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Father, we ask that your Holy Spirit will guide us as we 
reflect on your word,        Amen 

 

1. The request of James and John 

This gospel reading starts with a question any of us may have 

been asked by a child: ‘Mum/ Dad/ Grandma/ Grandpa: will you 

promise me something?’ A cautious and experienced parent will 

check first what they are signing up to, just as Jesus does here.  

 

The detail of the request made by James and John may be less 

familiar. They are not asking Jesus to buy them the latest gizmo, 

or to allow them to stay up past bedtime, but to have the places 

of honour in heaven – at the right and left hand of Jesus. They 

have at least understood who this man is, and the implications of 

his ministry, but still this smacks of a sort of attempt at one-up-

manship, albeit of a spiritual kind. A few weeks ago, we heard of 

another incident from the previous chapter of Mark’s gospel 

(Mark 9: 30 – 37) when the disciples were arguing amongst 

themselves about who was the greatest. Interestingly, Matthew’s 

gospel also records this request for James and John to sit at the 

right and left of Jesus (Matthew 20:20), and the account is much 

the same except that there it is the boys mother who asks this of 

Jesus. 

 

Whatever the detail, we may conclude that the disciples 

were not immune to competition for Jesus’s attention and 

approval – it sounds to me very human and not unlike the 

behaviour of children today. I suspect that adults are also 

prone to such behaviour although less blatant about it. 

 

You might think that those writing the gospels would have 

omitted to mention incidents that reflect badly on those 

who later became leaders of the church. Since that is not 

the case, we must surely conclude that the reason for 

recording these requests and disputes within the chosen 

group are to point us to what Jesus has to say in response. 

For this question prompts a reply about the typle of leader 

that Jesus is, and about what it will cost him. 
 

2. What does it mean to be great? 

So what can we learn about what it means to be great? The 

first reading we heard was from the letter to the Hebrews. It 

is a reflection on the role of high priest: a position of 

honour for the Jewish people. This was not a role that one 

applied for, but one that was down to God’s calling and 

appointment.  

 

Mention is made of Aaron, and of Melchizedek, which may 

need some explanation. Aaron was the older brother of 
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Moses, who assisted Moses in leading the people of Israel out of 

slavery in Egypt to the promised land. You can read his story in 

the Book of Exodus (especially 4: 10-5: 13). It is an interesting 

account, in which Moses protests, when chosen by God, that he 

is not good with words, so God suggests that Aaron his older 

brother might speak on behalf of Moses. From this time on, the 

family of Aaron became hereditary priests., set aside for this role. 

Melchizedek also appears in the Old Testament (Genesis 14; 18). 

He was a priest king of Salem – which is traditionally associated 

with Jerusalem – and was seen as the fore-runner of Jesus (Psalm 

110: 4) There is more reference to him further on in the letter to 

the Hebrews (7: 15 on).                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

 

We do not really need to get our heads round all of this: the 

matter of importance is the statement that Jesus, successor to 

these priests, is both greater than they but in the same line, and 

that he was both called by God and ‘learned obedience through 

suffering’. 
 

3. What are the implications for us? 

What then are the implications here for us today? 

 

When I was growing up, my mother taught me that it was 

impolite to ‘put myself forward’. This meant waiting until you 

were noticed (but desperately hoping that this would happen!) 

For a girl especially, being seen as ‘forward’ was not 

accepted good behaviour. 

 

What we have here is much more serious than social 

etiquette. It is part of the on-going teaching of Jesus about 

Christian life and leadership. 

 

Our world today is no less competitive and arrogant than it 

ever had been. Leadership is often shown through power 

and symbols of wealth – in some countries even through 

military prowess. The only recent examples of leadership 

that is not like this is that I can think of is Ghandi – and 

possibly the Dalai Lama. More commonly, leaders are 

expected to dress and act the part, and people are expected 

to serve and obey them.  

 

Jesus insists that his own leadership is of a different kind. 

He comes as a servant, and as one who suffers for his 

people. In his life and death he demonstrates this fully, and 

his teaching constantly points us to this important truth. It is 

this calling that we must follow. The gospel writers tell us 

of the disputes amongst the chosen friends of Jesus to 

highlight this point, which the disciples themselves did not 

fully appreciate until after the death and resurrection of 
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Jesus. It is a teaching that goes against most of our assumptions 

about leadership, but one that is central to our faith. Let us ask 

God himself to show us how to truly serve each other as his 

followers.    Amen  
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1. The request of James and John 

• ‘promise what ever we ask” – familiar? 

• a cautious parent checks first 

• places of honour in heaven 

• eternal one-up-manship? 
 

2. What does it mean to be great? 

• reading from Hebrews: honour of high priest 

• yet not a role chosen 

• had to be called 

• Aaron and Melchizedek 

• Jesus learned obedience through suffering 
 

3. What are the implications for us? 

• not putting your self forward: more than this 

• the cost of Christian leadership 

• Jesus is a different kind of leader 

• contemporary parallels? 

• the suffering servant 

• this is our calling too 
 

 


