
Introduction 
 In the past two weeks, we’ve begun an Advent series called “Jesus Came To”, looking at 

passages in the New Testament where Jesus explicitly tells us why he came that first 
Christmas morning. We look in Luke 4 where Jesus preaches in his hometown and says he 
came to proclaim good news and in Luke 19 where he encounters Zacchaeus and says he 
came to seek and to save the lost. 

o I’ve titled this message “Jesus Came to Serve”. In Luke 4, Jesus claimed to be the 
Suffering Servant that Isaiah spoke of, and his disciples believed him. But, as we’ll 
see, their conception of what it meant for Jesus to be a Servant was badly mistaken. 
Let me pray for us that God may keep us from a similar error. [PRAY]

 Imagine you completed a project for work or you wrote a paper for school – something you 
really poured yourself into – and you end up receiving high praise for your work. How many 
of you would feel good about that and enjoy receiving that praise? Would that be selfish of 
you? Could that be prideful? Maybe – but not necessarily. 

o Imagine your friends threw you a birthday party or a graduation party where you’re 
the guest of honor. Everyone has come to celebrate you and bring you gifts. How 
many of you would enjoy that party? Is that selfish of you? Is that prideful? Maybe – 
but again not necessarily.

 The point I’m getting at is that in every one of us there exists a deep 
desire for praise and honor. Now some people outright condemn such 
impulses, but I would argue that our longing for glory and honor is actually 
God-given, part of His image in us. And in its purest form, it’s a good thing.

 Yes, we are fallen creatures and because of our sinfulness we are – as the church fathers put it 
– incurvatus in se, that is ‘curved in on ourselves’. Our hard-wired desire for glory is easily 
corruptible and tends to manifest itself sinfully in the form of selfishness and pride. But again 
the point is that this desire for glory and honor, in and of itself, is not a bad thing. It’s good.

 What I find so striking about this morning’s passage in Mark 10 is that Jesus doesn’t 
condemn his disciples for seeking greatness – for seeking glory and honor. But what he does 
is to redirect their search.

o Notice how he says in 10:43, “But whoever would be great among you must be your 
servant.” We’ll look at this more carefully in a bit, but just notice how Jesus is not 
condemning their desire to be ‘great’. He actually affirms it, but at the same time he 
redirects them away from their natural bent.

 The natural bent for sinners ‘curved in on themselves’ is to seek after 
glory and honor by grabbing for power and position. We’re convinced it’s 
found in privilege and rank. 
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 Leonard Bernstein, the famous conductor of the New York Philharmonic orchestra, was 
once asked which instrument was the hardest to play. He replied without hesitation, “The 
second fiddle. I can always get plenty of first violinists, but to find someone who plays 
second violin with as much enthusiasm, now that’s a problem.”

o No one wants to play second fiddle. Everyone wants the higher rank, to sit in the 
higher chair. It’s all about power and position.

 So what Jesus is trying to do in the lives of his disciples is to redirect their hearts, to curve 
them toward others. Because the point he’s trying to make in his teaching and through the 
example of his own life and death is that the way to glory and honor is not by grabbing for 
power and position but by actually giving it up in self-sacrificial service on behalf others. 
He’s trying to show them another way – the right way – to glory and honor. 

 Friends, that deep desire in you to want a life that matters, that ambition you carry around to 
do something significant, that longing to hear the words "well done" – those are God-given. 
Don't be ashamed to feel that way, but be aware that there is a right way and a wrong way to 
attain glory and honor. That’s what I want us to see from this passage.

o If you’re following in your outline, I have three headings. First, we’ll consider the 
way of sinful man – the way of self-exaltation. Second, we’ll consider the way of the 
Son of Man, namely self-sacrifice. Third, we’ll look at the way of ransomed man, 
which is through humble service.

Self-Exaltation: The Way of Sinful Man
 Let’s start by considering the way that sinful man has devised to attain glory and honor. 

It is illustrated by the sons of Zebedee and their audacious request of Jesus. Let’s read 
starting in v35, “And James and John, the sons of Zebedee, came up to him and said to him, 
“Teacher, we want you to do for us whatever we ask of you.” And he said to them, “What do 
you want me to do for you?” And they said to him, “Grant us to sit, one at your right hand 
and one at your left in your glory.””

 In this passage we see the disciples grasping for glory and honor in all the wrong ways. It’s 
quite amazing this episode is even in the Bible. The story is told of a court painter who was 
doing a portrait of Oliver Cromwell who was known to have warts all over his face. 
Thinking to please him, the painter omitted the warts in the painting. When Cromwell saw it, 
he said, “Take it away! And paint me warts and all.”

o That’s what amaze me about the Bible. It’s not ashamed to paint its heroes with warts 
and all, which really strengths my confidence in its truthfulness. And this particular 
story was recorded and preserved for ages that we might see ourselves in these 
disciples and to take heed as Jesus redirects our way.

 Now the location of our passage within Mark is significant. Notice how it immediately 
follows a conversation Jesus has with his disciples where he foretells his death and 
resurrection (10:32-34). 



3

 This is actually the third time, and after each instance we read that the disciples fail to grasp 
his point. They start jostling for position and arguing about who is the greatest, and three 
times Jesus has to rebuke them.

o After this third time, Jesus starts to make his way up to Jerusalem where he predicts 
these things to take place. And so the disciples begin to entertain grandiose ideas of 
Jesus going up to the royal city to kick out the Roman usurpers, to establish his 
kingdom and sit upon his rightful throne as the Son of David.

 Now James and John see this moment as an opportunity for personal advancement. So they 
pull Jesus aside and actually have the gall to ask him to do for them whatever they ask. They 
want a blank check promise. But Jesus asks them to just spit it out. So they tell him, “We 
want you to seat us on your right and left in your glory when you receive your kingdom.” 

o They were probably picturing that great banquet Jesus spoke of – the wedding feast to 
be enjoyed in the kingdom of heaven – and the seats of honor at the right and left of 
the King. They wanted those seats.

 But look at Jesus’ reply in v38. “You do not know what you are asking. Are you able to drink 
the cup that I drink, or to be baptized with the baptism with which I am baptized?” The 
rhetorical answer is “no” because the images of the cup and the baptism are references to 
Jesus’ suffering and death that awaits him in Jerusalem. 

o In the Old Testament, the imagery of a cup of wine was used to symbolize the 
wrath of God being poured out in judgment upon sin (Ps. 75:8; Isa. 51:17-23). 
Jesus plans to drink that cup. His plan is die a sacrificial death whereby he drinks the 
cup of God’s wrath in the place of guilty sinners. 

 And the baptism is also a reference his impending death (c.f. Lk. 12:50). 
His death on the cross is a baptism of sorts since it will involve going down in 
death and being raised up in new resurrection life. That’s something he’ll have 
to experience alone. It belongs to his unique mission as Messiah. 

 Yet the brothers quickly answer, “We are able”. Their pride is evidenced by their failure to 
recognize the vast difference between them and their Master. There are certain things they 
cannot do that only Jesus can do for them, namely to give his life as a ransom.

o Now in v39 Jesus replies that, in one sense, they will drink the cup that he drinks and 
be baptized with his baptism. But the reference points are different. The cup and the 
baptism in Jesus’ case refer to his passion. But when the images are applied to the 
brothers, they simply refer to the sufferings that Jesus predicts they’ll go through for 
his sake. 

 And then in v40 Jesus tells them that “to sit at my right hand or at my left is not mine to 
grant, but it is for those for whom it has been prepared.” By responding this way, Jesus 
reminds them that even though he is fully God, he submits to the authority of God the Father 
and explains that the granting of this honor is the Father’s prerogative. 
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o In other words, Jesus wont promise James and John that they will sit in those seats. 
But the staggering truth is that somebody will! The Father has prepared that right and 
left seat for two particular believers, and we’ll have to get there to find out who.

 But the thought of God honoring two saints in particular with special seats of honor 
doesn’t sit well with some people. They would prefer if Jesus had said there were no such 
thing as seats of honor. Everybody gets the same seat. But that doesn’t seem to be the case.

o Some follower of Jesus is going to sit at his right and another will sit as his left, but 
apparently, by the time I get there, I will have been so conformed to the likeness of 
Jesus that it wont bother me if that’s not my seat.

 But the very fact that such seats of honor exist supports the point I was 
making earlier, that this hard-wired desire for glory and honor inside every 
one of us is not necessarily a bad thing. In its purest form, it’s God-given.

 But the question is: How are you trying to attain it? In Romans 2, Paul says that those who 
seek for glory and honor will be rewarded (v7). But then he goes on to teach that those who 
are ‘self-seeking’ will have to face wrath and fury (v8). 

o So apparently there is a way to seek glory and honor that is commendable – in a way 
that would not be described as self-seeking. There is a difference between seeking 
glory and seeking to glorify yourself.

 What I’m getting from Jesus’ reply to the brothers is that the right way to seek glory and 
honor is to trust that because of his grace and in his sovereign wisdom, God has prepared a 
place at the table for me.

o And then the right way is to patiently wait to receive this glory and honor from 
the Lord himself. Wait for him to speak the words, “Well done, good and faithful 
servant.” Wait for him to seat you at the banquet table. 

 But if you attempt to do it yourself, if you seek to exalt yourself and grab after 
power, position, and the praise of man, then you’ve crossed the line from 
seeking glory to seeking to glorify yourself. 

 Friends, this embarrassing episode in the life of James and John was recorded and preserved 
by the Spirit that we might learn from their example and take care not to follow in the way of 
self-exaltation.

Self-Sacrifice: The Way of the Son of Man
 Instead, we are called to imitate the Son of Man and his way to glory and honor. The 

way of self-sacrifice. Let’s keep reading starting in v41. “And when the ten heard it, they 
began to be indignant at James and John. So the other ten disciples get word of James and 
John’s self-serving request and they’re livid.  The text says they were indignant (annoyed) at 
the two brothers for trying to one up them. So Jesus calls the Twelve together.



5

 v42: “And Jesus called them to him and said to them, “You know that those who are 
considered rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great ones exercise authority 
over them.””

o He shows them that by jostling for power and position, they’re acting just like the 
Romans that they so despised. The Gentile rulers “lord it” over you. The word Jesus 
used means “to rule over or to master someone”. It’s the same word used in Acts 
19:16 where an evil spirit “mastered “the seven sons of Sceva, giving them a good 
pounding. 

 So we’re talking about a way of ruling that is domineering, where you throw your 
weight around and pull rank on others. This is the way of sinful man. The “great ones” in 
this world are considered so great because they have power and position, and they know how 
to exercise authority in such a way to make you feel small and to make them seem “great”.

o “But it shall not be so among you.” Jesus is redefining greatness for his followers who 
have for too long been influenced by the values of this world. He goes on to say v43, 
“But whoever would be great among you must be your servant, and whoever would be 
first among you must be slave of all.”

 This is amazing. Jesus is completely reversing the world’s categories for greatness. The 
world only knows greatness through power, position, and rank. But Jesus is speaking of 
greatness through service! 

o Imagine you saw a man pull up to church in a chauffeured vehicle. He has his own 
personal greeter who opens the front door just for him. He has personal ushers who 
reserve an entire pew for him up front. He pays someone to hold his Bible and to turn 
the pages for him. After service, he goes to the lunchroom and has a chef and butler 
serving him gourmet food.

 You look at this man with all these servants catering to him, and it’s natural to 
think he must be a very important person. He must be a “great one”. 

 But Jesus is trying to open our eyes to see that true greatness does not belong to the one 
who has many servants. It belongs to the one who willingly and humbly serves. He says 
that “whoever would be great among you must be your servant”. 

o That word ‘servant’ is the word diakonos. It’s where we get the term deacon. It 
literally means ‘table waiter’, and in Acts 6 that’s exactly what the first deacons in the 
early church were appointed to do. They waited on tables for widows in the church.

 Think about that. In the kingdom of God, the great ones who are destined to receive glory 
and honor are the table waiters! Let’s be honest, how many times have you gone to a 
restaurant, been served by the same waiter the whole time, and by the end of the meal when 
you’re ready to pay the bill – you look around confused because you can’t remember who 
your server is. You don’t remember his name or his face. That’s because we naturally take 
waiters for granted. We overlook them. They’re not great in our eyes. They’re just servers.
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o How badly we need to be reminded, as Jesus put it, “whoever would be first among 
you must be slave of all.” That’s an oxymoron. In Jesus’ day, a slave was considered 
least and last of all. They were considered property like your ox or donkey was 
property. But according to the Son of Man, the way of the slave is the true way to 
glory and honor. 

 But adopting the posture of servant and slave is so unnatural for us. We choke at the thought 
of becoming a servant to the person next to us, much less their slave. How do we become 
such people who desire this, who naturally live this way? Two things. First, we need the 
example of Jesus, and second, we need to be served by Jesus.

The Example of Jesus
 Read on in v45 where Jesus explains why the kingdom of God values service over power and 

position. “For even the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as 
a ransom for many.”

o Here we find another explicit statement from Jesus for why he came to earth. He 
came to serve and to do it sacrificially. If you keep reading in chapter 10, he’s at 
Jericho and goes out of his way to serve a blind beggar when everyone else assumes 
he’s too busy for such an unimportant person. But Jesus came to serve.

 What he was teaching in vv43-44 is not just a principle of the kingdom but the very 
pattern of his own life and ministry. He was setting before us an example to emulate. 

o That means we, as his followers, should adopt the posture of servants and slaves, but 
not because we’re trying to merit glory and honor. Not because it’s simply the right 
thing to do.

 No, the reason why we adopt the posture of servants and slaves is because that  
was the posture of the Son of Man. The Christianity is not about adopting an 
ethical way of life. It’s not a moral pathway. 

• The Christian life is simply the life of Christ. If you claim to be a 
Christian, you’re claiming to be a follower of Christ. If he took the 
way of self-sacrificial service, then that is the way you ought to go.

 But here’s the rub. If Christianity is simply about following Jesus’ example and doing what 
he did, then it would be utterly defeating. If Jesus had simply come to say, “Do as I have 
done” then we’re doomed. There is no way I can imitate Jesus in all his ways. No one has 
served as he served. No one has loved as he loved. We’re far too curved in on ourselves. If 
that’s the message of Christianity, then that would be the worst news possible.

 But that’s not the entire message. That’s not the gospel. The good news of the gospel is that 
Jesus said he came to not only set a pattern of humble service, but he came to serve you 
and me. He did not come to be served by his followers, as if by our service we can ransom 
our own lives and restore ourselves to the Father’s good favor.
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o No, it’s not about you serving Jesus. In fact he says he refuses your service. He did 
not come to be served but to serve. 

 This is amazing! In every other religion, the primary message is, “Serve God and you will be 
saved”. Offer him these sacrifices. Give him this amount of time, service, and devotion, and 
you’ll be in his good favor.

o But that’s not Christianity. The message of the gospel is to stop trying to serve Jesus. 
To stop trying to work for him and to admit you need him to serve you.

The Ransom of Jesus
 And how exactly will he serve you? Jesus says he serves you by giving his life as a ransom 

for you. That word ‘ransom’ means ‘the price of release’. Now we naturally think of a price 
you’d pay to a kidnapper. But we need to interpret ‘ransom’ from a 1st century perspective.  

o Back then the term was used in relation to slavery. In tough economic times, 
sometimes people would forfeit their freedom and sell themselves into slavery in 
order to pay off a debt. So the amount you would need to pay to cancel your debt was 
called the ransom price. It’s the price of release.

 This is what we need. Before we can follow the Son of Man in the way of self-sacrificial 
service, we need to be served by him in this particular way. We need to be ransomed. 
Because of our sinfulness, we owe a great debt to God. And if that debt is not paid off in this 
life, then we’ll suffer in the next to pay it off. 

o But our sin is so offensive, our debt is so large, that there is no way to pay it off in 
this life, and even if we were to suffer for a million years in the next, we wouldn’t 
make a dent. That’s why the punishment for sin is eternal.  

 But this is why I love Christmas! Christmas is the celebration of God’s abundant love and 
mercy towards sinners in sending his only Son to pay our ransom. Jesus came to serve us by 
drinking that cup of wrath and giving up his life to sets us free.

o So every one of us has a choice. Our great debt to God can be paid off in one of two 
ways. Either we trust that Jesus paid off our debt through his sacrificial death on 
our behalf OR we spend eternity in hell trying to pay it off on our own. Put that 
way, the choice seems pretty clear.

Humble Service: The Way of the Ransomed Man
 Friends, there is only way to become a true servant in the likes of the Son of Man. Like 

James and John, you have to realize that there is a cup and a baptism that only Jesus can bear. 
Only Jesus can ransom a life. Humble yourself and admit you can’t do it yourself. Jesus has 
to do it for you.
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 But what happens is – if you receive Jesus’ promise to pay your ransom – you also 
receive his promise to one day glorify you when he comes a second time. Those he called 
he also justified, and those he justified he also glorified (Rom. 8:30). That means one day he 
will bestow upon you the glory and honor your heart has always longed for. One day you’ll 
hear those sweet words, “Well done good and faithful servant, come and enter into the joy of 
your master!”

o If you have that hope, then you no longer have to seek after these things through 
self-exaltation. Jesus has freed you from the ways of sinful man. Your heart is no 
longer curved in upon itself but it beginning to curve outwards towards others in 
humble service.

 And Jesus will continue serving you for all your days. He will give you his Spirit, through 
whom you’ll receive strength to actually follow in his footsteps. The Spirit will make Jesus’ 
commands a reality in your life. He will make you into a humble servant.

 Friends, the way of ransomed man is a life that does not seek the comfort and privilege of 
being served by others, but a life devoted to humble service on behalf of others. One that is 
willing to serve even in lowly, undignified ways.

o This kind of life doesn’t hide behind our theology. It doesn’t try to justify our 
unwillingness to serve with excuses. “I’m just not gifted at nursery duty. He hasn’t 
given me a heart for homeless ministry. I’m waiting for an opportunity that really taps 
into my gifting.” 

 Does anyone really have the gift of changing diapers? I don’t think you need to wait for a 
special gifting before you can start serving in the nursery. Does anyone really have the heart 
to have a conversation with a homeless guy in a wheelchair who’s been sitting in his own 
filth for God knows how long? Nobody has a heart for that. 

o But if you’ve been ransomed by Jesus, then he’s promised you a new heart that has 
been purged of the world’s values and filled with the humility and willingness to 
serve whenever the need presents itself.

 Let me challenge you to really make this practical. Let me ask you, “What are two ways you 
can humble yourself and serve others like Christ?” Think of one way you can start serving 
within this local body of Christ and one way you can start serving outside this body, perhaps 
in your home or at school or work. 

o Don’t go through this Christmas season and miss the point of his coming. He came 
not to be served by you but to serve you. But now as your Master has humbly served 
you, may you go and humbly serve others in your Master’s name.


