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The places to the right and left of a king are places of honor and power. They are the 
places where important people sit. When we read about James and John’s bid to sit in 
these spaces, we are probably a bit taken aback. We are surprised first because James 
and John ask for greatness right after Jesus talks about his death. It seems crass for 
friends to be talking about having something special for themselves when their friend is 
dying. We also are perhaps a bit surprised because Jesus chose 12 disciples – what 
would make these two greater than the other 10. Or, for that matter, what makes James 
and John greater than Elijah, Moses, John the Baptist, or other prophets who’ve gone 
before? 

James and John certainly aren’t subtle about wanting to have these positions of honor, 
either. They come right out and ask. And they choose a time to do so when their 
request seems the most tasteless. So, we react with disgust to what they’ve done.  

We read that the other 10 also become angry when they hear what James and John 
have done. Perhaps they feel a sense of betrayal. Maybe they are mad because they 
want to be in those spaces of honor themselves, and James and John have beaten 
them to it. They are more subtle, but they also are thinking of what good things they can 
have for themselves, even as Jesus is talking about dying. They’ve made the situation 
all about them rather than about Jesus or the people of the world for whom Jesus is 
dying. 

Sometimes we do the same thing. We seldom are as blatant as James and John. Not 
many of us would run up to our terminally ill friends and ask them to honor us just after 
they’ve told us of their impending death. But we do want to have the best house, the 
best vacation, the best camper. We want our children to go to the best school and win 
lots of awards and honors. While nothing is intrinsically wrong with having nice things or 
successful children, the problem is that sometimes we neglect our responsibilities to 
others to get these things. For example, we know we should tithe our income, but we 
just can’t do that and still have the vacation we want, so we vote for the vacation. Or we 
see excellent academic or athletic potential in our child’s friend who has less support. 
We could encourage that child, but we are don’t do so because we falsely believe that 
encouragement is finite. If we encourage that other child, we won’t encourage our own, 
we falsely think. Or, if we encourage that child, they may make the all-star team instead 
of our child. 

Sometimes we fall into that trap as a church, too. We want a nice, comfortable church. 
We like beautiful things in our church.  We know we should use more of our time or 
talents or money toward helping those outside the church, but with limited resources, 
we focus more of our budget and volunteer time on activities within the church. 

Again, nothing is wrong with supporting our child or having nice things for ourselves or 
the church. We fall short of what God intends, however, if we make ourselves or our 
children or our church the focus of all our thoughts and actions. We may think we are 



different from James and John, but, in fact, we are just like them, only subtler. They 
were thinking of themselves rather than Jesus or the other disciples. 

As Christians, we are called to look outward. We’re called to love our neighbor as 
ourselves. That means that what our neighbor needs is just as important as what we 
need. It means that sometimes we have to give up something we want so that someone 
else can have what they need. It means that we don’t get what we want to the detriment 
of our neighbors. We make sure that our neighbor has what they need in terms of 
encouragement and resources to be what God called them to be just as we make sure 
that we and our families and church have what we need. Discerning needs from wants 
is critical here. James and John needed to be close to Jesus, but they didn’t need to be 
in the seats of honor. We need a comfortable home, but we may not need a mansion or 
a new living room suite if our neighbor is homeless.  Discerning needs from wants isn’t 
easy, and, in fact, God wants us to have some things that please us beyond just being 
functional. But God also wants us to focus outward and not make everything about us. 
To balance our needs and wants with the needs of the world takes much prayer. We 
must come to God humbly and ask what God calls us to do with everything we are 
given – talents, time, and money. We need to do that as individuals and as a church. 
We need to pray individually and in community. God loves us, and we are special. But 
God also loves everyone else and considers them special.  

The word “sin” has an “I” right in the middle of it. Instead of putting ourselves in the 
center of the universe, we stop sinning and realize that God and God’s work are in the 
center. Being human, we can’t always get this right; that’s why we need Jesus. We 
pray; we do our best; we ask forgiveness when we fail. The key, however, is to be 
faithful in striving and improving  

Faithful living isn’t about what glorifies us. Faithful living is about what glorifies God. 

 

 


