
  
October 22, 2006                   "IN THE RIGHT CONTEXT"               Psalm 104:1-9, 24, 35c  

                                                 Mark 10:35-45  

Election years are great for sermon examples.  Especially when we think of taking things out of 
context and making them fit what we want them to say.  Politicians are noted for taking things 
their opponents say out of context and having them say what they want them to say.  In today's 
age of technology and computers it is an easy thing to dub in and out almost any thing a person 
wants.  But politicians are not the only ones, the media does the same thing, and they do it all the 
time.  I listen to talk radio and not long ago, I heard an interview with a politician.  Later I head a 
promo for the news and the promo was a portion of the interview, but taken out of the context in 
which it was made and it was made to sound like something totally different.  We all do it, not 
just the politicians or the media, we do too.  

We take things out of context and when we do, we can change the true meaning of what was 
said. 
The one of the most misquoted verses in the Bible is found in I Timothy 6:10.  When people use 
this particular verse is used, it is misquote and it changes the meaning that was intended.  Gener-
ally when we use this verse, we say that "money is the root of all kinds of evil," using the Re-
vised Standard Version.  That is generally the way that verse is used and when it is used it is 
used to refer to the fact that money can buy and do all sorts of things that can cause one to be 
lead astray.  So pulling that particular scripture out and using it in that context, is wrong, it is 
wrong because it is not a correct translation of what Paul said, when he wrote the first letter of 
Timothy, was, "the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil,…"  That's different because now 
it is the love of money, the motivation to attain, the striving for money, the love of money, not 
the money itself, but the love for money is what causes people to do things that lead them astray.  
It is not the money that causes the evil, it is the love of money; and this is all used in the context 
of warning followers against false teachers that believers will encounter throughout life.  It is 
ironic that this is an example used in an article talking about the new theology called Prosperity 
Theology.   The point is we take that verse out of context and make it mean something totally 
different than what Paul intended it to say.  

All of us have this tendency to take things out of context and we turn them around to what we 
want them to say.  That's where this scripture this morning from Mark has to be taken in the con-
text in which it is written.  James and John are brothers, the sons of Zebedee, Jesus nicknamed 
them the Sons of Thunder.  As they probably did things together, were always around each other, 
Tony Campolo in talking about James and John said these were the two who probably had racing 
stripes down their camels backs, if they had camels.  Matthew says it was their mother that came 
to Jesus and not the two boys, but we have to give them credit for one thing when they came to 
Jesus to ask about the seats in his kingdom, they had ambition.  They had just heard Jesus tell 
them what was going to happen to him and that after 3 days he would rise again, and now they 
wanted to know, could they sit on Jesus' right hand and his left hand, in his glory.   Those were 
the seats of honor the right hand and left hand of the host.  The sitting arrangements at a wedding 
table is the best man on the left side of the groom and the maid or matron of honor on the right of 
the bride, these are the seats of honor; so in Jesus' kingdom James and John wanted the best 
seats, the seats of honor.   Was it wrong for them to ask such a request?  It may have been be-
cause the seats of honor were not for Jesus to give, but for those for whom they had been pre-
pared.  But James and John after heaingr Jesus speak saw this as an opportunity for themselves, 
and they took it.  But why would they do this?  Why do any of us do such things?  All this was 



  
between James and John and the rest of the disciples.  It was a competition as to which ones 
would be worthy to sit at Jesus' left and right.  We know that because Mark tells us the rest of the 
disciples got angry with James and John for asking, and the others would not have been given a 
chance if Jesus had granted the request of James and John.  They were mad because they wanted 
the same chance.  

We are just like James and John.  We act this way because of our being so competitive.  We want 
the best for ourselves, we want to win at all costs and if it means, we take things out of context 
and make them say and mean what we want, we do it for our advantage and gain.  We are en-
couraging competitiveness in our children at younger and younger ages.   Now children can be-
gin getting involved in organized sports at 3 and 4 years old.  They are little children and it 
seems as if their childhood is being taken away from them because they are encouraged to get 
into organized situations at an earlier and earlier age.  This is especially true for boys but girls 
too are encouraged to participate.  For adults to engage in competition, this is almost a part of 
every aspect of our lives.   

As adults, we look at life and we see very little times and places where we are not competing 
with others.  If we work, our work competes for our time at home, at home we compete to spend 
time with spouses and children, and so life takes on a nature of competition.  But this is not new, 
it is almost inborn in humans to be in competition with one another, and it is especially seen 
within families, with siblings.   

We have tried everything as humans to remove the competitiveness from our lives.  It was 
thought years ago, that removing grades from students would remove the competition amongst 
the students to get the best grades, it didn't work.  It is only been in the last couple of years that 
competitive sports with small children decided not to keep score.  It was thought and encouraged 
not to keep score because at the tender age of 3, 4 and 5, children who lose in sports may begin 
to develop poor self images, and so many throughout sports do not keep score at such a young 
age.   The fact of the matter is, children, whether they are 3, 4 or 5 or 12 and 13, know in a game 
who wins and who loses.  I asked my grandson if he won his soccer game, he said they didn't 
keep score, but his team lost 7 to 0.   But we encourage them to compete, to go up against their 
opponent and do so to win the contest whether the score is kept or not.    

What James and John were talking about was nothing more than a competition between all the 
disciples, and what Jesus answered was to be first in his kingdom one had to be a servant to all.  
His kingdom is not a competition to all those who are eligible to gain entrance.  If we were all 
ranked on how many sinners we converted to followers of Jesus Christ, we would all be in seri-
ous trouble because in many cases we have no idea as to how much influence we have had on 
others who become followers.  When we bring people to a point in their lives where they make 
their profession of faith in Christ, it isn't like all those TV awards show where the winners stand 
up and start to thank all the individuals who had a part in their gaining the award, I want to thank 
my producer, my director, my co-star; and a whole list of others.   That's what James and John 
wanted, they wanted the seats of honor, they wanted the recognition that they would have if they 
were given the seats of honor.  If we needed to have accolades for all that we do in the name of 
Jesus Christ, then Paul would have never written, "Let the one who boasts, boast in the Lord."  
The competition in the kingdom of God is removed; there is no competitive spirit amongst enter-
ing in to the kingdom of God.    



  
James and John listened to what Jesus said about his kingdom and what was going to happen to 
him, and they believed that they could go through what Jesus was going to endure and in so do-
ing, they believed that the seats of honor on his left and right should be given to them.  But Jesus 
knew that neither James or John or any other follower could endure what he was to endure; but 
he did know that if they were willing to set themselves aside, put them selves at the end of the 
line, then they could become great but to do that they had to first become the servants of all and 
do so in the name of Jesus Christ, and that should be our primary ambition in our relationship 
with God.  

Our ambition should be to proclaim the good news in Jesus Christ.  And if we do not put that as 
the first ambition as follower of Jesus Christ, then we are placing ourselves above all others.  
And it is not a competition one with another; it is not a matter of who is the biggest or who has 
the most programs or who does the most.  It is a matter of bringing all to a saving knowledge of 
the grace of God in Jesus Christ.    

James and John may have been very close to Jesus, and seem to be when we see that they along 
with Peter were present at many significant events in his life; but even in that closeness, they 
were no different than the others.  We have to see their question in the context in which it was 
asked and it was asked looking at the ambition and motivation they themselves had for their lives 
and in that we can find no fault for without ambition and without motivation, where would any 
of us be; but we also have to realize that in the kingdom of God, there is no competition and no 
contest as to who is the greatest, the greatest will be revealed when the first becomes last and a 
servant to all, and that can only be seen in the context of our relationships to one another.    


