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17 As Jesus was going up to Jerusalem, he took the twelve disciples aside; and on 
the way he said to them, 18 “Look, we are going up to Jerusalem. The Son of Man 
will be handed over to the chief priests and experts in the law, and they will 
condemn him to death. 19 They will hand him over to the Gentiles to mock, flog, 
and crucify him. On the third day he will be raised.” 
20 Then the mother of Zebedee’s sons came to him with her sons, kneeling and 
asking something of him. 21 He said to her, “What do you want?” 
She said to him, “Promise that in your kingdom these two sons of mine may sit, 
one on your right hand and one on your left hand.” 
22 But Jesus answered, “You do not know what you are asking. Are you able to 
drink the cup that I am about to drink?” 
They said to him, “We are.” 
23 He said to them, “You will indeed drink my cup, but to sit on my right hand 
and on my left hand is not for me to give; rather these places belong to those 
for whom they have been prepared by my Father.” 
24 When the ten heard this, they were angry with the two brothers. 
25 But Jesus summoned them and said, “You know that the rulers of the nations 
lord it over them, and their great ones exercise authority over them. 26 It will not 
be that way among you. Instead whoever wants to become great among you 
will be your servant, 27 and whoever wants to be first among you will be your 
slave— 28 just as 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, 

“How are you?”  It’s a question we ask and a question others ask us.  “How are 
you?”  Even though it is a chance to share how we are really, truly feeling at that 
very moment, far too often we respond with a far-too-brief answer.  Without 
even thinking about it, we say “I’m good”—or “I’m well,” depending on our 
preference for grammar and usage.  We say, “I’m fine” or “I’m OK,” and if the 
other person hasn’t already walked away, we might turn it back around and ask 
“How about you?”  And then most often we receive a response like our own and 
move on to other small talk, after what could have been the single most personal 
and meaningful conversation we had all day. 



So how are you really?  If you answered honestly, would anyone stick around to 
listen?  In our world of increasingly impersonal communication, maybe it’s just 
easiest to act like everything is great; after all, isn’t that what everyone else 
seems to be pretending about their lives?  As much as we aim for greatness in our 
personal lives, our social lives, our work lives or school settings, isn’t it true that 
life is never as great as we’d like it to be?  

Today Jesus teaches us about greatness, as he teaches his disciples about 
greatness.  We will pick it up a few verses in, where a woman makes a bold 
request for her two sons…20 Then the mother of Zebedee’s sons came to him 
with her sons, kneeling and asking something of him. 21 He said to her, “What do 
you want?” She said to him, “Promise that in your kingdom these two sons of 
mine may sit, one on your right hand and one on your left hand.” Now, Mark’s 
gospel account records this same exact conversation, and interestingly enough, 
Mark makes no mention of the mother.  What does that tell us?  This wasn’t her 
bold idea.  Her sons, James and John, put her up to it.  Either way, Jesus knew 
who was really asking, because he doesn’t respond only to the woman.  22 But 
Jesus answered, “You do not know what you are asking. Are you able to drink 
the cup that I am about to drink?” They said to him, “We are.” 
23 He said to them, “You will indeed drink my cup, but to sit on my right hand 
and on my left hand is not for me to give; rather these places belong to those 
for whom they have been prepared by my Father.” 

How could they ask such a thing?  Isn’t it entirely ridiculous to think that we 
would have any chance to sit on a throne in heaven right next to 
Jesus?  Maybe…or maybe not.  In the chapter just before this one, Matthew 
19:28, this is what Jesus said to his disciples, “Amen I tell you: In the renewal, 
when the Son of Man sits on his glorious throne, you who have followed me will 
also sit on twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel…”  They had been 
paying attention, especially when Jesus said what they liked to hear.  The 
problem, of course, isn’t that they wanted to sit on thrones.  The problem is 
which particular thrones they wanted to sit on.  

What does all this have to do with greatness, and what does it have to do with 
us?  I can’t imagine any of us coming up with the same request in our prayer 
lives.  I doubt anyone here today has ever asked Jesus if you could sit on a throne 



right next to Him in heaven.  But just like these two disciples, our problem isn’t 
that we want greatness in our lives.  Our problem is that we go about greatness 
all wrong; in other words, when we think of greatness, just like the disciples, we 
tend to focus on status, recognition, and worldly greatness, where Jesus defines 
greatness in an entirely different way.  Let’s read on.  
24 When the ten heard this, they were angry with the two brothers. So the other 
ten disciples know who was really asking, too… Why do you think they were so 
upset with James and John: because they never would have desired such a thing, 
or because they would rather claim those spots for themselves, and if these two 
brothers sat next to Jesus, their position would instantly be downgraded?  Even 
among followers of Jesus Christ, selfishness clouds the picture.  What was 
originally posed as a humble question soon divided the disciples into factions (10 
against 2), and turned their ministry into a competition.  They go from teammates 
to opponents in such a short time.  

So, too, selfishness divides us.  Selfishness threatens our relationships; it turns our 
classrooms, our workplaces, our homes into a power struggle.  What we want 
naturally conflicts with what others want, and instead of stopping to ask what 
God wants, we battle for supremacy, even if we have to step on others to get our 
way.  Instead of seeking what is best, we run after what seems best for me.  We 
are tempted to ignore the needs of others, because it would cost us too much 
time or money to help.  “I simply can’t,” we say, even though we really could if we 
put others before ourselves and our own schedules.  And when conflict arises, we 
so naturally point to the other guy and think to ourselves, “how selfish!”  

Thankfully, Jesus recognizes a teachable moment, for the 12, and for us… 

25 But Jesus summoned them and said, “You know that the rulers of the nations 
lord it over them, and their great ones exercise authority over them. 26 It will not 
be that way among you. Instead whoever wants to become great among you 
will be your servant, 27 and whoever wants to be first among you will be your 
slave— 28 just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to 
give his life as a ransom for many.” 

We all know how the world works: our world is a constant struggle for power, 
prestige, possessions, and popularity.  We know how the privileged people in our 



world so often walk around as if everyone else should bow down to them.  We 
know how hard work is supposed to lead to success and influence and wealth; 
how status is so seductive and attractive.  But Jesus says his kingdom works on 
different principles altogether.  In God’s kingdom, greatness comes not through 
status.  Instead of looking for people to serve us, Jesus commands his followers to 
seek a life of humble service to others.  

But as in every command Jesus gives, he doesn’t just tell us.  He shows us perfect 
fulfillment.  Once more: whoever wants to become great among you will be your 
servant, 27 and whoever wants to be first among you will be your slave— 28 just 
as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as 
a ransom for many.”  If anyone has ever walked this earth with the right to be 
served, it was Jesus Christ, the Son of God and Son of Man.  In his divine, eternal 
nature, he was the Word that called everything into existence.  Everything around 
us belongs to him, and so do we.  And yet, despite your selfishness and mine, 
Jesus took on flesh and blood like ours to live a life of perfect and humble service 
to his Father, the kind of obedience that was demanded of us, but remains unmet 
in us.  He served God in our place, as our substitute.  But he was not content to 
stop at our level.  No, he humbled himself even lower.  He was willing to be sold 
for 30 pieces of silver (the price of a common slave), and in his betrayal, his arrest, 
his conviction and his execution, he suffered and died as your servant and mine, 
God’s Son as our slave, to give his life as a ransom for many.   

What does it mean to pay a ransom?  To pay the price that sets someone 
free.  You see, as much as we like to elevate ourselves and claim the right to do 
and say what we think is best, Jesus knew the real story.  Jesus knew that every 
single one of us was born into slavery, as we heard in our reading from Romans 8 
today.  We were slaves of our own sin and selfishness, with a sinful nature that 
will not submit to God—that cannot submit to God.  We were slaves to fear and 
guilt and death.  We were destined for and deserving of an eternity apart from 
God.  What was the only price that could be paid to set us free, the only price that 
could ransom us from our slavery, the only price that could give us life in place of 
death?  

Look back at the very first words of our section for today, the words we skipped 
over, the words James and John must have been too distracted to hear.  17 As 



Jesus was going up to Jerusalem, he took the twelve disciples aside; and on the 
way he said to them, 18 “Look, we are going up to Jerusalem. The Son of Man 
will be handed over to the chief priests and experts in the law, and they will 
condemn him to death. 19 They will hand him over to the Gentiles to mock, flog, 
and crucify him. On the third day he will be raised.”  Dear friends in Christ, 
greater love has no one than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends.  In 
Jesus we see true greatness.  In Jesus we have true greatness, because by his 
service to God and to us, by his sacrifice, by his forgiveness, we are graciously 
called his friends, and he died for us—for me…for you.  
How will we respond?  Will we go back to our selfish ways?  Or will we show 
God’s greatness through our service to others?  Will we try to win the next 
argument, or will we do whatever we can to win souls for Jesus?  Will we trample 
on the next person who stands in the way of what we want, or will we trust that 
God will give us what is truly best for us?  Each day of our lives, starting with 
today, is a bountiful opportunity to show the greatness of our Lord in the grace 
we have and the grace we share, all thanks to our humble and glorious King.  

And the next time someone asks you how you are, you have an answer for 
them.  You can tell them that thanks to God’s love for you in Jesus Christ, you are 
great.  In Jesus’ name.  Amen. 


