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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.”  

 

When we read through the book of Acts and the letters from the second half of the New 

Testament written to fledging congregations in the infant Christian Church, the apostles—men 

like Peter and Paul and John among others—rise up before as heroes of the faith.  Take for 

example, that attitude of St. Paul expressed in our lesson this morning from his letter to the 

church in Corinth: Though I am free and belong to no one, I have made myself a slave to 

everyone, to win as many as possible. To the Jews I became like a Jew, to win the Jews. To 

those under the law I became like one under the law (though I myself am not under the 

law), so as to win those under the law. To those not having the law I became like one not 

having the law (though I am not free from God’s law but am under Christ’s law), so as to 

win those not having the law.  To the weak I became weak, to win the weak.  I have become 

all things to all people so that by all possible means I might save some.  I do all this for the 

sake of the gospel, that I may share in its blessings (1 Corinthians 9:19-23). 

We look at a section of Scripture like that and if you’re anything like me you think to 

yourself, “I wish I could be a bit more like Paul.”  “I wish I could be as fearless, or as bold, or as 

selfless as the apostles.”  When we read through the Gospel accounts, however, it’s a bit of a 

different story, isn’t it?  How many times as we examine their training under Jesus don’t we 

wind up shaking our heads in disbelief at their words or actions or misconceptions.  Our Gospel 

text this morning is a good example of that with the request that James and John bring to Jesus.  

What Jesus guides them to see and what we learn as we look at that text, is that there are two 

kinds of ambition, an incorrect, worldly ambition which seeks to serve only one’s self, and a 

godly and proper selfless ambition that seeks to serve God and His kingdom. 



It was certainly a learning experience for John and for James, one which I imagine they 

would have looked back on later in their lives.  About eight years later, for instance, I could 

imagine this being one of the moments for James that “flashed before his eyes” as he awaited his 

execution at the hand of King Herod. 

 

“They hung Jesus on the cross and He warned us,” James may have thought, “that 

following Him would likely mean meeting a similar end.  But I know that this isn’t the end.  Just 

as Jesus has risen and lives on high, I know that I too will rise even from death and I will see 

Him face to face.  I know that in death I will live with Him in glory.  That conversation John and 

I had on the road with Him that day seems so foolish now, but if there’s one thing I can cling to 

now it’s the lesson He taught us that day.  The Son of Man came not be served but to serve 

and to give His life as a ransom for many. 

Those were the kind of lessons He taught.  Pointing us to Him.  Pointing us to something 

greater.  But even in pointing us to Himself, Jesus wasn’t trying to selfishly promote Himself, or 

boost His ego.  No, He was simply working to glorify the heavenly Father.  That wasn’t always 

the case for John and me, and certainly not that day.   

Jesus had just finished teaching a young man about wealth, showing all of us that a 

proper perspective on riches values those held for us in heaven far above any we accumulate 

here.  And then there my brother and I go, trying to seize glory for through status, just as that 

young man had done through wealth.  And to make matter worse, Jesus had just finished 

explaining to us again that His work was going to take Him to Jerusalem where He would suffer 

unimaginable humiliation and then be put to death.  It’s as if we didn’t even hear Him because 

we were so caught up with our own glory and our own ambitions.  I can still remember the words 

we asked Him, Teacher, we want you to do for us whatever we ask.  And, never being one to 

miss a teachable moment, Jesus went along with it. What do you want Me to do for you? He 

asked, even though He already knew our thoughts. 

Let one of us sit at Your right and the other at Your left in Your glory.  He didn’t bat 

an eye.  He didn’t open up the ground to swallow us.  He kindly and patiently answered, You 

don’t know what you are asking. Can you drink the cup I drink or be baptized with the 

baptism I am baptized with?  And we didn’t know.  We had no idea yet despite how many 

times He had told us that for Him, for God’s Christ, suffering must come before the glory and for 

us, to follow Him, the same must be true.  We didn’t know, so, we just blurted out, We can!  

I remember the look in His eyes as He stared right through me it seemed and said,  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. 

And so, here I am today in Herod’s dungeon, about to drink that same cup my Savior 

drank for me.  You know the Herods, right?  This one’s another chip off the old block.  It was his 

grandfather Herod the Great who killed all those baby boys in Bethlehem when Jesus was born.  

His uncle is the one who had John the Baptist beheaded on a whim.  And now this Herod has 

Peter and me in prison and my race it seems it at its end.  Now, my death is close at hand.   

Death.  Now, there’s a word that does not mean for me what it once did.  I used to be 

terrified of dying.  It pains me to admit it, but I fled with all the rest of them on the night Jesus 



was arrested in the garden.  I didn’t want to die.  I was afraid.  My selfish ambitions led me to 

abandon my Savior just when He was about to prove how much He loved and cared for me!  The 

more I think about it, that’s really what was behind the question John and I asked on the road that 

day.  We were concerned about our glory and about getting ahead in this world because we were 

afraid that… well I suppose that that was all that truly mattered.  Through our selfish fears and 

ambitions, we were deserting our Lord and our friends and family even as we were walking 

down the road right there alongside of them.   

I can see things much more clearly now.  Today, I am not afraid.  Believe it or not, I 

consider it an honor to be the first of Jesus’ apostles to die for His Name.  I feel that way because 

I’ve come to understand what He told us that day on the road: Jesus called [us] 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. 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.  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.’ 

Jesus saw that the root of our problem was misdirected ambition.  We were blind to what 

He was telling us about His mission because we were selfishly thinking about ourselves and we 

were treating each other poorly for the same reasons.  You don’t have to be a ruler or a high 

official or a politician to act like the worst of them.  We had proven that that day.  And that isn’t 

just something John and I and the other apostles struggled with, it’s something all of us have to 

watch out for, isn’t it?  Maybe you see it more clearly in your marriage and family or among 

your friends, the way you’re quick to think, “Me first!”  Instead of trying to serve others our 

impulse so often is to serve ourselves.  You see it trivial matters too, don’t you?  Parking spaces 

and checkout lanes can be excellent places for examination of our hearts.  Those examinations 

can quickly reveal just how self-serving our ambitions so often are.  And when we catch 

ourselves doing it, it seems so foolish, so shameful. 

And that’s why Jesus came—to ransom us from our own sinful selfishness.  So I am not 

afraid today.  I am not afraid to die.  Because I know that joined to Jesus through those cleansing 

waters of Baptism, His death marked the downfall of my sinful nature; His tomb is where your 

guilt and mine lies buried still today; His perfect obedience, never once seeking to serve Himself 

before others, is the robe of righteousness with which He clothes us; and finally, His resurrection 

is our resurrection as God raises us up with Him to new life and fills us with a new ambition.  An 

ambition to love because Christ first loved us.  An ambition serve Him with our whole life.  And 

an understanding that nothing else matters.  

When you think about it, as Jesus’ disciples, we have more cause for ambition than 

anyone else.  We have more cause because we see just how deeply we have been served.  What 

that does then, is change our drive and ambitions from those which seek to serve self, to that 

which seeks to serve our Lord. 

In these my final moments even as I wait for death, I am at peace because I know that my 

Lord Jesus lives.  Even now He is with me just as He promised and His Spirit at work in my 

heart, filling me with calm.  In your last hours too, He will be with You through His Word to 

bring you comfort and peace and to bring you into glory.  So, our ambition throughout life and 

even at its close rests in these truths: Christ died. Christ is risen. Christ will come again. In the 



final flash of Herod’s sword my confidence is this, That the Son of Man did not come to be 

served, but to serve, and that He has given His life as a ransom for many.” 

 

The lesson Jesus had for James and John that day, as well as for you and for me as well is 

that godly ambition takes worldly ambition and turns it on its head: so whoever wants to be 

great must become a servant.  In so many of His teachings, we see Jesus teach this reversal: 

Whoever wants to be first must be last and make himself a slave to all.  We find comfort in 

the knowledge that Jesus served God the Father perfectly in our place and that He served us 

perfectly by offering Himself as our ransom, giving us freely the gift of eternal life.  In response 

to His gracious mercy and love we pray that He would fill us with the godly ambition of faith. 

We pray that He would make us more like those heroes of faith, the apostles; ultimately, we pray 

that He would draw us closer to Himself and make us more like Him.  So let us pray, using the 

words of a Christian man named Francis who lived nearly one thousand years ago: 

 

Lord, make us an servants of your peace;  

where there is hatred, let us sow love;  

where there is injury, pardon;  

where there is doubt, faith;  

where there is despair, hope;  

where there is darkness, light;  

and where there is sadness, joy.  

O Divine Master, grant that I may not so much seek  

to be consoled, as to console;  

to be understood, as to understand;  

to be loved, as to love;  

for it is in giving that we receive,  

it is in pardoning that we are pardoned,  

and it is in dying that we are born to eternal life.  Amen. 

 


