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The Way of a Servant 

Mark 10:32-52 

John Breon 

 

 This section in Mark’s Gospel runs from chapter eight through 

chapter ten. It’s framed on both sides by stories of Jesus’ healing blind 

people. At the beginning (8:22-26), Jesus heals a blind man in Bethsaida. 

Here at the end, Jesus heals blind Bartimaeus near Jericho. Mark arranges 

the material this way because he wants us to “see” something important. 

 The disciples were having trouble seeing Jesus for who he is and 

seeing the real meaning of following him. We also need our eyes opened, 

our spiritual perception cleared, so we can see Jesus’ true significance and 

understand what that tells us about the meaning of discipleship. We’ll come 

back to Bartimaeus’ story and see how it pictures Jesus’ call, the kind of 

response he wants, and true discipleship. 

 Another theme in today’s reading is a journey. This passage opens 

with, “They were on their way up to Jerusalem, with Jesus leading the way.” 

Several times Mark has referred to Jesus being on the way and to disciples 

following him on the way. Here, we learn that their destination is Jerusalem. 

 Then it says that the disciples were astonished while those who 

followed were afraid. Why is that? Well, for one thing, there’s been a group 

of officials from Jerusalem following Jesus around through most of his 

ministry. They’ve disputed with him and opposed him and rejected him. 

There have also been plots to kill Jesus. And now Jesus is going to the 

headquarters of those who oppose him. 

 Also, Jesus has told his disciples that he’ll be betrayed and then be 

rejected by the Ruling Council in Jerusalem and that he’ll suffer and die. 

Though they haven’t really grasped what he’s been saying, they know 

enough to be amazed that he’s walking straight into that conflict. The 

disciples and the others are amazed at Jesus’ determination and afraid of 

what might happen. 

 Jesus takes his Twelve Apostles aside and, for the third time, predicts 

his suffering, death, and resurrection. This prediction is more detailed and 

specific than the others. And, like the other two, it’s followed by Jesus’ 



2 
 

correcting the disciples’ misunderstanding about his ministry and their 

discipleship. This passage shows that the disciples’ ideas and expectations 

for Jesus and themselves are far from the reality that Jesus knows awaits 

them. 

 In this case Jesus’ teaching about discipleship is set up by a request 

from two of his disciples. James and John, part of Jesus’ “inner circle,” come 

to Jesus and say, “Teacher, we want you to do for us whatever we ask.” 

 Wow! That’s either real boldness or real presumption. But these men 

have been with Jesus for some time. They know what he’s like. They know 

that they can come to him with anything. I hope you believe that you can 

pray about anything. You can always tell Jesus how you feel, what you’re 

thinking, what you want. He may need to refine and purify our requests, but 

we can always begin right where we are with whatever is on our minds. 

 And Jesus graciously says, “What do you want me to do for you?” 

They reply, “Let one of us sit at your right and the other at your left in your 

glory.” Their boldness in approaching Jesus is matched by the boldness of 

their request. 

 Maybe James and John heard what Jesus had been saying about his 

suffering and death as some kind of figure of speech. They’re still looking 

for him to display his power and start ruling Israel. They may have heard 

what he said about future glory and disregarded the rest. At any rate, they 

want to assure their status in his glorious reign. They’ve asked for the 

places of greatest honor next to Jesus. In that culture, the seat at someone’s 

right was the position of honor. The seat to the left was for an intimate 

friend. This request is, at best, inappropriate. At worst, it’s a power play 

(Michael Card, Mark: The Gospel of Passion 132). 

 And Jesus says, “You don’t know what you’re asking.” They still didn’t 

understand the kingdom of God or Jesus or what’s required to come into 

his glory. Apart from that understanding, their request comes from 

presumption and not bold faith. 

 Our prayers and requests need to be set in the context of God’s 

kingdom, God’s revelation in Jesus, and what the Bible teaches about all 

that Jesus did. Otherwise, we often don’t know what we’re asking or even 

how to ask. In college, I once took a summer course in German. We could 
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only speak in German during class time. Most of us were far from fluent, so 

when the teacher would pause to see if we had questions, we would usually 

have to say “keine frage/no questions.” We didn’t know how to ask. 

 Jesus wants to teach us to speak his language, the language of God’s 

kingdom. And he helps those disciples and us understand him better. He 

asks James and John, “Can you drink the cup I drink or be baptized with the 

baptism I am baptized with?” Jesus is indicating that going the way God has 

set before him involves suffering. And he asks, “Are you able to share this 

with me?” 

 And the brothers answer something like, “Sure. Why not?” But they 

don’t know what they’re saying. To share someone’s cup was an expression 

for sharing their fate. The cup Jesus is talking about here is his suffering, the 

whole ordeal of suffering and death that he would endure. The baptism he 

mentions here is his death on the cross where he will fulfill his vocation as 

Messiah (William Lane, The Gospel of Mark. New International Commentary 

on the New Testament). It’s the Father’s purpose in him and all that’s 

involved in fulfilling it. Jesus lets James and John know that they will share 

his suffering. But Jesus’ own role is not to embrace power or allocate glory; 

his role is to serve. 

 When the other ten apostles hear what James and John have said, 

they become indignant. But they aren’t righteous in their indignation. 

James and John have been plotting for status and power and the other 

disciples are competitive and jealous. All of this stems from their wrong 

view of status and power and greatness. 

 So Jesus begins to correct their view. He turns upside-down the 

popular notion of status and authority. He calls for a gigantic shift in their 

thinking as he pulls the rug out from under a top-down, control-oriented 

philosophy of human relations. Leadership, Jesus says, belongs to those 

who serve. 

 In God’s kingdom, greatness is measured differently than in the 

world. The world says, “Use your authority, lord it over people below you, 

do whatever it takes to advance yourself.” Jesus says, “The truly great ones 

among you are servants and the first among you is slave of all.” Earlier, he 

told them to be like children. Now he tells them to be like slaves. 
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 Jesus says that he himself is the example of this: “For even the Son of 

Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a 

ransom for many.” Jesus is the slave of all so he can be Lord of all. This is a 

powerful and important statement of Jesus’ identity and mission. He’s not 

only Messiah, not just a special human being. His definition of Messiah, his 

vocation as Messiah includes being God’s Servant who suffers on behalf of 

the people. Isaiah 52 and 53 are in the background here. 

 Jesus, in his humble path of service and in his sufferings—including 

death—provides both a ransom for his followers and an example for them. 

 A ransom was a price paid to set free a slave or a prisoner or land or 

other property. A related word was redemption, which was a family’s 

obligation if a relative was enslaved or forced to sell property. A ransom 

was a voluntary payment to release someone. 

 Jesus freely and voluntarily gives himself for us to set us free from sin 

and death. Liberation is the result of Jesus’ service and suffering. 

 Jesus is also our example. Discipleship is following him on the way. 

The way of discipleship is the life of following, going on the journey, joining 

Jesus on the way of the cross. And in this passage, the way of the cross is 

the way of suffering and service. 

 Our suffering, our cross-bearing may not involve actual execution for 

following Jesus. That’s a possibility. But the way of the cross means more. 

To carry the cross means to make loyalty to Jesus and service in God’s 

kingdom our priority. It calls us to beware of any competing loyalties—and 

to reject them. 

 Following Jesus on the way of the cross also means following his 

example of ministry and service. Like Jesus, disciples proclaim God’s in-

breaking kingdom in word and deed. We call others to make new 

commitments and to realign their lives radically, lining up with God’s will. 

Like Jesus, disciples refuse human-oriented values that revolve around 

status and that motivate drawing boundaries to exclude other workers in 

God’s kingdom. Like Jesus, disciples relate to “outsiders,” whoever they are. 

We do all of this knowing that Jesus, because of his resurrection and 

through the Holy Spirit, is with us (Joel Green, The Way of the Cross 77). 



5 
 

 Richard Foster reminds us that Jesus lived a “cross-life” as well as 

dying a “cross-death.” Jesus was the servant of all. Jesus shattered the 

customs of his day by taking women seriously and taking time to meet with 

children. He did away with all the claims to privileged position and status. 

He called into being a whole new order of leadership and undermined all 

social orders based on power and self-interest. Following Jesus in the way 

of service sets us free from the world’s way of manipulating and oppressing 

(Celebration of Discipline, 2018, 115-16). 

 Foster suggests some specific types of service. I think these are for 

the church as well individuals. What if together we decided to do some of 

these things in our community and followed Jesus in the way of service? 

     

     The service of hiddenness. We perform deeds and tasks for others 

and let what we do remain generally unknown. 

   the service of small things 

   guarding others’ reputations 

   being served 

   common courtesy 

   hospitality—the church especially is called to this 

   listening 

   bearing each others’ burdens 

   sharing the Word of life with each other 

 (Celebration 134-49; see whole chapters on Submission and 

 Service) 

  

 In the past, when I’ve preached on this, I used illustrations of heroic 

sacrifice and giving up everything. And those examples have a place. They 

inspire us to give what we can, to do what we can. But one time I heard a 

simpler example of serving from a woman in another church. It’s simple but 

just as important. She sent me an email that told about an encounter she 

had and she gave me permission to share it: 

 

I was in a Wal-Mart yesterday and I saw a mom with her beautiful 

little girl. Of course, I started talking with the two. I told the mom how 
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much the little one looked like her. She smiled at me and said, 

"Actually, she’s my foster child. Everyone says that we look so much 

alike." 

 I was in the photo department and this same young mom and 

baby walked up to me and she said, "You need to pray for this baby 

that she is not put back in the place where she came from. I’ve had 

this little one for a month. When I got her she couldn’t sit alone very 

well and couldn’t crawl. She’s doing both now." I reached out and 

hugged this foster mom who had tears in her eyes. I told her that I 

would pray for the little one and that I would pray for her too. I also 

told her that I have a group of prayer warriors and that I would ask 

everyone to pray too. The baby's name is Gracie. And, oh, what a 

cutie she is. 

 I always feel as if God puts people in our lives for reasons. This 

young, caring foster mom needs our prayers for Gracie. ...This caring 

person needs our help. God had this lady reach out to me because He 

knew that I’d pray and that I have praying friends. Please help me 

pray for them. And then she included this prayer in her message to 

me: 

  Dear God, We pray for Gracie and her caregiver. Please wrap 

your loving, caring, warm, and protective arms around her. We ask 

that you give this young mom the wisdom and strength needed for 

this baby. In all things we thank you. Amen. 
  

 Where’s God calling you? Who’s God leading you to help, to serve, to 

bless? 

 Now we come back to blind Bartimaeus. His story is an example of 

the kind of discipleship Jesus wants from us. He became aware of Jesus and 

called out to him for mercy. He wouldn’t let anyone keep him from Jesus. 

Jesus called Bartimaeus to come to him. Encouraged by others, he threw 

aside his old cloak, jumped to his feet, and came to Jesus. Jesus asked, 

“What do you want me to do for you?” That’s the very same question Jesus 

asked James and John. But Bartimaeus requests something Jesus can give. 

He says, “I want to see.” Jesus said, “Go, you are healed/saved/made whole 
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through your faith.” Immediately he received his sight and followed Jesus on 

the way. 

 Won’t you receive your sight, see Jesus, and follow him on the way of 

the cross? That’s the way of suffering and service. It’s the way that leads to 

resurrection and life. 

 

Now imagine yourself as the blind man. We all have something, by no 

means necessarily a physical ailment, that we know is getting in the 

way of our being the people we believe God wants us to be and 

made us to be. Sit by the roadside and listen to the crowd. Examine 

your own feelings when you discover it’s Jesus coming by. Call out to 

him, and when he summons you, put everything aside and go to him. 

And when he asks you what you want him to do, go for it. Don’t look 

back at the small, selfish comforts of victimhood. Ask for freedom, for 

salvation. And when you get it, be prepared to follow Jesus wherever 

he goes next. (N. T. Wright, Mark for Everyone) 


