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The 21st Sunday after Pentecost: October 21, 2018 
St. John’s Lutheran Church, Summit, New Jersey 
“It is Not So among You” Mark 10:35-45 (Series B) 

 
Grace be to you and peace from God our Creator, Redeemer, and Life-giving Spirit.  Amen. 

I don’t know about you, but if I had told my best colleagues or friends that I was dying and 

only had a few weeks or months to live, and they completely ignored my pain, I’d be really upset. 

That’s pretty much the scene in our Gospel lesson for today.  

Jesus, his disciples, and others who followed him were on their way to Jerusalem, and 

Jesus is walking ahead of the group.  He’s probably thinking about what’s going to happen to him 

in the near future. Some of those who followed him were amazed --- astounded at the powerful 

way that he taught and healed.  Others in the crowd were afraid, because they didn’t understand 

who Jesus was or how he could do the things that he did.  

As he continues walking, Jesus takes the twelve disciples aside from the rest and says to 

them, “See, we are going up to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man will be handed over to the chief 

priests and the scribes, and they will condemn him to death. Then they will hand him over to the 

Gentiles who will mock him, and spit upon him, and flog him, and kill him; and after three days he 

will rise again.” 

He’s literally just finished saying this to them when James and John sidle up to him, and 

say, “Teacher, we want you to do for us whatever we ask of you.” In spite of what he has just told 

them about his impending death, Jesus doesn’t criticize these two brothers.  Instead, he asks them 

a question.  “What is it you want me to do for you?”  “Grant us to sit, one at your right hand and one 

at your left, in your glory.”  Can you imagine the audacity of their request? “Jesus, when you come 

into your glory, when you become the ruler, the conquering-hero Messiah, can we be your right 



 2 

hand and left hand men? Can we be a part of your Cabinet, one of your power people?  

When they asked their question, it was almost as if Jesus hadn’t just told them that he was 

going to die. Either that or they somehow hadn’t heard it. Or maybe they just ignored it because 

they were so focused on what they wanted that they couldn’t hear what Jesus was really saying.  

Kids are like that sometimes aren’t they?  Sometimes they’re so focused on what they want from 

us --- candy, a new toy, some money or the car keys, that they have no idea of what you said to 

them.  

If I were Jesus and these two disciples asked me to give them special seats of honor when I 

came into my glory, I would have been completely dumbfounded as well as angry and hurt. “You’ve 

got to be kidding me”, I would’ve said.  “Didn’t I just say that I’m on my way to the worst form of 

betrayal, brutality and death that you can imagine, and you want to be my chiefs of staff when I 

become king?  Get out of my face; I can’t even look at you right now!”  That’s what I would have 

said if I were Jesus.    

But Jesus’ response is so calm and clear.  He simply asks them a question: “Are you able to 

drink the cup that I drink, or be baptized with the baptism that I am baptized with?”  In other words, 

Jesus says, “Are you able to undergo the fate I’m about to undergo?” “Sure”, they respond; “no 

problem.  We are able.”  

These two brothers didn’t have a clue about what they just said.  So Jesus went on, “My 

fate will indeed be your fate; but to be my chief assistants in the kingdom, to ride in the front seat of 

God’s car, that isn’t mine to decide. It’s God’s choice alone.”  Well by now, the other disciples are 

aware of this little side conversation that James and John are having with Jesus.  And when they 

realize what they’ve been talking about they’re furious. “How dare they ask Jesus to be his right 
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and left-hand men?  What nerve!  We all know that Simon Peter is already Jesus’ chief disciple. 

Where do they get off trying to be top dogs?”  

This argument over power and position wasn’t very flattering for Jesus’ first century 

disciples.  It isn’t for us 21st century disciples either.  You see, sometimes we wonder about our 

own prestige and position in the church or the world. I’ve often said to our Council and to us as a 

congregation, “We’re now the number one giver of Mission Support and the highest giver to ELCA 

World Hunger in the whole New Jersey Synod.”  I say this proudly because if you have to be first in 

anything, let it be in giving.  But I also say it with a competitive heart, because I like knowing that 

we’re first, that we’re the best, that we are the hotshot congregation of the synod. And that instinct 

isn’t always such a good one.  

Now maybe I shouldn’t have said this on Consecration Sunday, for you just might think to 

yourself, “Well, if we can give so much to the New Jersey Synod and the ELCA, then they don’t 

need my money.  But the truth is we need everyone’s money --- that’s what enable us to do God’s 

work in the world. And the more we have, the more we can give.  That’s the hallmark of 

discipleship! That’s what allows us to feed the hungry, clothe the naked, house the homeless, fight 

against racism and all kinds of injustice.  Your gifts enable us to reach out into Summit, and 

Newark and Malaysia and Appalachia to share the good news of Christ’s love and grace with a 

broken and hurting world.  

When James and John and the other disciples get upset about who should be the Alpha 

dogs in Jesus’ kingdom, Jesus uses their arguing as a teachable moment. “You know that among 

the Gentiles those whom they recognize as their rulers lord it over them, and their great ones are 

tyrants over them. But it is not so among you…”  
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In those seven small words, “But it is not so among you”, Jesus once and for all time 

defined the character of his followers’ ministry. Jesus didn’t say, “It will not be so among you”, or “It 

shouldn’t be so among you”, or “I’d rather it not be so among you.”  He used a present tense word 

that has continuing effect: “It is not so among you!”  Not today, not tomorrow, not forever!  

“My people”, says Jesus, “are different from the world.”  “We don’t act the same way the 

tyrants do; we don’t understand “power” to be power over people, but rather power with people.  

We’re not concerned about who’s the top dog because we care about the underdog.  We don’t 

compete to see who gets kicked out, we cooperate to make sure that everybody is included in 

God’s family --- EVERYBODY. It is not so among you.  You don’t act like the rest of the world; 

you act like I do.” 

Then to make sure they understood exactly what he meant, Jesus talked about being a 

servant. “Whoever wishes to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wishes 

to be first among you must be slave of all; for the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, 

and to give his life a ransom for many.” Servanthood, says Jesus is what his disciples are to be 

about; and our greatness is measured by our willingness to serve. 

Years ago, one of the last sermons that Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. preached before he was 

killed, was on this lesson from Mark’s Gospel.  When he got to these last verses here is what Dr. 

King, said:  “You want to be great. You want to be important… Don't give it up. Keep feeling the 

need for being important. Keep feeling the need for being first. But I want you to be first in love. I 

want you to be first in moral excellence. I want you to be first in generosity. That is what I want you 

to do." 
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And Jesus gave us a new norm of greatness. If you want to be important—wonderful. If you 

want to be recognized—wonderful. If you want to be great—wonderful. But recognize that he who 

is greatest among you shall be your servant. That's a new definition of greatness. 

And this morning, the thing that I like about it: by giving that definition of greatness, it means 

that everybody can be great, EVERYBODY, because everybody can serve. You don't have to have 

a college degree to serve.  You don't have to make your subject and your verb agree to serve. You 

don't have to know about Plato and Aristotle to serve. You don't have to know Einstein's theory of 

relativity to serve. You don't have to know the second theory of thermodynamics in physics to 

serve. You only need a heart full of grace, a soul generated by love.”    

 What powerful words, Dr. King spoke; and what a powerful charge this is to us on this 

Consecration Sunday: to have hearts full of grace, souls generated by love, and to be great by 

being servants.  This is our calling, friends: to use all that we have --- our time, our talent and our 

treasure to spread the good news and to make sure that God’s mission of healing and peace-

making, of seeking justice for the weak and oppressed, and of renewing the world is furthered.  

 Jesus says, “It is not so among you. My followers do not live like the world lives.  You must 

be servants just as I am a servant. For the Son of Man came not to be served, but to serve and to 

give his life a ransom for many.” Jesus came to give --- to give his life so we might be free from 

being possessed by our possessions or our position in this world to serve God and all people. Can 

we do any less, sisters and brothers? Amen. 

 

Pastor Gladys G. Moore 


