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Isaiah 53:4-12; Psalm 91:9-16; Hebrews 5:1-10; Mark 10:35-45 

 

Last week, Pastor John Hoffmeyer talked with us about competitive abundance: the mistaken idea that there is only 

so much of the abundant life to go around and if you get more of it that will mean less for me.  This week’s Gospel 

reading is also about a competitive view of life.  We might call this view competitive greatness: the idea that my 

greatness can only be revealed by showing myself superior to you. 

 

Before saying more about this, let me give you a little context for this morning’s Gospel.  Jesus and his followers are 

journeying to Jerusalem.  As they are journeying, he pulls his twelve closest disciples aside, and explains what is 

about to happen.  In Jerusalem, he will be arrested by the religious leaders, who will condemn him to death for 

blasphemy.  They will hand him over to the Romans, who will mock him, spit upon him, flog him, and hang him 

from a cross to die.  Three days later, he will rise again.  This is the third time Jesus has told them about the events 

that lay ahead.   

 

Jesus and the disciples get back on the road and James and John come forward with an odd request.  “Teacher, we 

want you to do for us whatever we ask of you.”  That sounds awfully presumptuous, doesn’t it?  But their request 

isn’t so different from the way we all approach God… at least sometimes.  We imagine God to be like a genie in a 

bottle and if we rub the bottle just right the genie comes out and gives us three wishes.  But remember, in those 

genie stories there’s always a catch; the people ask for something that they later come to regret. 

 

Jesus asks James and John, “What is it you want me to do for you?”  They reply, “When you come into your glory, 

we want to be at your right and left hand.”  Obviously, what they have in mind is to become Jesus’ chiefs of staff… 

his number one and number two men in the kingdom of God… power, riches, fame, all that kind of stuff.  But 

Jesus understands the irony of their request: he will come into his glory when he is nailed to the cross.  Without 

knowing it, the wish that James and John are asking for is to be crucified with him.   

 

“You don’t know what you’re asking,” Jesus tells them.  “Are you able to drink the cup that I drink?”  

 

The cup is a powerful symbol that is used throughout the Bible.  It’s often a symbol of judgment.  Isaiah and 

Jeremiah talk about the cup of God’s wrath and fury that will be poured out upon sinful humanity.   It’s this cup 

filled to the brim that Jesus must drink on the cross.  But he drinks it willingly because he knows that this is his 

mission: to experience every human experience, including death.  Jesus can and does drink the cup of judgment, but 

what about the disciples.“Can you drink this cup?” he asks these two disciples.  “Yes,” they answer.  Ignorance is 

bliss, right. 

 

Now at this point in the gospel, we are very used to the disciples’ foolish exclamations.  Like Peter asking Jesus to 

let him walk on water.  We expect the disciples to make rash pronouncements only to watch them eat crow later on.  

But the gospel writers don’t tell us these stories again and again just so we’ll think the disciples were bumbling 

idiots.  These stories are in the gospels so that we’ll learn something about ourselves.  We learn how easily we make 

rash judgments and promises.  Knowing this, maybe we’ll learn to be a little more humble in our proclamations… 

to recognize our limitations. 
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But that makes it all the more surprising when Jesus tells James and John that they will drink the cup that Jesus 

drinks.  Even foolish, deluded, and presumptuous disciples like James and John – and me – can participate in God’s 

saving work… in spite of ourselves.  The cup is for us to drink… not just for Jesus. 

 

But for us, it’s no longer a cup of judgment.  Jesus, in his death and resurrection, has transformed it into a cup of 

blessing.  He has filled the cup with his own life.  We no longer live under the curse.  Brokenness, suffering, and 

death are no longer a sign of God’s judgment.  Jesus has transformed them into the gate of eternal life.  We can 

drink the cup, all of it.  We can embrace everything that life has in store for us – the joys and the sorrows – because 

in that cup of life we meet Jesus. 

 

When the other disciples hear about the request of James and John, they’re justifiably annoyed.  If James and John 

presume to be Jesus’ right and left hand men, where does that leave them?  And so, Jesus tries once again to explain 

the Gospel to them: it’s not about domination.  The Gospel of Rome is about domination.  The Gospel of Rome 

teaches that you can use your power to intimidate your subjects into submission.  You hold up a cross and say, 

“This is what you’re going to get unless you obey me.”  And it’s pretty effective.  If you have enough power, you 

can scare people into doing all kinds of things.  That’s the Gospel of Rome.  That’s the Gospel of competitive 

greatness. 

 

But the Gospel of Jesus flips that whole thing upside down.  Embrace the cross, Jesus tells his disciples.  Embrace 

it, and then it won’t intimidate you.  Embrace it, and you will be free.  Jesus’ willingness to embrace the cross was 

the most threatening thing the Romans could imagine; it deprived them of their power to intimidate.  When we 

follow in the way of the cross, when we lift the cup of Christ to our lips, when we receive his baptism, we are doing 

the same thing: we are living out the freedom that Christ revealed through his death and resurrection. 

 

But there’s more to it than this.  The Gospel that Jesus proclaims is not just about freedom; it’s about service… it’s 

about love.  Jesus said, “Whoever wishes to be great among you must be your servant.”  And as Martin Luther King 

Jr. said, that means everybody can be great, because everybody can serve.  You don’t have to have a dozen titles or 

advanced degrees; you don’t have to earn a six-figure income; you don’t have to have an extraordinary talent that 

sets you apart from everyone else.  In the Kingdom of God, your greatness comes from your ability to serve.   

 

Our vocation as the people of God is not conquest; it’s service.  And we can serve because God in Christ serves us.  

When a world of competition and domination threatens to break our spirit, God comes to heal us, to forgive us, 

and to free us from fear.  If life is like a high school gym class, where the strongest and the most popular get picked 

first, Jesus has put himself at the back of the line.  And he seems to be having a lot of fun back there with the nerds 

and the outcasts, playing as if winning were not everything.   

 
This is the joy of being baptized with the baptism of Jesus.  This is the exhilarating life we drink from the cup of 

Christ.  We no longer look at each other with the perspective of competitive greatness. We no longer look at each 

other as rivals or as threats to our well-being.  Christ has made us all beloved sisters and brothers in the family of 

God.    

 


