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Mark 10:32-45 The sacrifice of a follower

On 28 October AD 312, Emperor Constantine won the Battle of Milvian Bridge against
Emperor Maxentius and began his path towards ending the triple monarchy and
becoming the sole ruler of the Roman Empire. While that was significant in itself, for
Christianity, it was even more significant; because it was in that battle that Constantine
claimed to see a vision of the cross with the Latin words “/n hoc signo vinces” - “in this
sign conquer.” After this, in 313 AD Constantine legalized Christianity by the Edict of
Milan throughout the Romans empire and completely changed the course of history.
Christianity that had existed for centuries in caves and homes, under threat of
persecution now became the religion of the nobles. The cross became a symbol of
power rather than a symbol of death and eventually the Roman Catholic Church would
shape the history of Europe and the world. While that history was by God’s providence
and under his sovereignty, we should ask ourselves the question, does the cross really
represent power in the way that shaped Europe or does the cross represent something
else entirely? Jesus gives us that answer in our passage today, Mark 10:32-45, where
we see that the true sign of a follower of Christ is not power but sacrifice.

Let’s begin studying this passage by reading verses 32-34 of Mark 10. ** And they were
on the road, going up to Jerusalem, and Jesus was walking ahead of them. And they
were amazed, and those who followed were afraid. And taking the twelve again, he
began to tell them what was to happen to him, saying, “See, we are going up to
Jerusalem, and the Son of Man will be delivered over to the chief priests and the
scribes, and they will condemn him to death and deliver him over to the Gentiles. ** And
they will mock him and spit on him, and flog him and kill him. And after three days he will
rise.” As this passage begins, we see that Jesus is leading the way towards his
purpose. Again we see this ongoing focus on the path they are taking to Jerusalem that
is leading ever closer to the crucifixion. But this time in a small detail, the Gospel writer
Mark through the Holy Spirit tells us that “Jesus was walking ahead of them.” Now at
first thought you may just want to pass by this phrase, but this is the only time Mark
describes Jesus leading the way. It is showing his determination to go to his destination,
toward the primary and ultimate purpose of his life. And that purpose is not to a life of
power, prestige and ease.

His determined pace must have caused his disciples or perhaps a wider group of his
followers to be a bit afraid at the pace and determination he was showing. And they
probably have reason for fear, as Jesus shares for the third and final time what is
coming not too many days from now, once he enters Jerusalem. This is the most
detailed of Jesus’s description of his coming death and resurrection that Jesus has
given. Jesus’s purpose is going to be sacrifice and death, and he is making sure that it is
clear it will not be in any way pleasant. He also makes clear this time who will be doing
the crucifying. The chief priests and scribes will actually send Jesus to the Roman
Gentile governor to be put to death. This is exactly what happens in order to have Jesus
crucified since the Jewish leaders could not have anyone crucified. And we see the
soldiers at the crucifixion mocking him and spitting on him. By Jesus prophecying this in
so much detail that even the actions of the soldiers are accounted for, it makes it that
much more meaningful when we read about the first non-disciple to recognize Jesus’s
true identity in Mark 15. Mark 15:39 says, And when the centurion, who stood facing
him, saw that in this way he breathed his last, he said, “Truly this man was the Son of
God!” But before getting to that point, there was a lot to go through. And his closest



followers, while believing he was the Messiah, continued to reject the vision of a Messiah
that he himself was proclaiming. In all three cases of Jesus explaining his upcoming
death to the disciples, the account is followed by the disciples focusing on their self-
interests rather than the sacrifice that Jesus is going to make. This time is no different.

And in this case what we see is that Jesus’s disciples, his followers, confuse power
with his purpose. Read verses 35-37. * 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.” James
and John are now the focus as they come to Jesus with a request that he put them in
positions of authority and power beside him when he sets us his kihngdom. Now, this
response, and these words make no sense after what Jesus has just said. Of course we
have seen this lack of understanding before. But if we think about what will happen at
the beginning of chapter 11 as Jesus finally enters Jerusalem, it might make more sense
why they seem to keep not hearing Jesus when he says he has come to die. When the
disciples looked around, what Jesus was talking about made no sense, and could only
happen if the crowds that were always near turned away from him. They could see no
way that this would happen because in their minds, the crowds were on Jesus’s side.
Everywhere they went people wanted to see Jesus. As they enter Jerusalem, this will be
confirmed in a big way by the crowds that welcome Jesus as their Messiah, but one who
is made in their image and not the one God intends for them. They wanted the powerful
king who would ride into the city as a conqueror, and from everything they can see that
is exactly where Jesus was heading. So James and John believe that the Messianic
kingdom is near and from their perspective, they deserve the two seats of power closest
to Jesus. Of course, there were three in Jesus’s inner circle, so they are cutting out
Peter in their request. But they are not just making a slight at Peter. This is self-serving
and callous act toward Jesus himself and really an offense to the rest of the disciples.
Jesus’s purpose was sacrifice, but these two disciples believed his purpose was power,
and that by seeking power, they were following God’s purpose. Notice that they were
actually trying to honor Jesus. They were placing him at the center, which in their minds
was his purpose. But in honoring Jesus, they wanted to honor themselves as well. In a
dramatic way, James and John are illustrating for us a major problem that can exist even
today in the church. Worship and discipleship can be blended in ungodly ways with self-
interest and pride. Or even worse, self-interest and pride are masked as worship and
discipleship. An example of what | mean by this is an Elder who simply wants what in his
mind is the glory of leadership, who brings attention on himself and feeds his ego in the
way he leads in the church.

What will become clear after Christ’s death and resurrection is that God’s kingdom he is
beginning to build on earth is not based on power and control, but on service and giving.
Even today given the size of some church “empires” | would say that we have forgotten
that or misunderstood that. What Constantine started that hundreds of years later
would result in a powerful earthly church that even installed kings and rulers, and built
massive buildings of gold and precious art called cathedrals, was not the beginning of
the kingdom that Jesus was establishing. While one day, the fully realized kingdom of
God will exist in the presence of his true glory for all eternity, here on earth the kingdom
of God is not built on human power, but sacrifice and service. The reason for that lies in
the fact that the kingdom that Christ began came about by sacrifice, not by power.




Christ would not conquer Roman armies, but would secure redemption and freedom
from sin by his sacrifice of himself on the cross. It seems ironic that 400 years later,
Roman soldiers would take up that cross and use it to extend power across the
continent. Satan would twist God’s kingdom and mislead millions into thinking that the
path to God’s purpose was power.

Instead as this passage concludes, we see Jesus tell us his purpose in his own words.
Let’s read verses 38-42. * Jesus said to them, “You do not know what you are asking.
Are you able to drink the cup that | drink, or to be baptized with the baptism with which
| am baptized?” * And they said to him, “We are able.” And Jesus said to them, “The cup
that | drink you will drink, and with the baptism with which | am baptized, you will be
baptized, *but 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.” And when the ten heard it, they began to be
indignant at James and John. * 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. * But it shall not be so among you. But whoever
would be great among you must be your servant,”** and whoever would be first among
you must be slave™ of all.  For even the Son of Man came not to be served but to
serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” The primary difference between this
third and final of Jesus’s prediction of his death and the first two is that he clearly tells
the purpose of his coming death and resurrection. Right here in verse 45, Jesus
declares that vicarious sacrifice is his purpose. The word vicarious means done on
behalf of or in place of someone else. That is the type of sacrifice that Jesus would
make. It would be a sacrifice “as a ransom for many.” But what leads to this declarion of
his purpose, is his answer to these two disciples. James and John and actually the rest
of the disciples as well, believed that Jesus’s purpose was power so they were more
than happy to share a place in that purpose. They had no idea what they were
answering when they said they could drink from the same cup and endure the same
baptism as Jesus could. They did not understand that the path to power led through
persecution and death. And it would not even be deserved punishment and crucifixion
for any crimes of his own, but a sacrifice that he would willingly make, a cup that he
would willingly drink from for sinners like us. In just a few chapters from now in Mark
14:36, Jesus would pray to the God the Father, “Abba! Father! All things are possible
for You; remove this cup from Me; yet not what | will, but what You wi/.” Jesus was
going to do the will of His Father by dying on the cross, by accepting that cup. And
Jesus was teaching these misguided disciples that if they would follow him, they would
drink the same cup of suffering, because they too would be following the will of the
Father.

They did not know it yet, but all of the disciples other than John would die and sacrifice
their lives to tell people that Jesus died to save them from their sins. Rather than a
promise of power, Jesus said the only guarantee in their life of following Jesus was a life
of suffering. The positions on either side of him even in the ultimate resurrection in
Heaven were not his to give, but we have the opportunity as followers of Christ to share
in his suffering. The apostle Peter, who you will remember is the one whose words Mark
is mostly recording for us would later write about the way we should look at this
suffering, though. 1Peter 4:12-13 says, 12Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery trial
when it comes upon you to test you, as though something strange were happening to
you. 13But rejoice insofar as you share Christ’s sufferings, that you may also rejoice and
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be glad when his glory is revealed. James and John thought that sharing in some of
Jesus’s power would bring joy for them, but the Holy Spirit makes clear through the
apostle Peter that it is sharing in Christ’s sufferings that ultimately brings joy. To James
and John, Christ’s words denying the request must have hurt, especially when he
seemed to imply he would give them suffering instead. But they did not understand how
foolish their request was. None of us can ever sit in the place of glory besides Jesus.
Can you imagine how our lives would be if God actually gave us everything we asked
for? Not all of our requests should be granted. God gives us what we need, and what
will most glorify himself, and be for our ultimate good, but perhaps not our short term
enjoyment.

The other disciples are of course understandably angry when they hear what James and
John were talking to Jesus about. But Jesus uses the occasion to make sure that not
only James and John understand the purpose of Christ as sacrifice, but all the disciples
understand this truth. It’s not that the other disciples were any less concerned with their
own glory than James and John, they had just not voiced their desire in the same way.
Jesus makes it clear that there is no place that the ethics of the kingdom he is
establishing clash with the ethics of the world than in how we view power and authority.
In verse 42, Jesus shows the world’s way, “You know that those who are considered
rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great ones exercise authority over
them. To the world power is for selfish gain at the expense of others. Is Jesus saying
that this is always the way everyone acts in this world? Of course not. But throughout
society and history, the old adage seems to be true... “power corrupts and absolute
power corrupts absolutely.” But for the follower of Christ, there is a different use of
power and authority, Verse 43 But it shall not be so among you... The difference that
Jesus commands for his follower as that verse continues says, ...whoever would be
great among you must be your servant, * and whoever would be first among you must
be slave of all. Do you want to lead...then serve. Sacrifice your rights for the sake of
those you would lead...become like their slave. That is service and leadership in God’s
kingcom. And why do we do that? Because our Lord Jesus himself showed us by his
own example. * For even the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to
give his life as a ransom for many.” The life of follower of Christ is a life of sacrifice, not
power, because our Savior sacrificed himself for us. And for all of us in here today, what
you need to know if you aren’t yet a follower of Christ is that the only way our lives have
any true meaning outside of this short life on earth is if we have been ransomed by that
sacrifice of Jesus. Hebrews 10:12 describes our ransom like this. '® And by that will we
have been sanctified through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for all.
Sanctification is being made holy in God’s eyes when he declares us rightous or justifies
us based on our faith in Jesus Christ. When we repent of our sins and follow Jesus as
our Lord and Savior then he become our ransom. And in Hebrews 10:17 he tells us that
for those who he has ransomed “| will remember their sins and their lawless deeds no
more.” Will you follow Christ in a path of sacrifice? Are you willing to be perpetually on
the outside of society and even persecuted for his name? Christ gave all for us, what
are we willing to sacrifice for him? Let’s pray.



