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PRAYER: 5th Avenue, I pray that you and I would commit to climbing the ladder to greatness.  May we learn to 

truly serve each and every day. May others know of Jesus and His great love because we are becoming great in the 

kingdom of God — great because we are learning to wholeheartedly serve God and the “least of these His brethren”. 

May the words of my mouth and the mediation of all our hearts be acceptable in thy sight, for You are our rock and 

our redeemer. Amen. 

 

Sermon title - “Climb Down the Ladder to Greatness”               

 

Ahh, these past few months really felt like Christmas. That time of year when “peace on earth, goodwill toward 

humanity” prevails.  Streets echoing the sincerest thanks to first responders and healthcare workers. Store workers 

exposing themselves to COVID-19 to allow us to shop in disinfected food isles – watch the arrows and remember to 

physical distance. Food banks gathering an early harvest to ensure no one goes hungry. Witnessing the miracle of 

the 2 fish and 5 loaves a little when a long way. But what was especially noticeable was simple acts and words of 

kindness among people - wherever you turned, you could witness humanity at its finest. While there were bright 

spots, no, brilliant examples that were found and seen among people in the midst of the pandemic — more often than 

not, the public response of people to one another was caring.  

 

What we are now witnessing is a return to old behaviors. While these behaviors are far from ideal, it really shouldn’t 

be a surprise.  The opening up of our country has fueled these disagreement and tensions of this pandemic season 

but its root in an age-old pursuit — the pursuit of greatness.  We don’t want to wait in line anymore and surely this 

six-foot distancing has run its course. We want to be first and/or at least move life forward expeditiously. Wherever 

we are, it becomes all about seeking our place — a place that we are not willing to step back from to benefit another.  

We need to move forward, not backward. We get caught up in the clamor to determine “pecking order” in our new 

normal.  We’re returning to work, church, and family gatherings and trying to figure out where we now belong and 

how to “move up the ladder” to greatness. Yes, this is an age-old problem. A problem that we find existing throughout 

scripture and addressed by Jesus.   

 

In Mark 10:35–45,1 Jesus and His disciples have one of the most memorable dialogues in the New Testament. In 

these eleven verses, Jesus emphasizes the importance of humility and service. He insists that self-giving service is 

the only greatness recognized by God, and only those who give of themselves for others will be the big winners with 

God. In so many words, Jesus insists that we must: Climb down the ladder to greatness. In other words, instead of 

ambitiously seeking to climb the ladder and attain greatness, we must sacrificially serve others. Jesus reveals that He 

is the King of an upside-down kingdom. His rules go against the grain of what our world says. 

In 10:35, while Jesus is speaking of His looming death, James and John approach Him. James and John are two 

brothers who belong to Jesus’ “inner circle.”  

 

The inner circle also includes Peter. These disciples are especially intimate with Christ. They alone were present for 

the healing of Jairus’ daughter (5:37) and for the Transfiguration when Jesus was glorified. James and John are also 

called “the sons of thunder”. These brothers have fiery personalities and zeal for the Lord. This leads them to ask a 

rather presumptuous question: “Teacher, we want You to do for us whatever we ask of You.” In other words, “Jesus, 

we have this blank check, would you mind just signing your name right here so we can cash it in?”  

 

Since Jesus is wise and shrewd, He asks James and John, “What do you want Me to do for you?” Jesus cuts to the 

chase and makes the brothers cough up exactly what they want Him to do for them. The brothers reply, “Grant that 

we may sit, one on Your right and one on Your left, in Your glory”. In other words, these brothers are boldly 

commanding Jesus for a seat of authority. 

 

James and John believed that Jesus was the Messiah, and they thought He was likely going to establish His kingdom 

when they reached Jerusalem. These brothers wanted the positions of highest honor. To be seated at the king’s right 

hand was to take the position of most prominence; the person seated at the left hand ranked just below that (Luke 

22:24–30). James and John wanted the number one and number two spots. 
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Jesus says to these ambitious, brothers, “You do not know what you are asking.” God usually answers prayer in one 

of four ways: Yes, no, wait, or “you do not know what you are asking.” The answer to their request is behind door 

number four. Most of us pray this way, don’t we? We like to tell Jesus what to do. Our slogan is: “Ask not what you 

can do for your God; ask what your God can do for you.” However, it is critical to note that Jesus doesn’t rebuke 

James and John for being ambitious, nor does He reject them for being driven and having desire. He is pleased that 

they desire kingdom greatness. However, Jesus wants to explain that biblical ambition needs to be transformed into 

a humility directed toward serving others rather than a proud serving of self. He wants these brothers to understand 

the need to climb down the ladder to greatness. So, Jesus warns them of what will be involved in their quest for 

kingdom greatness. In 10:38b, He explains that greatness always involves suffering. Jesus asks, 

 

“Are you able to drink the cup that I drink, or to be baptized with the baptism with which I am baptized?” Both the 

analogy of the cup and the word baptism were used figuratively in the ancient world for suffering. Jesus is asking 

these two brothers if they can suffer the same type of suffering that He is preparing to enter into. In other words, 

Jesus asks James and John if they can handle the cross. Jesus was crucified with a thief on His right and a thief on 

His left. Yet, James and John didn’t ask to be on those two crosses, but to wear the crowns on His right and left. 

They wanted recognition, not crucifixion. Yet, the disciples need to concentrate on present service rather than future 

honor. 

 

James and John confidently affirm, “We are able; we are powerful!” These brothers assume they can endure all the 

suffering that Jesus might have to endure because they have not understood the full ramifications of what He will 

endure. They are thinking of military and political greatness. As a result, these two brothers are self-confident. If 

we’re honest, we too can exude this kind of overconfidence. Yet, we must keep in mind Paul’s warnings, “Do not 

think of yourselves more highly than you ought” (Rom 12:3) and “Therefore let him who thinks he stands take heed 

that he does not fall” (1 Cor 10:12). We must recognize our deep-seated need to depend upon Christ.  

 

Jesus responds to the brothers’ boast by saying, “The cup that I drink you shall drink; and you shall be baptized with 

the baptism with which I am baptized. But to sit on My right or on My left, this is not Mine to give; but it is for those 

for whom it has been prepared”. Jesus predicts the suffering of these two brothers. Interestingly, James was the first 

apostle to die a martyr’s death (Acts 12) and John was the last disciple to die in exile on the island of Patmos. So, 

these two brothers will suffer making themselves eligible for kingdom authority; however, Jesus informs that God 

the Father makes the final decision who will be seated where. Jesus is saying, “Men, keep serving Me, prepare to 

suffer for Me, and My Father will determine your status in the kingdom. But don’t allow impure motivations to 

tarnish your quest for greatness. We too must be prepared to suffer. We must not want the benefits without the 

bruises, the glory without the gore, the position without the persecution, or the blessings without the bumps. Instead, 

we must climb down the ladder to greatness. 

 

 “When the ten heard about this, they were indignant with the two brothers.  Jesus called them together and said, ‘So 

Jesus called them together and said, “You know that the rulers in this world lord it over their people, and officials 

flaunt their authority over those under them. But among you it will be different. Whoever wants to be a leader among 

you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first among you must be the slave of everyone else. For even the 

Son of Man came not to be served but to serve others and to give his life as a ransom for many.” 

 

In these three verses, Jesus expounds on His upside-down kingdom. Three observations are in order. Jesus uses the 

word “you” three times. His goal is to contrast the world’s leadership principles with God’s leadership principles. 

Jesus describes how the world operates and then contrast God’s kingdom with the world’s system. The world 

demands respect through pride, power, and pressure. The follower of Jesus is unassuming and seeks to exercise 

humility, grace, and service. In the world’s economy, the higher up you get, the more you are served. But in God’s 

economy, the higher up you get, the more you serve others. “The lowliest will be the loftiest. Those who give up 

most will get most.” Jesus uses a subjunctive mood for “wish” which indicates that some will and some will not wish 

to be great or first. The term is in the present tense indicating an ongoing desire or ambition. God’s goal is for you 

and me to wish to be great in His kingdom. Jesus makes a distinction between “servant” and “slave.” The word 
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“servant” originally meant to heap dust because a good servant moved so fast that dust flew around him. Then it was 

used for the boys who carried the towels in the bath houses. In the religious sense, it took on the idea of one who 

ministered or rendered a service to another. The “slave” however, was one who did not have the right to refuse. The 

slave’s entire life was at the disposal of the master. This is Christ’s expectation of His disciples. May we climb down 

the ladder to greatness. 

 

Our passage concludes with some of the most shocking words in the New Testament. Jesus says, “For even the Son 

of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom for many. Even the Son of Man had to 

follow the rule that Jesus just explained. He’s the great example of it. The way up is to go down. This verse is not 

only the climax of this paragraph, but it is the key verse of Mark’s Gospel. This verse is also the dividing point of 

the book of Mark. The first section of the book emphasized servanthood, whereas the second section will emphasize 

His coming death. In 10:45, Mark explains the purpose of Jesus’ death—He gave His life as a “ransom.” Mark uses 

the word “ransom” which means, “The price paid to free a slave or captive.” Mark also points out that Christ gave 

His life as a ransom “for” others. This word means, “in place of others.” Jesus died as a substitute. If Jesus, the God-

man was willing to serve, how much more so should we.  

 

You see, there is a ladder to greatness! The only problem is that the vast majority of us get it wrong. We are taught 

and believe that we obtain greatness by climbing to the top of the ladder.  Jesus teaches quite the opposite, we obtain 

greatness by climbing to the bottom of the ladder.  It is a ladder we climb down to serve others.  Not just any others, 

all others! 

 

Our nation’s social equality and eradication of the many “isms” that oppress Americans would change if all 

Christians remember that the ladder to greatness leads downward not upward. Think of others and served them you 

would materialistic things, family and friends. Each of us are called to climb down the ladder of success to reach 

greatness as defined by Jesus: Seek to “out-serve” others. Serve in some small way. Serve in the church. 

 

It’s been a said that the local church is like a bank: the more you put into it, the greater your interest. There are 

believers who complaints and are cynical even critical about the local church. Generally, these individuals are not 

putting anything into the church—they aren’t serving the body. As a result, they tend to focus on the warts and faults 

of the church. However, those believers who are serving in the trenches of their local church don’t have time to 

whine and gripe because they’re too busy serving. These warriors serve week in and week out. As they serve, their 

interest in the local church increases. They grow to love the people and the ministries in their church. They become 

a part of the solution instead of a part of the problem. I challenge you today to put more into your church so that your 

interest increases. Climb down the ladder to greatness. Amen. 

 

 

 


