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They were so sure, these two sons of Zebedee – so sure that they were up to the task of 

following in Jesus’ footsteps; so ready to make the sacrifice, suffer the pain, drink the cup that 

even Jesus would beg his Father to take from him. And they were so sure that having done so,  

they would get the places of honor on either side of Jesus when he came into his glory. Perhaps 

they were recalling that incident on the mountain not long ago. having been two of the three 

chosen to see Jesus transfigured with the glory of God, in the company of their spiritual 

ancestors Moses and Elijah –well, maybe that gave them grandiose ideas, ideas that had been 

percolating in their brains ever since.  

 

This isn’t the first time that the idea of personal greatness has come up among the twelve; just a 

chapter or so back in Mark’s gospel they’d been arguing on the road about which of them was 

the greatest. But this is the first time any of them had actually tried to enlist Jesus in their little 

game of self-promotion. Evidently that “first-will-be-last, last-will-be-first” message, heard 

earlier from the lips of Jesus, had not sunk in – or maybe these two were so special, it simply 

didn’t apply to them. That the other ten disciples were angry with James and John is 

understandable, if a tad hypocritical. So these two brothers are more than willing – so they say –  

to do whatever must be done in order to get the glory, the privilege, they somehow think they 

deserve. And Jesus assures them that they will, in fact, bear the same pain and suffering that he 

will be subjected to. But, Jesus tells them, he is not the one who gets to make up the 

eschatological seating chart. 

 

James and John are missing the point. They’re missing several points, actually, but if you dig 

down past the ego-driven ambition, past the bravado, the desire for reward and recognition,  

the fear of losing out – if you dig down past all of that, the two brothers had failed to learn that 

not only are they not in charge; being in charge isn’t even something that Jesus claims for 

himself. That’s because it all begins with God, it all ends with God, it all belongs to God.  

In God’s economy - which is, after all, the only economy that truly and ultimately matters –  

no one gets to the top of the heap by seeking their own glory; in fact, getting “to the top of the 

heap” isn’t even a gospel-worthy goal. The reward of the faithful is in serving others and 

surrendering one’s life to God’s grace and care. Jesus knew this; his entire life, and his death, 

reflected it. As the author of Hebrews puts it, “Christ did not glorify himself….and he was heard 

[by God] because of his reverent submission.” Anything James and John had been or would be 

given, anything any of us is given – what we do, what we accomplish, what we think of as our 

own, originates in the One in whom all things find their source and origin. It all begins with God,  

it all ends with God, it all belongs to God. How does that make us feel? Confused, ambivalent, or 

unsettled? After all, we’re conditioned to be achievers and that what we achieve and acquire is 

all ours. Or, does it make us feel cared for? How about blessed? How about grateful? 

 

This little ego trip by the sons of Zebedee might seem like a strange text to consider in light of 

the spiritual practice of stewardship – you probably figured I was getting to that, didn’t you? –  

but let’s remind ourselves that “stewardship” is so much more than simply deciding how much 

money to give to the church. Don’t get me wrong, that’s important, and we’ll hear more about it 

in a moment. But true stewardship is about acting generously and gratefully in all things, based 



on the knowledge that everything we have comes from God, and then giving back accordingly. 

It’s a constant, year-round practice – or at least, it’s intended to be. Yes, the church is asking for 

your money - for an increase in giving, it that’s possible for you. There’s no shame in talking 

about that; there should be no reluctance to do so. For the church to ask for your money, or your 

time, or the use of your skills, solely for its own ends is to misread the message of stewardship. 

But when that church is a vehicle of the Good News, a place that enables and allows each one 

associated with it to glorify God and be God’s servant in the way that Jesus teaches – and I 

believe this parish does its very best to be that kind of place; I trust you do, as well – then giving 

to St. Giles allows each of its members to contribute to the continuation of those ministries, those 

acts of service, which go way beyond our doors and our weekly Sunday gathering. Truly, we 

can’t accomplish any of our ministries without the generosity of our members and I know I’m far 

from the only one who’s thankful for that; but before and beyond and above and underneath all 

of that is the recognition that none of it can happen without the generosity and grace of the one 

who created and sustains all things. It all belongs to God. 

 

There’s a story about God being seated on the heavenly throne and approached by a scientist 

who says, “God, we don’t need you anymore. We’ve discovered how to create life out of 

nothing. In other words, we can do exactly what you did ‘in the beginning.’” God says, 

“Hmmm...tell me more.” The scientist goes on, “We can take dirt and form it into your Divine 

likeness, then breathe life into it, creating human beings.” “Really,” says God, “show me how 

you do that.” So the scientist stoops down, scoops up some dirt, and begins molding a shape.  

“Oh, no, no, no, no, no,” says God. “Get your own dirt!” It all begins with God, it all ends with 

God, it all belongs to God.  

 

There is nothing we have, there is nothing good that we can be, there is nothing good that we do, 

that doesn’t begin and end with God. 

 

Brad Howard, come up and talk to us! 

 

 


