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In the passage that we just read, two of Jesus’s elite disciples, James and John came up to Jesus demanding a place to sit, one on his left and the other on his right in His glory.  My initial reaction to these two disciples’ request was, “How dare these two brothers made such a request out of Jesus?  Who did they think they were?  Did they even know what they are asking?”  If I was one of the other 10, I too would be upset about their request as well.  

Like the rich, young man whom we read last week, these two young disciples wanted a place of security about their future.  Although it was good to see the young people thinking about their future, they were however only looking out for their own interest, seeking for their place of importance and status of significance in society.  Their request appeared to be an act of self-absorption and self-glorification rather than motivated by their passion to seek God’s kingdom.  This wasn’t quite exactly what Jesus’s ministry and God’s Kingdom all about.  Interestingly in the Matthew’s account of the story, it was the mother of both of these brothers who made the request rather than the brothers themselves.  

Jesus responded to James and John by saying that whoever wishes to become great among you, must be your servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you, must be slave (or servant) of all. (v.43-44)  This whole notion concerning the Kingdom of God was still a novel concept to many, including some of Jesus’s closest disciples.  Jesus also presented a stark contrast to the disciples’ conception of leadership.  They still thought that one day Jesus would take over militarily as King and establish his reign over His Kingdom.  These disciples wanted to assure themselves a proper place whenever that happens.  To much of their disappointment, everything would be flipped upside down.  Well, they better get used to it quickly.

The Kingdom of God is not about how high we elevate ourselves up on a pedestal and declare how we’re more righteous than others, but instead it was about seeing the fullness of life (as God intended) from a whole new perspective through the ways of personal humility and self-giving.   This is a whole new radical view towards greatness.  


Jesus demonstrated his greatness through his servile attitude towards others.  He demonstrated his greatness and compassion through little things that sometimes people don’t even notice or know about, but God does!  That’s ok, other people don’t need to know about.  Ultimately we all must be held accountable to God and to God only, and not to others.  For the Son of Man came not be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many.
  

Jesus was willing to put Himself out there in the frontline, going against the social norm in an unconventional way, challenging the established authorities.  Even though He was a King, He humbled himself to be like a servant.  Jesus spent time among the common people, the poor, the sick, those who are lonely, the outcasts, as well as the prostitutes and tax-collectors.  He did not attend any reputable Ivy League university, nor did He have a permanent home or any retirement savings accounts.  Ultimately He did something that probably no other king has done.  He got down on His knees and washed the feet of the disciples with his bare hands.  

Jesus’s model of servant leadership can be summed up in one very simple verse, in verse 45….. “For the Son of Man came not be served but to serve.”  Through his spirit of humility and humbleness, Jesus demonstrated a model of greatness for all of us to emulate and to follow.  As the Apostle Paul described this Servant King through his letter to the church in Philippi.  He wrote, though he was in the form of God, [Jesus] did not regard [his] equality with God as something to be exploited, but [He] emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness. And being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death -- even death on a cross.

True greatness comes from serving others while withholding self-glorification and attention from others.  There’s no need for us to go around letter others what we have done, for God knows and sees what is done out of the genuineness and righteousness of our hearts.  Jesus was very critical about this with the Pharisees, as we saw throughout his ministry.


People will notice one’s greatness by the seeds that one scatters and by the fruits that one bears through the lives of others.  As part of serving others, for the sake of the body of Christ, we must be willing to share the loads, pass on our legacy and relinquish some of the power that we’ve held onto to others.  A great leader demonstrates the mind and the heart of a servant by willing to put others before himself or herself.  There was this acronym of JOY in servanthood.  JOY- stands for Jesus, Others, and then Yourself.   

Later on, as our response hymn, we will be singing a somewhat popular contemporary hymn called “The Servant Song”
 #727 in our “Glory to God” hymnal.  This hymn captures the core of Jesus’s teaching on servanthood.  Written in the mid 70’s by a New Zealand theologian and song composer named Richard Gillard, this hymn invites us to meditate upon Christ’s calling in our lives as servants of God.  It highlights not only the earthly mission of Christ but also the challenge that Christ has imputed upon us as His disciples, and that we are all to be on a mission together with the Spirit on our side, leading us, and guiding us.  
Our attitude towards servanthood shall be based upon mutuality, trust, and accountability.  It’s not about who sits higher than the others, or who gets to sit next to Jesus’s left or right.  It’s an open-invitation for all of God’s people to contribute and to serve in God’s Kingdom.  
Furthermore, Christ’s model of servant leadership invites us to give more than what we receive.  This is NOT about any amount of monetary giving but more about our attitude shift in terms of our daily commitment in what we do and our interaction with others.  That’s why Jesus told the rich young man to “go and sell everything he had and give them to the poor, then he can come and follow him.”
  For Jesus said, “it’s is more blessed to give than to receive.”
 
All of us are invited to go on this journey as pilgrims of faith.  Many have gone ahead of us on their journey.  Many of us are picking up this torch and are running this race, while some may soon be coming near the end and will be looking to pass on that torch to others.  Our Christian faith journey is not a sprint, but rather, it is a marathon.  It tests our endurance and perseverance, as an African proverb reminds us that, “If you want to go fast, go alone. If you want to go far, go together.”  We are here to support one another and to encourage one another along the way, abiding to the leading of the Holy Spirit.  We serve one another as Christ has served us.  
The road of discipleship will have its ups and downs and twists and turns.  But as the hymn reminds us that we will still have each other to share the load and we are willing to walk the extra mile.   Whether we weep or we laugh, we share both our sorrow and our joy together. 
Friends, servanthood is NEVER about US, but instead, it’s about what WE have done and what impacts have WE had in the lives of others.  True servant leadership is exhibited through one’s true character of grace and humility, instead of leading from the front or under the spotlight, let us lead from the back (or on the sideline) without much fanfare and attention.  

As the late South African leader Nelson Mandela once said, when it comes to being a servant leader, “it is better to lead from behind and to put others in front, especially when you celebrate victory when nice things occur. You take the front line when there is danger. Then people will appreciate your leadership.”
Through Christ’s suffering upon the cross, He has demonstrated his obedience to the Father and called upon us to emulate.
  His greatest triumphant glory was not displayed upon the throne but instead upon the hill where He was crucified alongside the two criminals, one on His left and one on His right, not James and John.  Christ did this all out of His love to all humanity, not just those who confessed their faith and believed in Him.

This sacrificial, brotherly/sisterly (agape) love is mutual, unselfish, and charitable kind of love.  As Paul wrote to the early church in Corinth (and to us today) that this love is patient; it is kind; it is not envious or boastful, not arrogant or rude. It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth.  It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.
  We love because God has first loved us.
  We serve because God has already served us.  Let us go and do likewise! 

In the name of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit, Amen.
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