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35 James and John, the sons of Zebedee, approached him and said, “Teacher, we 

wish that you would do for us whatever we ask.” 
36 He said to them, “What do you want me to do for you?” 
37 They said to him, “Promise that we may sit, one at your right and one at your 

left, in your glory.” 
38 But Jesus said to them, “You do not know what you are asking. Can you drink 

the cup that I am going to drink or be baptized with the baptism that I am going 

to be baptized with?” 
39 “We can,” they replied. 

Jesus told them, “You will drink the cup that I am going to drink and be baptized 

with the baptism that I am going to be baptized with. 40 But to sit at my right or 

at my left is not for me to give; rather, these places belong to those for whom 

they have been prepared.” 
41 When the ten heard this, they were angry with James and John. 
42 Jesus called them together and said, “You know that those who are 

considered rulers over the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great ones 

exercise authority over them. 43 But that is not the way it is to be among you. 

Instead, whoever wants to be great among you will be your servant, 44 and 

whoever wants to be first among you will be a 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.” 

Dear Friends and Fellow Redeemed, 

Daniel Boria lives in Canada and he owns a cleaning company. In July of 2015, he 

was looking for a unique way to advertise his business. There was a local parade 

going on, and he thought it would be great place to advertise. His plan, though, 

wasn’t to pass out fliers or set up a table and hand out information. Instead, he 

decided to fly over everyone in a lawn chair. Maybe you’ve seen the movie UP, in 

which a man ties balloons to his house so that his house can fly away. Well, that’s 

what Daniel did. Except he didn’t tie balloons to the house. He filled 100 helium 

balloons, tied them to a lawn chair, sat in it, and floated away with a banner 

advertising his business attached to him.  

He went about 14,000 feet into the air. At one point, a 747 jet flew right 

underneath him. But he never made it to the parade. After flying for about an 



hour and travelling six miles, high winds started to blow him around, and he felt 

very unsafe. So he cut himself loose from the lawn chair, fell to the ground, broke 

his ankle when he landed, and was arrested. Daniel got a nickname after all this 

happened. People started calling him the “Balloonatic.” And eventually, the 

Balloonatic had his day in court, during which the judge handed him a fine for 

$20,000, and during which Daniel said that it was entirely worth it. He said it was 

the greatest experience of his life, and he would gladly do it again. Daniel’s 

definition of a “great” life is being able to fly around in a balloon-powered lawn 

chair. What’s yours?  

I want you to imagine that you are talking with Jesus. It’s just the two of you. And 

imagine he asks you how you’re doing. “How’s life?” he says. And you respond by 

saying, “Jesus, I think it would be great if …” But now I want you to finish that 

sentence. What would you say? What would you ask from Jesus if you knew he 

would give you anything?  

That little exercise helps us identify what our definition of a “great” life is. And 

that’s basically the question Jesus asks two of his disciples today. “What do you 

want me to do for you?” he asked James and John. And they were glad to hear 

that question for the same reason we would be. Because, like us, they sometimes 

wondered if they were going to be ok. I don’t know exactly what they were 

thinking when Jesus asked the question. But maybe you wonder if your marriage 

is going to make it. If your kids are going to fall away. If the cancer’s going to go 

away. If you’ve made too many mistakes. If anyone’s going to miss you when 

you’re gone. If your life is making any kind of real difference to anyone.  

It’s not always easy to predict those things, just like it wasn’t for James and John, 

which is why they asked for Jesus’ help guaranteeing one thing about their future: 

not just that it was going to be ok, but that it was going to be great. And what 

Jesus said to them did two things. It showed them that they really had no idea 

how true greatness is attained in God’s kingdom, and it shows us that the greatest 

kind of life, one that matters, one that makes a difference, is not out of reach for 

anyone.  

Up until this point in Jesus’ ministry, James and John had already seen Jesus do 

many great things. They saw Jesus calm the storm and drive demons. They saw 

him heal the paralyzed and sick and even bring dead girl back to life again. They 



saw him multiply the bread and loaves and feed the 5000. And he did all those 

things by just speaking. He spoke – and it happened. And in the middle of all of 

that, Jesus was regularly teaching his disciples how great it is for someone to be a 

part of God’s kingdom. So James and John put these two things together and 

asked Jesus to say the word so that they will be given great places in God’s 

kingdom. And Jesus responded by saying that they didn’t have any idea what they 

were asking.  

It’s true that Jesus can make most anything happen. He can heal the sick and raise 

the dead and stop a storm before it does any damage. But one thing he cannot do 

is simply hand someone greatness in God’s kingdom. He said that those places 

need to “prepared” by someone. Think of the Balloonatic as an illustration. In 

order to be able to have what he considered a “great” moment, he needed to 

prepare the balloons, prepare the lawn chair, prepare the sign; and the one thing 

all those preparations have in common is that they cost something. They cost 

money; they cost time (and there was, of course, the cost of the $20,000 fine). 

But his greatness came at a cost. And Jesus was telling them that the same 

principle applies for every great place in God’s kingdom. It can’t just be given. 

When you thought about what great thing you would ask Jesus for, did you expect 

him to give you that for nothing? That’s what James and John expected. But there 

is a cost to greatness in God’s kingdom. And that cost is a person’s life, their 

whole life, and nothing but their life.  

Jesus used himself as an example when he said that he came to “give his life.” The 

whole thing. In service to others. If you want to be “great,” Jesus said you must be 

a servant. If you want to be “first,” Jesus says you must be willing to slave away 

for someone else’s benefit.  

Derrick Taylor is a teenager who lives in Arkansas. His mom is sick and unable to 

work, and so unable to provide for him and his many siblings. So Derrick works 

full-time to support the family. He unloads boxes at UPS for $11.90 an hour. 

Derrick’s home is 5 miles away from his job, and he doesn’t have a car and there’s 

no public transit. So he walks to work every day – a 10 mile round trip – leaving 

early enough that he gets there for a shift that starts at 4:00am, and he’s never 

been late.  



That’s one example of the kind of attitude Jesus describes here. But Jesus expects 

it to be the only type of attitude that ever guides any of our decisions. And think 

about what that means. If a person’s goal is always to serve, then it means never 

having any concern about whether or not they will be rewarded for it. If a 

person’s goal is always to slave away for the benefit of others, then it means 

never having concern about gaining any higher status; which means that my level 

of happiness and satisfaction should never be determined by whether or not 

people notice me, like me, promote or respect me. It means I have no right to be 

upset if no one says thanks, or if my work isn’t appreciated by my boss or family. 

If my only goal really is to use my whole life to serve everyone around me, then 

that means I should love people even when they sin, and not love them 

additionally when they don’t. And that can be a hard attitude to put into practice.  

A while back I saw a story about a man who was standing in line at a Brooklyn 

restaurant when he heard two guys in line behind him say that they didn’t have 

enough money to order the food they wanted. So the man turned around and 

offered to help pay for their meal. And those two men reacted to that wonderful 

act of service by yelling at him for getting into their business, grabbing his cane, 

beating him with it, and punching him with their fists. Once he fell to the floor, 

two other men ran in and started beating him so badly he eventually had to be 

hospitalized with multiple broken bones, while a fifth man walked into the scene, 

saw the man on the floor and stole his wallet.  

Serving others in the way Jesus demands doesn’t always go well, and not just for 

guys in Brooklyn, but also for exhausted moms, hard-working dads, kind-hearted 

friends, and overlooked spouses, employees, grandparents, and children. Jesus, in 

fact, promised it wouldn’t always go well for James and John. “You will indeed 

drink from my cup,” Jesus said. The cup he meant was the cup of suffering Jesus 

knew was coming. And James drank from it too. James was the first of Jesus’ 

disciples to be killed. Herod killed him with a sword, just a few years after this 

conversation. John’s suffering lasted much longer. While he lived to be an old 

man, he was beaten, whipped, and lived his life on the run until he lived out his 

last years in a lonely island prison. And why did these things happen? Because 

they were doing the one thing Jesus demands of everyone who follows him.  



“Your attitude should be the same as that of Jesus Christ,” it says in the book of 

Philippians. That’s really the point of all of this. We have a responsibility to show 

the world the attitude of Christ, no matter where we are, no matter how hard it 

sometimes is. And not only are Christians the only ones in the whole world who 

can do it. We also need to understand what will always happen when we don’t – 

the same thing that happened when the “rulers of the Gentiles” and the “high 

officials” lorded it over everyone and did only what they wanted. That’s when 

God died.  

God died, which is the same thing that happens in every one of our relationships 

whenever we put the opposite of what Jesus is expecting into practice. When we 

want to be served more than we want to serve, when we look to receive before 

we look to give, when our definition of a great life has us being pampered or 

served or rewarded by even one other person, we’re not putting that relationship 

on the path to greatness. We are crucifying God’s influence – an influence that 

Jesus himself knows is sometimes very hard to put into practice. And main reason 

he does is very simple.  

It’s because he came. He came to serve. He came to slave away for someone 

else’s benefit. He came to give his whole self, one precious drop of blood at a 

time, to pay a costly ransom that would assure anyone who has ever had the goal 

of being loved or forgiven or great in God’s kingdom … that you already are. You 

are. Simply because he came and gave his life – the whole thing - so that you 

could know that your place in the only kingdom where all your tears will one day 

be wiped away and where your heart will never hurt ever again has already been 

prepared; and it did cost something. It just didn’t cost you anything. Greatness 

has been given to you as a free gift, which means your job now is to stop working 

so hard to get something you’ve already been given. Your job is to simply enjoy it. 

And do you know what that looks like? Derrick does.  

Do you remember Derrick, the teenager who walks 10 miles to work every day? 

He was at work one day when his supervisor asked all the employees to stop what 

they were doing and gather around for a few announcements. He said a few 

words and then pointed at Derrick and said, “Derrick, you don’t have to walk to 

work anymore.” Then he tossed him a set of keys and told him that everyone 

there had pitched in to buy him a car and auto insurance for the next 12 months. 



Derrick worked hard to serve his family. He wasn’t looking to be rewarded. And 

yet he was, by friends who wanted him to know that they had his back.  

Just like God has yours. I’m not promising that God is going to give you a car. But 

if he already gave you the life of his Son, if he already planted a cross in the 

ground to declare in front of the whole world your value in his kingdom, then do 

you really think he won’t be there for you when you leave this place today 

determined to give your whole life in service to him; to serve your families, to 

slave away for the benefit of your spouse and children, to find the lost, to love 

your enemies, and to recognize that the secret to fixing our communities, healing 

our broken families, binding shattered hearts, and raising confident children isn’t 

out there somewhere. It’s sitting in this room this morning. The secret is you. Go 

and be great, my friends. Let Jesus use your life to show the world what a great 

life really is. Amen. 


