
“It was just before the Passover Feast. 
Jesus knew that the time had come for him 
to leave this world and go to the Father. 
Having loved his own who were in the 
world, he now showed them the full extent 
of his love” (Jn 13:1).  

The last thing Jesus did for his disciples 
was wash their feet—their dirty, smelly, ug-
ly, callused feet. He did it to teach them a 
lesson. You see, after eating the Paschal 
meal, they began to argue over which of 
them was the greatest; it was a dispute they 
had had before (Lk 22:24-27; cf. Mk 9:34; 
10:35-45). How like chickens they were! 
Chickens need to know which is the great-
est, which is the least, and which is on every 
rung of the “pecking order” in between, and 
until that pecking order is established there 
can be no peace in the chicken yard. But ra-
ther than scold them for not paying attention 
to what he had repeatedly taught them, Je-
sus branded their minds with an image of 
greatness that marked them for the rest of 
their days. “He got up from the meal, took 
off his outer clothing, and wrapped a towel 
around his waist. After that, he poured wa-
ter into a basin and began to wash his disci-
ples’ feet” (Jn 13:4, 5).  

Richard J. Foster writes, “Whenever there 
is trouble over who is the greatest, there is 
trouble over who is the least. That is the crux 
of the matter for us, isn’t it? Most of us know 
we will never be the greatest; just don’t let 
us be the least. Gathered at the Passover 
feast, the disciples were keenly aware that 
someone needed to wash the others’ feet. 
The problem was that the only people who 
washed feet were the least. So there they sat, 
feet caked with dirt. It was such a sore point 
that they were not even going to talk about 
it. No one wanted to be considered the least. 
Then Jesus took a towel and a basin and re-

defined greatness” (Celebration of Discipline, 
126). 

Mark 10:35-45 contains an invitation to 
greatness—Jesus’ invitation to greatness, 
which is radically different from the world’s. 
The world measures greatness in terms of 
how much and what kind of service one can 
get from others, but Jesus measures greatness 
in terms of how much and what kind of ser-
vice one can give to others. And the possibili-
ties are endless. Foster writes about ten dif-
ferent kinds of service. The “service of hid-
denness” involves doing things for others 
that generally remain unknown. The “service 
of small things” involves following the exam-
ple of Dorcas who did what she could by 
making garments for widows (Ac 9:39). The 
“service of guarding the reputation of oth-
ers” involves refusing to take part in slander-
ous talk about them. The “service of being 
served” involves permitting others to serve 
us, never feeling that we must repay it. The 
“service of common courtesy” involves civili-
ty, which has fallen on hard times these days. 
The “service of hospitality” involves opening 
our homes to others. The “service of listen-
ing,” which Foster calls, “the first service that 
one owes to others in the fellowship” (138), 
involves taking time to understand and em-
pathize with others. The “service of bearing 
one another’s burdens” and the “service of 
sharing one another’s sorrows” involve 
standing by others in bad times. And finally, 
the “service of sharing the word of life with 
one another” involves building one another 
up in the faith (134-140). “Everybody can be 
great because anybody can serve”—Martin 
Luther King, Jr. 

We have a number of symbols for Christi-
anity—the cross, of course, and the fish. It 
seems to me that the towel would be an ex-
cellent albeit probably less popular symbol. 

 

“Descending the Ladder of Greatness” 
Mark 10:35-45 

 

I choose to esteem oth-
ers above myself. 

 
“Do nothing out of selfish 

ambition or vain con-
ceit. Rather, in humility 
value others above your-

selves, not looking to your 
own interests but each of 
you to the interests of the 

others. ”  



35 Then James and John, the sons of Zebedee, came to 

him. “Teacher,” they said, “we want you to do for us 

whatever we ask.” 

36 “What do you want me to do for you?” he asked. 

37 They replied, “Let one of us sit at your right and the 

other at your left in your glory.” 

38 “You don’t know what you are asking,” Jesus 

said. “Can you drink the cup I drink or be baptized with 

the baptism I am baptized with?” 

39 “We can,” they answered. 

Jesus said to them, “You will drink the cup I drink and 

be baptized with the baptism I am baptized with, 40 but to 

sit at my right or left is not for me to grant. These places 

belong to those for whom they have been prepared.” 

41 When the ten heard about this, they became indig-

nant with James and John. 42 Jesus called them together 

and said, “You know that those who are regarded as rulers 

of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high officials 

exercise authority over them. 43 Not so with you. Instead, 

whoever wants to become great among you must be your 

servant, 44 and whoever wants to be first must be slave of 

all. 45 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.” 

After reading the text, practice your Observation 
skills by noting the following: 

• Box “then” indicating time in v. 35. 

• Bracket “sit at your right” and “at your left” in v. 
37. 

• Circle “drink” (2x) in v. 39. 

• Circle “baptized/baptism” (3x) in v. 39.    

• Box “but” indicating contrast in vv. 40, 45.   

• Bracket “have been prepared” in v. 40. 

• Circle “indignant” in v. 41.    

• Bracket “lord it over” and “exercise authority 
over” in v. 42.  

• Box “Instead” indicating contrast in v. 43. 

• Underline “great” and “first” in vv. 43 and 44, 
respectively. 

• Double underline “servant” and “slave” in vv. 43 
and 44, respectively. 

• Circle “ransom” in v. 45. 

• Circle “for many” in v. 45.  

What one word would you use to describe the TONE 

of this passage? (i.e., stern, joyful, cautious, etc.) 

 

 

What word or idea stands out to you in this passage? 

 

 

 

?  

 

 

 

Try to summarize the THEME of this passage in one 

word. If you were going to describe these verses, you 

might say, “This text is about ________________.” 



1. “Then” links verses 35-37 to what Jesus just said. How ironic! Don’t you agree? Explain. 

 

 

 

2. Jesus predicts his death a third time (vv. 32-34). Compare their reaction this time to previous times (cf. 8:31-
33; 9:30-34).      

 

 

3. The request of James and John (v. 37)—commendable or not? Explain. 

 

 

 

4. To what do “cup” and “baptism” figuratively refer in verse 38? 

 

 

 

5. To Jesus’ profound question James and John give the simple answer, “We can.” What does their one-word 
answer [in Gk.] indicate to you? 

 

 

6. Explain the contrast introduced in verse 40.  

 

 

 

7 Describe how James’ and John’s ambitions affected the others.    

 

 

 

8. Jesus set the Gentiles’ view of greatness on its head. How so? 

 

 

9. Explain the contrast in verse 45. 

 

 

 

10. Discussion: Talk about what “a ransom for many” means. 



Mark 10:35-45 can be divided into two parts, the 
first containing the request of James and John (vv. 35-
40) and the second containing Jesus’ teaching in re-
sponse to the indignation of the other disciples (vv. 
41-45). The flow of the passage is summarized nicely 
by one commentator: “The episode begins with the 
request of the sons of Zebedee: they would like Jesus 
to grant them a wish (v 35). Jesus asks them what it is 
that they would like him to do for them (v 36). They 
tell him that they wish to sit at Jesus’ right and left, 
that is, to assume positions of highest authority, sec-
ond and third to Jesus himself, when the kingdom 
has come in its fullness (v 37). But Jesus tells them 
that they do not know what they ask, for there will 
be trials (v 38). They assure, him however, that they 
are equal to the task (v 39a). Jesus then declares that 
they will indeed share in his trials (v 39b), but he can-
not grant their request: ‘it is for those for whom it is 
prepared’ (v 40). When the rest of the disciples hear 
of James and John’s request, they are indignant (v 
41). Jesus then summons his disciples and teaches 
them regarding humility and service (vv 42-44), con-
cluding with his own example of offering service in 
place of being served (v 45)” (Craig A. Evans, Word 
Biblical Commentary, vol. 34b, Mark 8:27-16:20, 113). 

Given what Jesus had just told them, the timing of 
their request was the worst. Verses 33-34 read, “‘We 
are going up to Jerusalem,’ he said, ‘and the Son of 
Man will be betrayed to the chief priests and teachers 
of the law. They will condemn him to death and will 
hand him over to the Gentiles, who will mock him 
and spit on him, flog him and kill him. Three days 
later he will rise.’ Then James and John, the sons of 
Zebedee, came to him.” One writer rightly observes, 
“The petty selfishness of His followers at a time like 
this, when His mind was full of all that lay ahead at 
Jerusalem, must have cut Jesus to the quick, like their 
earlier argument as to who was the greatest among 
them (9:34)” (R. Alan Cole, The Gospel According to 
Mark, TNTC, 241). So, while Jesus spoke of being 
mocked, spat upon, flogged and killed, James and 
John pursued personal ambitions.  

Their question didn’t just occur to the “sons of 
thunder” (3:17; cf., 5:37; 9:2), who some think were 
Jesus’ cousins (see Evans, 118). The Twelve consid-
ered the issue of greatness on two previous occa-
sions: after Jesus predicted his death the first time (cf. 
8:31-9:1) and after he predicted it a second time (9:30-
35). And now after his third prediction, they do so 
again (10:32-45). As they got closer to Jerusalem, 

Mark records that Jesus “took the Twelve aside and 
told them what was going to happen to him” (v. 32); 
it was “Then” that James and John asked Jesus to do 
them a favor and then that Jesus taught them again 
about greatness. Each passion prediction is thus fol-
lowed by important teaching on true service and the 
possibility of suffering—put differently, what disci-
ples should expect and how they should live.       

Had James and John known the implications of 
what they were asking, they might not have asked in 
the first place, but they didn’t. When Jesus asked 
them if they were prepared and able to suffer for 
him, their one-word answer clearly indicated they 
were clueless. As one writer puts it, “They believe 
they can endure a little hardship if Jesus will grant 
them seats of power and corner offices. They under-
stand faithful discipleship to Jesus as a means to a 
selfish end; it will help them achieve their goal of 
having power over others” (David E. Garland, The 
NIV Application Commentary: Mark, 412). Jesus replies 
by assuring them, perhaps even warning them, that 
they will in fact suffer and possibly die. “You will 
drink the cup I drink and be baptized with the bap-
tism I am baptized with,” he told them. But he was 
in no position to grant their request. Places of power 
and privilege in the kingdom were God’s alone to 
give (see Mt 19:28; cf., Lk 22:30).  

When the other ten heard what the other two had 
asked and how Jesus had answered, they were livid, 
but not because of their friends’ insensitivity and bad 
timing, but because of their opportunism. James and 
John had beaten them to the punch. But rather than 
step in as a referee, Jesus stepped in as a teacher. He 
taught them a lesson on greatness using contrast to 
do it. Greatness is not defined as the Gentiles define 
greatness. Great leaders do not use their position to 
“lord it over” people or merely “exercise authority” 
over them like Gentile leaders. Great leaders use 
their position to serve people. Greatness is measured 
in terms of service, so the one who wants to be the 
greatest must be the servant of all. Jesus is the perfect 
example of greatness for he did not come to be 
served, but to serve, and to pay the ultimate price for 
the release of people from their bondage to sin. “The 
passage brings out the danger of overweening ambi-
tion. Stott remarks that our world ‘(and even the 
church) is full of Jameses and Johns, go-getters and 
status-seekers, hungry for honour and prestige, 
measuring life by achievements, and everlastingly 
dreaming of success’” (Garland, 415). 





           

If you want to be truly great, put aside selfish ambition  
and serve others selflessly like Jesus did.  

 
 

(Rewrite the Central Message above to personally apply to your own life) 

The “Living Questions” are simple questions we may ask of any text in order to apply the Bible to our life. An-
swer the questions below as personally as you can.  

1. What does this passage teach me about God? 

 

 

 

 

2. What does this passage teach me about myself? 

 

 

 

 

3. What does this passage lead me to do? 

 

 

 

 



   

Earn 1 KidPIX Token by completing the 
CENTRALKids Bible Study on this page 
and another token by memorizing and 
reciting the memory verse for this week. 
Questions: kids@wearecentral.org 

______ I completed my Bible Study 

______ I memorized this week’s verse 

______ I brought my Bible to church 

______ I brought a friend 

 

When my kids would come home from kindergarten, we went over all the questions: What was the best/
worst part of the day? Who did you sit with at lunch? Did you have a job? They would puff up and proudly an-
nounce when they got to be line leader!  Oh, the thrill of being first and leading the class to the library, lunch-
room and playground. After all, line leader is second only to the teacher and really the boss of the classroom; it’s 
way better than “lame” jobs like passing out snacks or picking up trash. We aren’t much different from our kin-
dergarten kids and all have an innate desire to be the head of the pack, leader of the gang, the boss. Thankfully 
Jesus calls us to so much more through serving others. If I’m being truly honest with you, serving is not my spir-
itual gift, so I’m always thankful when others lead this charge. If you’re like me and serving isn’t your natural 
bent, pay attention to those around you like home group leaders or even your kids. Take note and respond posi-
tively when your children have crazy ideas for serving others. One child wants to go door-to-door during a 
canned food drive; do it. Another child seeks to check on the elderly during crazy weather; make the call. Yet 
another frequently seeks to give away their time or possessions; join them. Allowing your kids to lead the 
charge in serving others is the best of both worlds. They get to be the “family line leader” while still showing the 
love of Jesus to the community. We are praying for you! 

 I make others more important than me. 

 

“So the last will be first and the first will be last.”  

Read Mark 10:35-45. 
 
1. What request did James and 
John make of Jesus? 

2. How did Jesus answer James 
and John?  

3. What do we have to do to be 
great in His kingdom?  

Why would James and John ask 
for these special places?  

Pretend to be the waiter or 
waitress for the whole day. Set 
the table, help serve the family 
and provide condiments. Help 
the family when they need an 
extra serving or drink and clear 
the table. How easy/hard was it 
to serve the whole day? 
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Authority of the Bible (2 Timothy 3:16-17) 
I believe the Bible is the Word of God and has 
the right to command my belief and action. 
Church (Ephesians 4:15-16) 
I believe the church is God's primary way to 
accomplish His purposes on earth today. 
Eternity (John 14:1-4) 
I believe there is a heaven and a hell and that 
Jesus Christ is returning to judge the earth and 
to establish His eternal kingdom. 
The Holy Spirit (Romans 8:9) 
I believe the Holy Spirit convicts, calls,  
converts and changes me as a child of God. 
Humanity (John 3:16) 
I believe all people are loved by God and need 
Jesus Christ as their Savior. 
Identity in Christ (John 1:12) 
I believe I am significant because of my 
position as a child of God. 
Jesus Christ (Hebrews 1:1-4) 
I believe Jesus Christ is the Son of God who 
became man, died for sinners and rose from the 
dead. 
Life Purpose (Acts 20:24) 
I believe I am a steward of God’s resources and 
have been redeemed to participate in His King-
dom purposes for His glory. 
Personal God (Psalm 121:1-2) 
I believe God is involved in and cares about my 
daily life. 
Salvation by Grace (Ephesians 2:8-9) 
I believe a person comes into a right relation-
ship with God by His grace, through faith in 
Jesus Christ. 

  

 
  

Love (1 John 4:10-12) 
I sacrificially and unconditionally love and 
forgive others. 
Joy (John 15:11) 
I have inner contentment and purpose in spite 
of my circumstances. 
Peace (Philippians 4:6-7) 
I am free from anxiety because things are right 
between God, myself and others. 
Patience (Proverbs 14:29) 
I take a long time to overheat and endure pa-
tiently under the unavoidable pressures of life. 
Kindness/Goodness  
I choose to do the right things in my relation-
ships with others 

Faithfulness (Proverbs 3:3-4) 
I have established a good name with God and 
with others based on my long-term loyalty to 
those relationships. 
Gentleness (Philippians 4:5) 
I am thoughtful, considerate and calm in 
dealing with others. 
Self-Control (Titus 2:11-13) 
I have the power, through Christ, to control 
myself. 
Grace (Colossians 3:13) 
I demonstrate forgiveness, mercy and gener-
osity to others, even when they have offended 
me. 
Hope (1 Peter 1:3-5) 
I have a growing anticipation of God’s prom-
ises and my secure eternity with Him. 
Humility (Philippians 2:3-4) 
I choose to esteem others above myself. 

  

Bible Study (Hebrews 4:12) 
I study the Bible to know God, the truth, and 
to find direction for my daily life. 
Biblical Community (Acts 2:44-47) 
I fellowship with other Christians to accom-
plish God's purposes in my life, others' lives, 
and in the world. 
Compassion (Psalm 82:3-4) 
I seek to serve the last, the least and the lost 
in my community. 
Disciple-Making (2 Timothy 2:2) 
I multiply godly beliefs, virtues and practices 
in others to encourage their spiritual growth 
in Christ.  
Evangelism (Acts 1:8) 
I share Jesus with others through personal 
proclamation and demonstration of the   
gospel. 
Generosity (2 Corinthians 9:6-11) 
I gladly give my resources to fulfill God’s 
purposes.  
Prayer (Psalm 66:16-20) 
I pray to God to know Him, to lay my request 
before Him and to find direction for my daily 
life. 
Single-Mindedness (Matthew 6:33) 
I focus on God and His priorities for my life. 
Spiritual Gifts (Romans 12:4-6) 
I know and use my spiritual gifts to accom-
plish God's purposes. 
Worship (Psalm 95:1-7) 
I worship God for who He is and what He has 
done for me. 
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