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“Don’t Get Too Comfortable”

“For the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many.”

While I try not to reuse old sermons, I must admit that there have been times when I’ve used stories and
illustrations on more than one occasion.  One of those stories involved baseball games that my father
and I attended where we looked up from the cheap seats at the people in the VIP suites, wondering
what it would be like to enjoy the game from such a luxurious place.  But this is a story that I must retire,
because thanks to the generosity of this congregation I have now experienced a baseball game from the
Executive Suites at the Rogers Centre.  It was a wonderful experience; we entered the stadium in a
special entrance, were escorted up an elevator to the 400 level, and then walked down a corridor that
resembled a luxury hotel more than a baseball part to our assigned suite.  We were greeted by our
attendant who was with us throughout the game and catered to our every need.  Our seats were on the
first base line, with an unobstructed view of the game.  I was even able to cheer for my beloved Yankees
without worrying about Blue Jays fans throwing anything at me!

Having experienced a baseball game from the “other side,” I can see how people can become accustom
to such luxury; but throughout the game, a voice inside my head kept reminding me to savour this
moment, because it was a once-in-a-lifetime experience, and I will be back in the cheap seats for future
games.  But I can understand the desire of people to secure such places of luxury and advantage on a
permanent basis; not only was the suite extremely comfortable, but it also gave me a superior vantage
point over others.  It was an exalted position that I enjoyed, and I can understand why people go to great
lengths to make this a permanent place in their lives.

This experience at the Yankees-Blue Jays game on July 7 has given me new insights into the request that
James and John make of Jesus in today’s Gospel lesson.  Even though Jesus has in the previous verses
predicted for the third time in Mark’s Gospel what will happen to him when they arrive in Jerusalem
(“the So of Man will be handed over to the chief priests and the scribes, and they will condemn him to
death; then they will hand him over to the Gentiles; they will mick him and spit upon him, and flog him,
and kill him; and after three days he will rise again” – 10:33-34), James and John approach Jesus with an
audacious demand: “Teacher, we want you to do for us whatever we ask of you.” (10:35).  Surprisingly,
Jesus does not chastise them for their selfish, disrespectful attitude; instead, he asks “what do you want
me to do for you?” (10:36).  Their demand shows that the sons of Zebedee have either not heard or have
completely misunderstood Jesus’ teachings, for what they seek are positions of honor and prestige for
themselves: “Grant us to sit, one at your right hand and one at your left, in your glory.” (10:37).  They
may have been thinking about the prophecy of Daniel that speaks of the Son of Man as one to whom
“was given dominion and glory and kingship, that all peoples, nations, and languages should serve him”
(Daniel 7:14), but Jesus has defined himself as the Son of Man in terms that are more reflective of
Isaiah’s prophecy of a Suffering Servant than of the apocalyptic images of a glorious ruler:

· “He was despised and rejected by others; a man of suffering and acquainted with infirmity; and
as one from whom others hide their faces he was despised, and we held him of no account. 
Surely he has borne our infirmities and carried our diseases; yet we accounted him stricken
struck down by God, and afflicted.  But he was wounded for our transgressions, crushed for our



iniquities; upon him was the punishment that made us whole; and by his bruises we are healed.”
– Isaiah 53:3-6.

The demand of James and John shows how little they have learned or understood, even though they
have been Jesus’ disciples from the beginning of his earthly ministry: “Instead of acknowledging Jesus’
anticipation of his suffering and death, they imagine a triumphant, regal scene with themselves sitting in
position of honor and power at King Jesus’ right and left … They simply have not heard Jesus at all – or
refused to hear the dire news – even though he has repeated the prediction three times.” (Mark
Hoffman).

In his reply, Jesus plainly states that the brothers are ignorant in their demand, not realizing what it is
that they are seeking: “You do not know what you are asking.  Are you able to drink the cup that I drink,
or be baptized with the baptism that I am baptized with?” (10:38).  Jesus uses two metaphors to describe
the disciples’ participation in Jesus’ suffering:

Cup (poterion) plays a prominent role in the story of Jesus’ Passion.  The cup of wine at the Last Supper
represents the blood that Jesus will shed to establish the New Covenant (“This is my blood of the
covenant, which is poured out for many.” – 14:24).  Jesus’ prayer at Gethsemane to be spared the “cup”
if it is God’s will makes the cup stand for all of the suffering of the Passion (“Abba, Father, for you all
things are possible; remove this cup from me; yet, not what I want, but what you want.” – 14:36).  In the
Old Testament, “cup” is used metaphorically to refer to divine wrath or punishment:

· “For in the hand of the LORD there is a cup with foaming wine, well mixed; he will pour a
draught from it, and all the wicked of the earth shall drain it down to the dregs.” – Psalm 75:8.

· “Rouse yourself, rouse yourself!  Stand up, O Jerusalem, you who have drunk at the hand of the
LORD the cup of his wrath, who have drunk to the dregs the bowl of staggering.” – Isaiah 51:17.

· “You shall be filled with drunkenness and sorrow.  A cup of horror and desolation is the cup of
your sister Samaria; you shall drink it and drain it out, and gnaw its sherds, and tear out your
breasts.” – Ezekiel 23:33-34.

Jesus is asking James and John if they can accept the same kind of suffering that Jesus now faces, the
“cup” that is not a jewel-encrusted chalice filled with rare wine but the “wormwood and the gall” that is
the suffering that Jesus must endure “for us and for our salvation.”

Baptism here is also a metaphor for suffering; references in the Old Testament to waters overwhelming
the sufferer may be the origin of this metaphor:

· “Deep calls to deep at the thunder of your cataracts; all your waves and your billows have gone
over me.” – Psalm 42:7.

· “Save me, O God, for the waters have come up to my neck.  I sink in deep mire, where there is
no foothold; I have come into deep waters, and the flood sweeps over me.” – Psalm 69:1-2.

The response of James and John is both impetuous and naïve: “We are able.”  Whether or not they
understand what they are saying, Jesus affirms that “the cup that I drink you will drink; and with the
baptism with which I am baptized, you will be baptized” (10:39).  What Jesus predicts will indeed come
to pass for James, who was killed by Herod Agrippa I in AD 44 (“[King Herod] had James, the brother of
John, killed with a sword.” – Acts 12:2).  But even though they will share in Jesus’ suffering, Jesus does
not determine positions in the Kingdom of God, for “to sit at my right hand or at my left is not mine to



grant, but it is for those for whom it has been prepared.” (10:40).  James and John may be been thinking
of being with Jesus in glory as they had seen Moses and Elijah by his side at the Transfiguration (Mark
9:2-8), but in Mark the only ones to be at Jesus’ right and left will be the two criminals who are by his
side at his Crucifixion (15:27).

Since the Gospels testify that James and John were not the only disciples seeking positions of glory (“An
argument arose among them as to which one of them was the greatest.” – Luke 9:46), it is not surprising
that the rest of the Twelve were very upset when they found out about James’ and John’s thwarted
efforts at gaining advantage over the others: “When the ten heard this, they began to be angry at James
and John.” (10:41).  Jesus now seizes this moment to offer a teaching about authority and discipleship
that makes the rejection of power and status in the disciple community clear.  Jesus calls the Twelve
together and describes how the Kingdom of God is different from the kingdoms of the world: “You know
that among the Gentiles those whom they recognize as their rulers lord it over them, and their great ones
are tyrants over them.” (10:42).  Living under Roman occupations, the disciples would be well aware of
how kingdoms and empires use power to exalt some and oppress others; “their great ones exercise
authority as tyrants, an authority that stands in contrast to the edifying and restorative authority
displayed by Jesus.” (Hoffman).  But the coming of the Kingdom of God marks a great reversal in how
one relates to others and how a follower of Jesus understands their position in relation to others:

· “But it is not so among you; but whoever wishes to become great among you must be your
servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you must be slave of all.  For the Son of Man
came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many.” – 10:43-45.

Jesus is not asking his disciples to do something that he was not willing to do himself.  Jesus did not
come to be serve but to serve; he did not come to reign from a position of glory but to serve others from
the position of a slave, emptying himself of the glory that he could have claimed through his “equality
with God” so that he might liberate God’s people from their enslavement to “sin, death, and the power
of the devil.” (Small Catechism).

· “… who, though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be
exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness.  And
being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death –
even death on a cross.” – Philippians 2:6-8.

While James and John (and quite probably all of the disciples) think that greatness comes from status
and power, Jesus points out that in the Kingdom of God true greatness comes in serving others,
following the example of Jesus: “You will either willingly, even joyfully, serve others, or you will become a
slave to your illusions that you can be free and secure your future through status and power.” (David
Lose).

Discerning the difference between the disciples’ view of discipleship as a pathway to glory and Jesus’
invitation to disciple as following him in the way of the Cross was central in Martin Luther’s teaching on
what he called “The Theology of the Cross.”  In his Heidelberg Disputation of 1518, Luther states that
“the ‘theologian of glory’ calls the bad god and the good bad.  The ‘theologian of the cross’ says what a
thing is.” (Thesis #21); it is through the suffering and Cross of Christ that a person truly understands the
Will of God:



· “That person does not deserve to be called a theologian who looks upon the invisible things of
God as if it were clearly perceptible in those things which have actually happened.  He deserved
to be called a theologian, however, who comprehends the visible and manifest things of God
seen through suffering and the cross.” 

Persons who follow a “theology of glory” seek to exalt themselves to the level of God, using “the same
standard for God and for man’s relationship to God: power and glory … not only of the glory of God but
also of man’s love for the glory and glamor of his own works.” (Paul Althaus).  But Luther believed that
God wishes to be known and honored according to a different standard: through the suffering and death
of Jesus Christ.  If one wishes to be a disciple of Christ, one must turn away from the path to glory that
James and John sought and follow the teachings of Jesus that “if any want to become my followers, let
them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.” (Matthew 16:24).

· “The theology of the cross … is nevertheless first of all a statement about God, and what it says
about God is not that God thinks humankind so wretched that it deserves death and hell, but
that God thinks humankind and the whole creation is so good, so beautiful, so precious in its
intention and its potentiality, that its actualization, its fulfillment, its redemption is worth dying
for.” – Douglas John Hall.

As it was not Jesus’ purpose to seek glory for himself but to live as a servant for the world that God so
loved that he gave his only Son so that all who believe in him may have eternal life (John 3:16), so the
purpose of those who would truly be disciples of Christ is also not to seek places of glory, power, or
prestige, but to take on the role of servants who share the love of Christ with others so that all may
know that they are precious in the eyes of God.  One who seeks glory ultimately only serves oneself, and
that lasts only as long as one’s life; on the other hand, one who seeks to serve others in Christ’s name
shares blessings that will last far beyond the span of our lives because when we become servants of the
Lord we are the “earthen vessels” that bear the precious gift of eternal life that endures forever.  What
James and John, and all disciples of Jesus Christ in all generations, would discover that there is no
greater glory, no higher honor, than being a servant of the one who came not to be served but to serve,
to give his life so that we might have life that lasts eternally.

· “God shows that he is God precisely in the fact that he is mighty in weakness, glorious in
lowliness, living and life-giving in death.  Thus in Luther’s thinking, the theology of the cross and
God’s being God are most intimately connected.” – Althaus.

It’s easy for pastors and persons entrusted with positions of authority in the Church to misuse our
offices for our own benefit, to turn our positions into stations of glory and power that serve only
ourselves.  But I always remember every time I place my stole around my neck that the first person who
put it there wasn’t me but the Bishop who ordained me to be a servant of our Lord Jesus Christ.  The
stole is a servant’s garment, a reminder that I am not here to gain power and prestige for myself, nor to
misuse what has been entrusted to me for my own benefit.  A pastor – and all who have been baptized
in Christ Jesus – are called to “serve all people, following the example of Jesus.”  

The Executive Suites at the Rogers Centre were a wonderful experience – but that was a once-in-a-
lifetime experience, not a place where I should get comfortable or expect that I deserve to be.  My place
– and the place of all Christians – is where we find Jesus: in the position of a servant, on the path to the
cross, giving ourselves to others so that all may know God’s love. Amen.


