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Sermon – Mark 10:35-45 – Pentecost 21 – October 17, 2021 

We are going to start today with a fun little game!  Let’s see how we 

do:  

Which sporting event had the greatest viewing audience ever? The 

2008 Beijing summer Olympics, 3.8 billion people.  

Who won the greatest number of Olympic medals ever? 28 medals. 

Michael Phelps for swimming. 

Who do North Americans say was the greatest boxer of all time? 

Mohammed Ali. Better known as “The Greatest.”  

Which singing group sold the greatest number platinum albums? The 

Beatles. (Elvis Presley still holds the record for individual artist!)  

We could stay here all day and talk about the list of “greats” and 

“greatests” – it just goes on and on.  

It is one thing to BE the greatest Olympian, to BE the greatest boxer, to 

BE the greatest scientist, to BE the greatest music group.  It is quite 

another thing to have a need to be great, to have a need to be number 

one, a need to be better than others. 

That is what the gospel lesson is all about today. Some disciples needed 

to be number one, the best of the disciples, better than other disciples.  
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It amazes me that some followers of Jesus spent so much time with 

him, saw his miracles, walked with Jesus but still didn’t “get it” when 

Jesus invited them to be servants. Some people who had walked really 

closely with Jesus didn’t get that the greatest person in the kingdom of 

God was the person who had the heart of a servant.  

Which brings us to the story for today with James and John just not 

getting what Jesus was asking of them.  Now, we have to remember 

that this is not the first time these two just don’t get what was required 

of them.  These two are two of the three who were on the mountain 

top for the Transfiguration – probably the most awesome religious and 

spiritual experience of their lives.  And afterwards, as the disciples are 

walking to Capernaum they began to argue about who was the greatest 

disciple.  They just saw Jesus with Moses and Elijah and now argue 

about which of them (the disciples are the greatest.)  When Jesus tried 

to explain what was required of them (“If anyone would be first, if 

anyone would be great, he must be last of all and servant of all.”) they 

didn’t get it.  So, here they are, nearing the end of Jesus’ life and they 

approach Jesus and ask, “Jesus, we want you to do for us whatever we 

ask of you.” Slightly arrogant attitude don’t you think? 
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Jesus said, “What do you want me to do for you?” Jesus asked these 

two disciples that question and asks us that question as well, “What do 

you really want from me?” 

James and John wanted glory. They wanted power, status, and 

authority. They still didn’t “get it” about what Jesus was teaching that 

the Son of man would suffer, be killed and on the third day rise from 

the dead. James and John had visions of themselves in the future: one 

at the right hand of Jesus in glory; one at the left hand of Jesus in glory.  

Jesus, then and now, invites everyone with aspirations to greatness to 

relinquish all claims of power and domination over others and to 

embrace a way of mutual service. Jesus’ disciples James and John 

clearly don’t get it at all! We see them taking Jesus aside and lobbying 

for the best positions of status and power in his coming kingdom. How 

Jesus must have despaired. Would they never catch hold of his vision of 

God’s realm? Would they never understand that God’s dream involves 

a complete reversal of conventional societal values, that it will involve 

hardship (and not privilege) because it challenges those who maintain 

power for their own selfish purposes? Unlike those whose greatness is 

built upon lording it over others and acting the tyrant, Jesus’ path of 

greatness calls his followers to a way of mutual interdependence. 

Would Jesus’ disciples ever get it?  Will we? 
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We too can be followers of Jesus. Walk with Jesus. Journey with Jesus 

and still not “get it” about being a servant of others. We can use the 

right religious buzz words and attend church, but still not get that basic 

lesson of life that Jesus was trying to teach JAMES AND JOHN and all of 

us - The greatest person in God’s sight is a person who has a heart of 

humble service towards God and others. But not just a humble, loving 

heart but working hands.   

Servants of God always have good, loving and generous hearts, but 

they also have hands to do the dirty work. Hands that make all the 

meals. Hands that clean up the tables. Hands that do the dishes. Hands 

that actually help people in their needs.  

You cannot be a disciple of Jesus without being a servant and being a 

servant has to do with attitude and actions, the heart and the hands, 

the mind and the motions.  

In a world of reality television, and “likes” on social media, it’s tempting 

to define greatness, even in the church, by the world’s terms. When 

we’ve “succeeded” – amassed lots of money or recognition or influence 

– then we consider ourselves great, and if we haven’t managed to do 

this, we try to find ways to get it right. But, in this quest for universal 

exceptionalism, we’ve lost the knowledge of true greatness. We’ve 

forgotten how significant it is for a struggling single mother to raise 
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children to be responsible and generous. We’ve forgotten how 

powerful the influence of an attentive parent or grandparent can be. 

We’ve forgotten what a difference small acts of kindness and service 

can make to our neighbourhoods and communities. We’ve even 

forgotten that the quest to be great in God’s Reign can lead to the 

same competitiveness that the disciples experienced – even to the 

extent that we compare who is the “servingest” of us all! Yet, the 

ultimate test of greatness is when greatness becomes irrelevant – when 

we no longer care about how we’re seen, or what we’ve achieved, and 

we begin to live as humble, sacrificial servants simply because it’s the 

right thing to do, and it’s one of the best ways to contribute to the 

healing of the world. Ironically, it’s the moment we stop seeking 

greatness or defining ourselves by the quest for greatness that we 

become authentic followers of Christ, and that’s when we become truly 

great, according to God’s standard. 

What is desperately needed in our world is a culture of “greatness” that 

celebrates self-giving, humility, service and small acts of contribution to 

the greater good.  A culture that honors the heart and hands of a 

servant whose primary concern is NOT to serve one’s own self but 

others around us.   And in our servanthood we shall find true 

“greatness.”  Amen. 


