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Grace to you from God our creator and the Lord Jesus Christ. 
So have you heard that right now one of the lottery games is up to 1.6 billion dollars for a single 
winner? Have you bought a ticket? Well, whether you have or haven’t, I’m sure that you’ve at 
least thought about winning the lottery. What do you imagine you would do with all that money? 
What would you spend it on? A new house? A new car? New houses and cars for your family 
and friends? A nice long vacation? If I were to win I like to think that I would give most of my 
winnings away, that I would make it my full time job to figure out how best to divide it up 
among the many worthy causes out there, including the church. But even in that fantasy I would 
not give ALL the money away. I’d keep enough to live off of, and to take care of my family and 
close friends. What I really want, I think, is to be financially secure, to be independent and in 
charge of my own destiny, or as much as anyone can be in charge of their own destiny. And I 
suspect that’s what it boils down to for you too. Wouldn’t it be nice if you could do what you 
wanted, when you wanted, without all of the usual demands on your time, your energy, and your 
attention – and also to be able to provide for those you love? It’s Tevye’s song “If I Were a Rich 
Man” in Fiddler on the Roof. 
 James and John are playing this kind of game in today’s gospel reading. They are 
dreaming this dream. They think they just might have hit the lottery in Jesus. If he’s really the 
messiah, as they’re slowly coming to realize he is, then their lives are about to change, they think. 
And they’re starting to measure the drapes in the Messiah’s palace. Jesus is going to be the king, 
and they want a piece of the action.  
 So they come to Jesus and say, “Teacher, we want you to do for us whatever we ask of 
you.” Now where have we heard something like that before in Mark’s gospel? Oh yeah, it was 
that story about Herod and John the Baptist. The daughter of Herod’s wife dances so nicely for 
Herod and his guests that Herod makes that outrageous promise: “Ask me for anything and I’ll 
give it to you – even half of my kingdom!” And we know how that turned out.  
 Now it’s easy to look down our noses at James and John for being so worldly in their 
approach to Jesus, so self-centered and self promoting. But the truth is that this is often how we 
treat Jesus ourselves. The “name it and claim it” prosperity gospel preachers are the most 
egregious examples in our own time, but I think they reflect what a lot of us are thinking a little 
more quietly. “I want you to do whatever I ask,” is sometimes our secret prayer to God. “Not 
your will, but mine be done.” In another context, it would be John F. Kennedy’s famous 
exhortation in reverse: “Ask not what you can do for your country, ask what your country can do 
for you.” 
 This encounter of Jesus with two of his inner circle of disciples is one of the prime 
teaching moments in Mark, and I think there are three takeaways for us: First, that our tendency 
to focus on ourselves and our personal wants and desires puts us in a bubble and makes us miss 
the bigger picture of the world around us. Second, our self-centeredness destroys community. 
And third, our preoccupation with ourselves runs precisely counter to the kingdom of God that 
Jesus is ushering in. 
 So, first, living in a bubble and missing the bigger picture. When James and John come 
with their open-ended proposition, “do whatever we want,” Jesus wisely does not say, “sure, just 
name it! Even half my kingdom!” He makes no promises, but instead asks, “What do you want 
me to do for you?” And then when they come out with it, he says to them, “You do not know 



what you are asking!” They are so focused on their own script for what Jesus is up to, and their 
script for themselves as Jesus’ sidekicks, that they are unable to hear what Jesus is actually 
saying, even when he tells them directly and in no uncertain terms. Just before our reading today 
begins, Jesus tells the disciples, for the third time (!), that he is heading to Jerusalem to be 
handed over and killed, and that he will rise again from the dead. In their naked ambition they 
miss the painful irony of their question. To be at Jesus right and left hand in his glory is to be the 
criminals who will be crucified beside him. And just like James and John, when we treat God 
like a Genie in a bottle we completely miss what it really means to follow Jesus. 
 Second, their selfish jockeying for position in the new Jesus administration alienates their 
fellow disciples and fractures their community. When the other disciples heard what James and 
John had asked Jesus, they were angry with them. Of course they were. It wasn’t enough that 
they got to go up the mountain of Transfiguration with Jesus and Peter. Now they want a 
permanent position of privilege at the expense of the rest of the twelve. It doesn’t take a lot of 
thought to figure out how this works for us. When we are focused on ourselves and what we 
want, we know what this does to the communities we belong to, because we can see it so clearly 
when other people do it. 
 Third, James and John’s self-serving self-promotion is exactly the opposite of what Jesus 
is all about. In Jesus God is reclaiming the world, taking back the reigns that we wrestled away 
from God in the garden. Because the authority and power we’re used to are the kind that are 
imposed on others in manifold ways, through violence or the threat of violence or some other 
form of coercion, we imagine that that is how God works too. That is why it’s so hard for the 
disciples to wrap our heads around Jesus’ crucifixion as having anything to do with God’s 
kingdom, with God’s reign over the world God created and still preserves. What Jesus says to 
them in his response is very similar to what he says to Peter when Peter tries to stop him from 
going to Jerusalem. “You are setting your mind not on divine things, but on human things.” Here 
he says to James and John, “You’re talking like a pair of Gentiles! That’s just what they do. 
Their rulers lord it over their subjects and tyrannize them. But that’s not how the kingdom of 
God works.” So much for the inner circle of the disciples. All three of them managed to get it 
exactly wrong. 
 And surprisingly even with the benefit of 2000 years of hindsight, we’re still thinking 
like them. We’re still dreaming dreams of worldly wealth and power. We fantasize about what it 
would be like to be a billionaire. But it’s OK for us, because we’re the good guys. We’ll do good 
things with that money. We promise.  
 Brothers and sisters in Christ, “The Son of Man came not to be served, but to serve, and 
to give his life as a ransom for many.” And we who are his followers, his very body by our 
baptism into his death and resurrection, are likewise called not to serve ourselves, but needs of 
others and the common good. We are not promised wealth and power and fame. In fact we are 
promised that following Jesus will lead us to suffer like he did – to drink the cup he drinks and 
be baptized with the baptism with which he is baptized. But we are also promised that the life he 
gives is the ransom that frees us from our captivity to the power of sin, death, and evil. 
Remember that when you don’t win the lottery on Tuesday. Because no amount of money can do 
that. Jesus’ death and resurrection for us and for our salvation is the real lottery ticket. And that’s 
the ticket that will really change our lives and draw us out of our self-centeredness into life that 
really is life. May God grant us faith to trust that promise, and may the peace of God, which 
passes all understanding, keep our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.  
 


