apostles were guilty in this quest for greatness.  It affected all of them. 

 

 It kept coming up over and over again.  It would even rear its ugly head on the very night our Lord was betrayed 

and arrested.  We mentioned it in a sermon just a couple of weeks ago.  We do so again.  If the apostles who spent three 

years with our Lord Jesus, listening to his gracious words of life each and every day, would have a problem with the 

concept of greatness, then who are we to think that we are immune?  These are men that we all call saints.  Yet they 

were sinners with an Old Adam that looked for personal glory and power.  They fell prey to the sins of envy, jealousy, 

greed, and covetousness, sins we know all too well. 

 



 We look at James and John, the sons of Zebedee.  They were fishermen by trade who worked with their father 

yet left the family business to follow Jesus.  They gave up everything they had for Jesus.  You could say that they enjoyed 

some special privileges.  Along with Peter they were witnesses of the raising of Jairus’ daughter as well as the 

transfiguration of our Lord.  They would also be privy to Jesus’ suffering in the Garden of Gethsemane. We don’t know 

every instance of who went where with Jesus and when, but it is clear that James and John did get a few special 

moments with our Lord. 

 

 It can be argued that they knew Jesus the longest.  Tradition holds that their mother was the sister of Mary the 

mother of our Lord.  If that is the case, then they knew Jesus from the time they were children.  They would attend the 

festivals in Jerusalem together.  They would gather together for family occasions: birthdays, weddings, funerals and 

more. 

 

 And so, James and John had a request. St. Matthew tells us that their mother actually made the request for 

them.  We can imagine why that would be the case.  James and John would be about the same earthly age as our Lord.  

They were considered contemporaries.  If Jesus was indeed a kind and obedient person (and he was), then it would be 

much more difficult turning down a request from his aunt than it would be from James and John.  Whose request was it?  

James and John or their mother?  Both were equally guilty. 

 

 They would ask a favor of Jesus.  They wanted him to promise to grant it even before they told him what the 

request would be.   They wanted to sit at the right and left hand of Jesus in his glory.  They wanted the positions of 

prestige, power, and prominence.  They wanted the positions of greatness.  They felt that they deserved them.  Who 

else was Jesus going to give them to?  They felt that they were as qualified as any of the other apostles, even more so.  

They wanted to make sure that they got a fair deal.  They wanted what they felt should be coming to them.   If you were 

James and John, wouldn’t you feel the same way? Remember that they were faithful to Jesus.  The crowds were 

shrinking.  Opposition to Jesus was increasing.  More people were clamoring for his death.  James and John were still 

with him.  They were not planning on leaving. 

 

 They thought highly of themselves and don’t we do the same?  We think that the sun rises and sets with us.  We 

want to have our way all the time.  It is the natural sinful human reaction.  Maybe you are wondering what would have 

brought up this request in the first place.   St. Mark does not mention it in his gospel, but St. Matthew does.   Jesus had 

told his disciples, “I tell you the truth, at the renewal of all things, when the Son of Man sits on his glorious throne, you 

who have followed me will also sit on twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel.”  Wow!  That sounded pretty 

good!  “I get to judge the twelve tribes of Israel?  I want that.”  But that wasn’t enough.  They wanted to be the chief 

justices.  They wanted to be the Judge of judges.  They wanted Jesus to grant them that privilege before someone like 

Peter, Matthew or Thomas got to him first. 

 

 They really didn’t know what they were asking for.  “Can you drink the cup I drink or be baptized with the 

baptism I am baptized with?”  Jesus uses sacramental language here.  Jesus would drink the cup of God’s wrath upon the 

sin of the world.  He stayed on the cross until every last sin was paid for in full.  He would be forsaken by his heavenly 

Father, suffering the punishment of hell itself.  By his perfect and willing obedience, he would turn the cup of God’s 

wrath into the cup of God’s blessing for us.  One of the first names for the Lord’s Supper was the cup of blessing.  We 

share his grace and forgiveness as we drink his blood in the holy supper. 

 

 Jesus was baptized as our substitute.  Even though he had no sin in him, he was willing to stand with sinful man.  

He was willing to take our place.  An exchange would take place.  He would take our sin.  He would credit us with his 

holiness.  Everything he did would be credited to our account.  It would become ours at our baptism.  St. Paul said to the 



Romans: “Don’t you know that all of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? We were 

therefore buried with him through baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the 

glory of the Father, we too may live a new life.” 

 

 Did James and John fully understand that the servant is not above his master?  What would happen to Christ 

would happen to his followers as well.  Because the world hates Christ, it would hate us also.  The way of discipleship 

does entail suffering.  It might include martyrdom, giving our very life for Jesus who gave his very life for us.  Suffering 

must precede glory.  James and John would suffer martyrdom, confessing Jesus as Lord and God.  James would become 

the first apostle to suffer martyrdom, being beheaded by King Herod.  John would be imprisoned and exiled to the island 

of Patmos “because of the Word of God and the testimony of Jesus.”  They would receive their rewards of grace in 

heaven.  They didn’t have to worry about that.  There was no need for them to worry about the greatest positions of 

prominence. 

 

 When the other apostles heard what James and John and their mother did, they were indignant. They weren’t 

angry that James and John would make such a request.  They were angry that they didn’t think of it first.  Power is 

enticing.  Many people want power in order to abuse it and to exalt themselves. 

 

 The United States is not like other nations.  We do not have a king for life.  We have a President who is elected 

for a four-year term.  That should be long enough to get to know what needs to be done and to accomplish it.  If the 

American people feel that he has done a good job, they will re-elect him for another four-year term.  If not, they will 

elect someone else.  There is a lot of wisdom in that. 

 

 Rulers or servants?  How do you view true greatness?  It is all about the attitude of the heart.  Is it all about me 

or is it all about you?  We know the natural inclination of our hearts.  “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.”  This is not a 

suggestion.  This is not a request. This is not even a demand. It is a fact.  Jesus wants us to be humble servants to all.  

That goes against the grain.  That goes against our natural quest for power and greatness. 

 

 We see our Lord’s example.  “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.”  The term “Son of Man” was one that Jesus used often to refer to himself.  It was one well 

known to the Jewish people.  The prophet Daniel spoke of the Son of Man as one who would judge all people. He was 

given all authority, glory and power.  We know how Jesus humbled himself and became obedient unto death, even a 

criminal’s death on the cross.  When the apostles were once again arguing as to which of them was the greatest on that 

Maundy Thursday evening, it was our Lord who humbly washed the feet of his disciples. True greatness does not come 

from ruling.  It comes from humble service.  Lord, help us to deny ourselves and humbly serve you and our fellow man!  

AMEN. 

  


