October 20, 2024 A Tough Act to Follow Ann Burnham, CLM

Good Morning Church! As most of you know I have three children and one of the
things in our reading today reminded me of when my children were young. It's when
they would say, Mommy, will you say yes if I ask you for something? The request
usually had something to do with candy or staying up late. What is the point of asking
for something if you already demanded a yes? Of course, that is understandable with
children but from James and John?

To understand my disappointment in James and John, I want to read the preceding
verses: “32They were on the road, going up to Jerusalem, and Jesus was walking
ahead of them; they were amazed, and those who followed were afraid. He took the
twelve aside again and began to tell them what was to happen to him, 33 saying, “Look,
we are going up to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man will be handed over to the chief
priests and the scribes, and they will condemn him to death; then they will hand him
over to the gentiles, 3% they will mock him and spit upon him and flog him and kill him,
and after three days he will rise again.”

Do you get the irony of this ask? Jesus has just told them the awful truth of what is
going to happen to Him, and they are thinking about themselves — dreams of sitting
next to Jesus on some golden throne! Ah, power and glory! “Appoint us to sit one at
your right hand and one at your left, in your glory”. You do remember who was to the
left and to the right of Jesus when he died, don't you? Yes, the criminals who hung on
crosses, I don't think that is what James and John really wanted.

Jesus’ responds to them by telling them they have no clue what they are asking for.
“Are you able to drink the cup that I drink or be baptized with the baptism that I am
baptized with?” Sure, no problem. Of course, they are so sure they can do it, right! The
cup and baptism Jesus refers to are his suffering and death, no way they get it but how
does Jesus answer them, he agrees with them! What? They don’t know, but Jesus
knows eventually James will be beheaded and John will spend the rest of his life alone
on the island of Patmos. It always amazes me that the disciples spend so much time
with Jesus and yet, they just don’t get it. They were still thinking the promised Messiah
would free Israel from Roman rule and they would be part of the new ruling kingdom.

After the other ten disciples learned what James and John asked, they were furious but
here is my question. Were they angry that the brothers were so selfish and bold or
were they upset that they didn't ask first? Can’t you imagine the bickering that went on
and how did Jesus handle it? Did he scold anyone or yell at them not to be so darned
selfish, thinking of themselves and not /istening to what was about to happen to Him?
Or maybe they were listening, and they were afraid, afraid of what would happen to
them when he was gone. Where would they go? Who would lead them? The thoughts
of torture and death of their teacher had to terrify them. What would be their fate?

Jesus calms them down by saying, ‘You know that among the gentiles those whom they
recognize as their rulers lord it over them, and their great ones are tyrants over them.
But it is not so among you; instead, whoever wishes to become great among you must
be your servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you must be slave of all”, a very
smart way of reminding them how they shou/d act! Finally, Jesus points to himself as
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the ultimate example of this in verse 45. “For the Son of Man came not to be served but
to serve and to give his life a ransom for many.”

How humbling is that? Jesus, the Son of God, the King of Kings, didn't come to earth
to be served, though He had every right to be. Instead, He came to serve. Not just
through small acts of kindness, but in the ultimate act of love, giving His life for us. This
isn’t just a nice teaching; it's a radical example of what it means to follow Jesus. The
ways of Jesus weren't just humbling, it was opposite of the world’s way, then and now.

One of the clearest moments where Jesus shows us His heart, the true heart of a
servant is at the Last Supper. In John 13, right before His crucifixion, Jesus does
something shocking. He gets up, takes a towel, and washes His disciples' feet. In those
days, foot washing was a task reserved for the lowest servant. But Jesus, the Master,
humbles Himself and takes on this role. When He finishes, He says: "I have set you an
example that you should do as I have done for you;" (John 13:15). Jesus wasn't just
washing their feet; He was showing them and us how to live. To follow Jesus means to
adopt this same posture of humility and service. No task is too small, and no one is too
insignificant to serve.

To follow Jesus isn't just about believing the right things or going to church. It's about
living a life that reflects His heart. And His heart was always focused on others, on
serving, loving, and giving Himself away. This is a call to a different kind of greatness.
The world says that greatness comes from being served, from having people answer to
you, from achieving recognition and status. But Jesus says, No. Greatness is found in
serving. That's what Jesus was telling the disciples and us. Following Jesus means
embracing a life of service. It's a mindset shift from, “"What can others do for me” to
“What can I do for others?” It means taking the focus off; us and placing it on the
needs of those around us.

So how are we supposed to do that today? Serving like Jesus doesn’t mean we all need
to quit our jobs and become full-time missionaries or volunteers. It means adopting a
heart of service in everything we do. At work, it might mean going the extra mile to
help a colleague, even if it's not part of your job description. In your family, it could
mean sacrificing your time and energy to care for a loved one without expecting
anything in return. In your community, it might mean stepping up to serve those who
are in need, whether through volunteering or simply being present for someone who is
hurting. The opportunities to serve are all around us. The question is: will we choose to
see them and respond as Jesus did?

Here's the amazing thing: when we serve, we are not only helping others, but we are
also transformed. Think of how we feel when we take the angel request off the
branches of our Christmas tree here in the church — we see a child asking for a warm
jacket and we are so moved, we will usually add mittens and a hat. We are serving
others and it makes us feel so happy to help. Service shapes our character to become
more like Christ. It humbles us, it reminds us of our dependence on God, and it
deepens our love for others. Jesus teaches us that when we give, we receive. When we
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serve, we are blessed. This might not always be in obvious or immediate ways, but in
the peace, joy, and fulfillment that comes from living a life that aligns with God’s will.

Let’s not forget the role of serving in the church. Church is not just a place we come to
receive. It's a community where each of us has something to give. Now let’s face facts —
no one wants to serve on the Finance Committee, but it is important, and our church
only thrives when its members are serving each other. Maybe you can serve by helping
with a ministry, volunteering in Sunday School or VBS, being a greeter or usher, or
simply offering a kind word to someone who is struggling, visiting one of our shut-ins,
or sending a card of encouragement to someone. Every act of service, no matter how
small, reflects the love of Christ. I have said it a thousand times, this beautiful building
is not the church, the pastor is not the church, we are the church, and when we serve,
we help build up the body of Christ.

It's easy to forget how a simple gesture can make a difference. Pastor Kimberly Clayton
tells this story: “While pastoring an urban church, I saw dozens of homeless people
come daily seeking help. Our Outreach Center offered many services. One day, a man
leaving the Center asked me if he could borrow a stapler. He made this request from
the hallway while I stood behind the safety of our office wall and glass window. I am
ashamed to admit it, but I hesitated. He held no papers in need of stapling. Behind the
wall of my office and “wall” of privilege, I held a stapler. In that momentary hesitation,
Christ came to teach me, again, the nature of discipleship. By God’s grace, I went out
and gave him the stapler. He bent down and began to staple his torn pants leg from his
ankle to his knee. He had only wanted to shield himself from the bitter cold —and I had
almost refused to serve in even that simple way. It did not cost me anything, yet it
might have cost me my soul.”

As we close, let's remember that following Jesus means more than simply believing in
Him, it means /iving like Him. And to live like Jesus is to serve others. In a world that
values being served, let us be people who serve. Not out of obligation, but out of love.
Not to earn recognition, but to reflect the heart of our Savior. Jesus set the ultimate
example of service by laying down His life for us. As His followers, we are called to
follow in His footsteps, to live lives marked by humility, sacrifice, and love for others.

Amen



