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Mark 10:35-45 

 

Do you see yourselves in the Zebedee brothers, James and John – the impetuous “sons of thunder”?  Are we 

like them in any way?   

 

In today’s story, they find themselves walking alone with Jesus… and see it as a great opportunity to ask 

Jesus for some special consideration.  “Teacher,” they say, “we want you to do for us whatever we ask of 

you.”  They want to be favored.  They want to be granted positions of privilege and status… positions of 

power and glory in Jesus’ kingdom.  They want to turn Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem into a march of glory—

glory in which they will sit at his right side and his left when he reigns as Lord and King.   

Can we blame them?  After all, these two were members of Jesus’ inner circle.  When Jesus wanted to reveal 

something important about himself / his mission, he always pulled Peter, James, and John out of the pack.   

These three went with Jesus to the Mount of Transfiguration… and they would soon be asked to accompany 

him to the Garden of Gethsemane.  So, it probably didn’t seem to James or John that they were out-of-line to 

ask Jesus for this special favor.   

To be honest, my first reaction to these two—to their bold request / to their seeming selfish ambition—is a 

bit of righteous indignation.  Who do they think they are?!  What are they thinking?  Have they NOT been 

listening to what Jesus has been trying to tell them—about what will happen in Jerusalem… about what it 

really means to be his disciples?!   

Yet, I have to remember that I (that we, all) read this (and every bible story) through “Easter” eyes… and 

James and John and the rest of the disciples really did NOT have a clue about what was to happen to their 

teacher… or to them, as Jesus’ followers.   

 

I am caught by Jesus’ patient response to their request: “What is it you want me to do for you?”  He doesn’t 

get upset.  He doesn’t put them in their place.  He patiently / respectfully engages their request… and then, 

again, tries to get his message across: “You do NOT know what you are asking.”  In other words, “You really 

don’t understand what lies ahead for me… and for you.  You still don’t understand that the glory that is 

mine—and yours—is very different than the glory of this world…”   

“Are you able to drink the cup that I drink?”   

“Are you able to be baptized with the baptism that I am baptized with?”   

Of all the questions Jesus ever asked, these two deserved some careful, sober consideration.  These are NOT 

questions one should answer quickly / impulsively—unless, of course, you envision the “cup” and the 

“baptism” in question to be something “good” as James and John seem to think.  It really is as if they haven’t 

heard a word of what Jesus has been saying… because all of this—their request and Jesus’ response—

immediately follows the third prediction by Jesus of his upcoming suffering and death.   

Let’s review.  Jesus’ first prediction of his suffering and death came a couple of chapters back.  Jesus had 

just asked his disciples: “Who do people say I am?”  and then, more directly, “Who do YOU say that I am?”  

Peter had replied correctly: “You are the Christ,” he said.  And then Jesus began to teach them that he would 

suffer… be rejected… be killed… and after 3 days, rise again.  To this news, Peter reacted strongly, rebuking 

his teacher… and then Jesus rebuked Peter back… and gave an important lesson about discipleship: about 

denying oneself… taking up the cross… and following where he led. 
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The next prediction came shortly thereafter when Jesus had taken his disciples away from the crowds.  He, 

again, predicted his betrayal… his death… and after 3 days, his rising again.  This time, we were told that the 

disciples “did not understand what he meant and were afraid to ask him about it.”  Their lack of 

understanding is evident because the next thing we know, they are arguing among themselves about who is 

the greatest.  Jesus, again, attempted to teach them about discipleship: If anyone wants to be first, he must 

be the very last and servant of all. 

That brings us to the prediction that immediately precedes today’s gospel reading.  They were on their way 

to Jerusalem; and Jesus took the 12 aside and told them again what was going to happen to him (in even 

more detail): he will be betrayed… condemned to death… mocked and spat upon and flogged… killed… and 

after 3 days, will rise again.   

Third times the charm, right?!  Nope.  This time there is no reaction on the part of the disciples—none we are 

told of anyway.  Instead, the story slides directly to James’ and John’s request.  “Then James and John came 

to Jesus…”  “Then…” as in immediately… right away… directly after vs. 34’s account of Jesus’ saying that 

he would soon suffer and die.   

To us, the contrast is so glaring… that we read it and shake our heads in disbelief.  And yet, we know what 

lies ahead for Jesus (and his disciples).  We know that the cup that Jesus will drink… the baptism with which 

Jesus will be baptized… is betrayal… and suffering… and death; it is humble obedience to God’s will / to 

the mission for which he was sent.  And we know that even Jesus will ask the Father to take the cup from 

him… as he prays in the garden.   

What Mark is highlighting here is that despite Jesus’ repeated predictions of his own death and his lessons 

about costly discipleship, the disciples continued to miss the boat… they continued to focus on their own 

preconceived notions of Jesus’ messiahship and the earthly kingdom he would usher in (and what it could 

mean for them).   

It is amazing—James’ and John’s ability to persist in their vision for Jesus’ future… even with Jesus’ 

graphic / detailed predictions of suffering and death.  It shows how adept we are, as human beings, at hearing 

only what we want to hear and brushing the rest aside…  We ALL do it!  We ALL know how easy it is to get 

caught up in ourselves… in our own vision / agenda… and hear only what we want to hear / what “fits” with 

our ideas / understandings.  It is as if James and John have interpreted Jesus’ words about suffering and death 

like this: “It’s going to be rough, but we’re going to get through it… we’re going to come out on top.”   

But the cross is NOT—for Jesus or for the writer of Mark—just a tough road to “get through” on the way to 

a happy ending.  The cross is God’s way of standing worldly power and authority on its head.  When Jesus 

quotes the Servant Song from Isaiah—“…to give his life as a ransom for many”—he is making the point that 

the kingdom of God—the kingdom Jesus is ushering in—turns the world’s ideas of power and glory upside 

down and inside out.  The cross is God’s way of putting the world—and ourselves—to rights; it challenges 

and subverts ALL the human systems that we have become so comfortable with—knowing full well they 

don’t work for the good of all… for the will of God.     

The reason why James and John misunderstand Jesus… is the same reason his followers to our own day have 

sought to find a way of having Jesus without having the cross as well— the cross calls into question ALL 

human pride and self-interest… ALL glory and privilege.   

“Are you able to drink the cup that I drink?”   

“Are you able to be baptized with the baptism that I am baptized with?”   
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How do YOU respond?  What does it mean for YOU to follow Jesus… to the cross?  To be his disciples 

today?   

For several weeks, now, we have been hearing Jesus’ words about discipleship—Have we been listening?  

Have we allowed his words to sink in / take root within us?  Or have we filtered out the parts we don’t like 

(or don’t agree with)… holding firmly to our comfortable understanding of discipleship / what it means to 

follow Jesus today?   

We will likely respond to these questions in different ways at different points in our lives.  Sometimes it will 

be easy to say confidently / boldly, “Yes, we can” (just like James and John did); but at other times, things 

will look and feel quite different… and our whole being will cry out, “No, we can’t!  It’s too hard!”   

Jesus reminds his disciples (and us)—“You will indeed drink from my cup… and you will be baptized with 

my baptism” – but NOT in the way you expect or desire.  What you want—status / power / privilege—these 

are out of the question.   

Drawing a parallel with the Gentiles, Jesus says his disciples are NOT to be like them…   “As my followers, 

you will live your lives differently – your way of being will be in sharp contrast to the ways of the world.  

Your greatness will be seen in your servanthood.  Your position will be as slaves to all.  You will need to 

surrender your own ideas of honor / dishonor… of power / weakness.  You will need to lay aside your 

interest in honor / power / status / comfort.  You will follow my example—and lead as servants… as slaves 

to all.”   

James and John really didn’t have the faintest idea of what they were saying when they said an “Yes” to 

Jesus’ questions.  They hardly understood who Jesus was.  They didn’t think about him as a leader who 

would be betrayed (by one of his own)… tortured and killed on a cross.  Nor did they dream that their own 

lives would be marked by harsh persecutions.  Their first easy “Yes” had to be followed by many hard 

“Yesses.”  As their journey continued, they gradually discovered what they had said “Yes” to; they learned 

about being a servant instead of a master… about seeking the last place instead of the first… about denying 

themselves (and what they wanted)… giving up their lives for the sake of the gospel.  The same will be true 

for us…  

Dear friends, I know it’s hard to hear Jesus’ words about servanthood… about seeking to be last instead of 

first—it doesn’t make sense in this world of ours.  Not only do we (like the disciples) want to be special; we, 

too, want to be the best.  We live in a culture that encourages self-promotion… that worships fame and 

power and wealth… that values only winning / being #1.  BUT Jesus, as always, calls us to a different way 

of life.  He calls us to live differently in this world / to be countercultural.  He shows a different way—a way 

that values individuals—ALL people.   

Service, not power.  Self-giving, not self-seeking.  These are the marks of Jesus’ followers.   

To be great is to serve.  To be first is to be servant / slave of all.  This is the short course on discipleship.   

To drink the cup… to be baptized with Jesus’ baptism… is an act of trust  an act of surrender to God.  It is 

living a life in which the Holy Spirit will be our guide… and give us the strength and courage to keep 

listening / to keep saying “Yes” to the difficult questions Jesus’ poses / the challenging work he calls to do.    

Part of our call / our baptismal covenant—caring for others and the world God made, working for justice 

and peace—means that we are joined not only to Christ, but to this world that God loves… and everyone in 

it.     
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We are here to serve others.  Whether we can make sense of it or not, serving is how we will transform the 

world—NOT from the top-down… but from the bottom-up.   

The power that God has given us is the strongest in the world—the power of LOVE… the power to SERVE.  

It turns the Zebedee brothers’ request on its heels.   

Instead of “Teacher, we want YOU to do for us whatever we ask of you”… it becomes, “Teacher, WE want to 

do for you whatever you ask of us.”   

May that be our response to Jesus’ call…  

 

 

 


