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Scripture  Mark 10:32-45  

They 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, saying, 

"See, 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; they will mock him, and spit upon him, 

and flog him, and kill him; and after three days he will rise again." 

 

James and John, the sons of Zebedee, came forward 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 is it 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." But Jesus said to 

them, "You do not know what you are asking. Are you able to drink the cup 

that I drink, or be baptized with the baptism that I am baptized with?" They           

replied, "We are able." Then Jesus said to them, "The cup that I drink you will 

drink; and with the baptism with which I 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." 

 

When the ten heard this, they began to be angry with James and John. So   

Jesus called them and said to them, "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; but whoever wishes to become 

great among you must be your servant, and whoever wishes to be first among 

you must be slave of all. For the Son of Man came not to be served but to 

serve, and to give his life a ransom for many." 

 

Devotional   Pastor Rachel Laughlin         pastorrachel@popportage.org 

Have you ever prayed the prayer of James and John? I know I have.  It goes 

something like this: “Dear God, I want you to do for me whatever I ask of you.”  

In fact, it is one of my favorite prayers and it has been for a long time.  

 

When I was a kid it sounded like this:  “Dear God, please let me have a pony 

for my birthday!” Or, “Dear God, make sure dad doesn’t make stir fry for                   

dinner.” As I got a little older, it sounded like this: “Dear God, let that cute boy 

in third period  ask me to the dance.” Or, “Dear God, help me figure out the 

answers on that math test.” These days my versions of the James and John 

prayer sound like this: “Dear God, make COVID go away with a miracle. Like    

a Thanos snap in the Marvel movies.”  
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As sincere as they are, the problem with these kinds of prayers is that they           

encourage me to treat God like some kind of heavenly vending machine.  If I 

just put in the right words the right number of times, I’ll get what I want.  You’d 

think I’d have learned by now that God doesn’t actually work that way. I never 

got the pony. Sometimes I didn’t do so great on my math tests.  And COVID is 

taking much longer to disappear than I prayed for. The problem is that the                   

purpose of prayer is not for God to give me whatever I want simply because I 

want it, but for me to be in conversation and relationship with the One who is 

the source of my life.  But these vending machine prayers do little more than 

express my blind ambition to God; much like James and John asking Jesus for 

the right to sit on either side of him in his glory. They didn’t know what they were 

asking any more than my 5 year-old self knew what she was asking  when she 

said she wanted a pony. And Jesus calls them on it.  

 

Every time I read verse 39 I want to pull James and John aside and remind 

them that Jesus JUST told them that he was going to suffer and be crucified 

and die. Jesus tells his disciples about the pain and death he will suffer, and 

they just don’t get it. They’re like rookie soldiers heading off to war with dreams 

of glory and no idea what the battle will actually be like.  

 

What this scene shows us is that in spite of their naiveté, James and John want 

to go where Jesus goes. They are willing to try to drink the cup he drinks and be 

baptized with his baptism even if they aren’t actually able to do so. And                   

because of their willingness, God will make them able. Just as God makes us 

able when we are willing, too. All it takes is a little water and a whole lot of 

grace, and we become part of the body of Christ. 

 

When we are baptized, we die to ourselves and rise to new life in Christ. We put 

on Christ. And that means we are included in Jesus’ baptism. We become his 

hands, his feet, his eyes, his ears. We are promised the same resurrection, the 

same victory over death! Which sounds great, right?  

 

Of course it does – when we think about the glory. 

 

Jesus tells James and John that they will drink the cup he drinks. The cup he 

wished would pass him by. The baptism is the same, but the wine is different. 

The suffering we each endure, the cross each one of us picks up, is different. 

But the baptism is always into death. Death to sin. Death to the world. Death to 

our vending machine prayers, and the vain, selfish, blind ambition they               

represent. Death to everything that comes between us and the new life God 

promises us. 
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For it is only through baptism into death that we can be raised to new life, and 

truly, honestly say, “Lord, we are able.” We are able because we have put on 

Christ. We are able because God has made us so in the waters of baptism. We 

are able because we have this new, resurrected life. We don’t quite know 

what that new life will look like until we’re actually living it, but Jesus gives us 

some clues. 

 

If you want to be great, you must become a servant. If you want to be first, you 

must become a slave. If you want to find life, you must be willing to die.  

 

Jesus turns what we think we know upside down. We ask not to have stir fry for 

dinner, Jesus arranges for us to feed thousands through Loaves and Fishes and 

ELCA World Hunger and the food distribution ministry with Sherman Lake. We 

ask for the cute classmate to ask us to dance, Jesus gives us neighbors of every 

age, race, and creed to love. We ask for answers to math tests and pop quiz-

zes and even to some of life’s tougher questions, Jesus gives us himself - to be 

with us in our doubts, to comfort us when we are afraid, to encourage us to 

keep the faith to bring life out of death.  

 

We ask to be first, to be with Jesus in his glory, and Jesus gives us a chance to 

serve, because when we serve others that’s exactly where we find ourselves – 

with Jesus, in all his glory.  

 

Prayer  or Thought of the Day 

Mysterious One, in Jesus you redeem us and invite all people to a place in your 

glory. Draw us closer to you, and in so doing, draw us closer to one another, 

that we may be strengthened to follow in the way of Jesus’ cross and resurrec-

tion. In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen.  
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