
 1 

Sermon – God Greatness 
Mark 10 35-45 

The Very Rev. Scott Anderson 

St. Peter’s Cathedral 
October 21, 2018 

 

 

Mark 10:35-45 

 

James and John, the sons of Zebedee, came forward to Jesus 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.” 

 

 

I have a story from the American Revolution. As the story goes, a man in civilian clothes 

rode past a group of soldiers who were repairing a small defensive barrier. Their leader was 

shouting instructions, but he was making no attempt to help them even though it was obvious 

that they were tired. When the rider asked why, the soldier responded with great dignity, "Sir, I 

am a corporal!" The stranger apologized; he got down from his horse and proceeded to help the 

exhausted soldiers.  Once the job was done, he turned to the corporal and said, "Corporal, next 

time you have a job like this and not enough men to do it, come to your commander-in-chief, and 

I will come and help you again." With that George Washington got back on horse and rode off. 

Perspective is a funny thing.  On one hand we see in the corporal power and prestige 

through position and rank.  “I’m a corporal.  I tell others what to do.”  On the other hand, we see 

Washington embracing the big picture, the whole picture, the dream, and exercising true 

leadership through humility, generosity, and service. “I am the Commander-in-Chief.  I show 

other people what to do.” 

In our Gospel passage, we find Jesus and many others making their way towards 

Jerusalem.  There had to be an air of anticipation.  I mean, this was it.  They just knew that the 

time had come.  It was the time for the Messiah to step up and take charge.  Now, I know that 

Jesus had tried to explain what was really coming, but it didn’t seem to be sinking in.  You see, 
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from their perspective, they had already all been taught about the Messiah.  And their perspective 

was in charge. 

But perspective is a funny thing.  You see, the Jews were waiting for their Messiah.  And 

the Messiah they were waiting for was one who would come to take the throne and drive out the 

Romans and restore the nation of Israel.  And so, James and John, before they found their post-

resurrection understanding, make their move.  This is the time, the opportunity is now.  They had 

to take their shot.  Jerusalem is just up the hill and victory is at hand and so they go for the early 

promotion.  They apply for a field commission.  Jesus, let one of us sit at your right and the other 

at your left when you come into your glory.  Prestige and power through elevated position.   

On one level you can’t blame them for their enthusiasm and their self confidence.  

Master, put us in charge and we will implement your directives and together we will send the 

Romans back to where they came from.  Put us in charge and we will be there to help run the 

new kingdom that will be established.  We have dreamt about this all our lives and we are ready 

to take control and fashion the new government and rule the nation…ah, well, of course under 

your direction…ah…of course.   

Prestige and power and greatness through position. 

James and John had a dream, and they dreamt big.  Who knows, they might even get 

corner offices overlooking the Temple.  People would revere them.  They would walk through 

Jerusalem and hear people say, “There goes James and John.  Do you know that they actually sit 

on the right and the left of the Messiah, himself.”  They would get the best seats in the 

restaurants.   Big homes with all the conveniences.  Hot and cold running servants to bring water.  

Cooks, gardeners, stable hands.  James and John had a dream.  A dream of prestige and power 

and greatness through elevated position.   

Having big dreams, however, wasn’t their problem.  We all have dreams.  And it wasn’t 

that James and John went way beyond themselves and dreamt too big.  The truth is that their 

dream was too small.  WAY too small.  You see, while they were looking for positions of power 

within a fairly small nation on the eastern coast of the Mediterranean in their moment of 

misunderstanding, Jesus was asking them to save the world.  While they were looking for 

expanded dignity and the admiration of man, Jesus was asking them to give up everything even 

including up to their very lives, so others could find dignity through their restoration from God.   

Perception is a funny thing.  “Whoever wishes to become great among you must be a 

servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you must be slave of all.”  Do we want to be 

great?, Jesus would ask.  Do we want to be truly great?  Capital “G” great, not just great in a 

small place within a finite time frame within the vast expanse of history.  If we want to be really 

great, then dream my dream and become servants not rulers.  That is how you become great in all 

places and for all times.  Do you want to see the world though Christ’s eyes and experience true 

power and exercise true leadership?  If that’s what we want, then, like Washington, get off your 

horses and serve.  Or drink the cup that Christ drank.  And live into the baptism that Christ 

received.  Things look very different from that vantage point.    
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Maybe you’ve heard the wonderful children's story about the three trees? These trees 

were talking in the forest one day about their dreams for the future. The first tree looked to the 

others and said, “I would like to be made into a beautifully carved cradle, so that I might go on 

living as a support for the fragile life of a tiny new baby.”  The second tree nodded and said that 

it wanted to be made into a big, powerful ship, “If I were a ship,” it said, “I would be able to go 

on living, carrying important cargo and influential people to exotic new places.” The third tree 

dreamed of staying right where it was, existing only as a tree, but growing taller and taller, and 

pointing higher and higher, to remind everyone that there is a God in heaven who loves them. 

Those were their dreams these three trees in the forest.  Not necessarily bad ones. One wanted to 

be a cradle, one wanted to be a mighty ship, and one wanted to be a tall tree, pointing people 

toward God. 

But then one day the woodcutters came and they chopped down the three trees. The first 

tree was not made into a cradle.  Instead it was cut and hammered together into a simple feeding 

trough for animals. The trough was sold to a family in Bethlehem, and on the night Jesus was 

born, that simple feed box that we know as a manger became the cradle for the Christ Child. 

The second tree was indeed built into a boat.  But the kind of boat that it was built into 

was not the kind it had dreamed of.  It was not a mighty ocean-going vessel, but rather a tiny 

inexpensive fishing boat.  A man named Simon Peter bought that boat, and on one warm 

afternoon when the crowds pressed in, that child from that feeding trough, now grown, climbed 

aboard that small fishing boat to preach good news to everyone there.  To take them to a place 

that they had never dreamt of. 

The third tree also did not realize its dream, at least how it perceived it. It wanted to 

remain standing tall and pointing toward God. Instead, it was cut down and shaped into a 

horrible instrument of torture, it was made into a cross.  But it was on that very cross that Jesus 

was crucified, transforming that symbol of cruelty into a powerful reminder pointing up to God's 

eternal love for all the people. 

The three trees that had somewhat ordinary dreams, maybe even small dreams, but in the 

plan of God, they were exalted and their dreams became huge. 

That's the way it works: When we, in humility, give ourselves to God and to others 

through Him, when we turn our dream into His dream, God can and will take it, and do great 

things through us and for us—greater than we can ever imagine, greater than we can dream of in 

our own power.  

It is good to have dreams.  But unlike James and John, at least with the example they 

gave today, we shouldn’t dream so small.  Our dreams should be big…they should be huge.  

They should be huge because God has given us the gifts and resources to be just that.  Just like 

when Bishop Tuttle and Fr. Goddard conducted their first service in Helena over 150 years ago 

as they planted this outpost for God in Montana.  By making God’s dream their dream they came 

back and formed a Bishop’s Committee, raised money from the gifts that God provided, and they 

envisioned us.  They dreamt big.  They made God’s dream their dream.   
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Theirs was not prestige and power and greatness through elevating their position.  Their 

greatness came through embracing God’s vision through generosity and service. They became 

servants in God’s plan and they became great, and not just for their time but for all time.  The 

new congregation called St. Peter’s reached out to their neighbors for God and touched lives.  

We may not remember all the names on that Bishop’s Committee, but their lives shine forth from 

this place. 

And now it is our time.  It is our time to dream big dreams; even bigger than we have 

already dreamt.  Our time to dream God’s dream.  Our time to reach out to our neighbors, 

inviting them into an experience with God in this place and a huge dream that is yet beyond most 

of their imaginations.  It is our time to reach into the future through generosity and service so 

that we might touch not just this generation, but the generations to come, for God’s glory.   

God has equipped us, called us, has put us here at St. Peter’s, and is providing through us 

all that is needed to achieve true greatness, God greatness, and he simply asks us to show others 

how it all works. 

 

Amen 

 

 


