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1 Then the Lord answered Job out of the whirlwind: 2 "Who is this that darkens counsel 
by words without knowledge? 3 Gird up your loins like a man, I will question you, and 
you shall declare to me.  4 "Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth? Tell 
me, if you have understanding. 5 Who determined its measurements—surely you know! 
Or who stretched the line upon it? 6 On what were its bases sunk, or who laid its 
cornerstone 7 when the morning stars sang together and all the heavenly beings shouted 
for joy?  (Job 38:1-7 NRSV) 
 
35 James and John, the sons of Zebedee, came forward to him and said to him, "Teacher, 
we want you to do for us whatever we ask of you." 36 And he said to them, "What is it 
you want me to do for you?" 37 And they said to him, "Grant us to sit, one at your right 
hand and one at your left, in your glory." 38 But Jesus said to them, "You do not know 
what you are asking. Are you able to drink the cup that I drink, or be baptized with the 
baptism that I am baptized with?" 39 They replied, "We are able." Then Jesus said to them, 
"The cup that I drink you will drink; and with the baptism with which I am baptized, you 
will be baptized; 40 but to sit at my right hand or at my left is not mine to grant, but it is 
for those for whom it has been prepared." 41 When the ten heard this, they began to be 
angry with James and John. 42 So Jesus called them and said to them, "You know that 
among the Gentiles those whom they recognize as their rulers lord it over them, and their 
great ones are tyrants over them. 43 But it is not so among you; but whoever wishes to 
become great among you must be your servant, 44 and whoever wishes to be first among 
you must be slave of all. 45 For the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to 
give his life a ransom for many.”  (Mk. 10:35-45 NRSV) 
 

1 
 “Teacher, we want you to do us a favor.”1   
 “What is it?” replied Jesus.   
 “Arrange it so we will be awarded the highest places of honor in your kingdom – 
one of us at your right hand, the other at your left.” 
 James and John had some issues about their self-estimate.  They not only wanted a 
place at the head table – they thought they deserved it.   
 How could they be so audacious – so unabashed – so inappropriate?  Had they 
been paying absolutely no attention to what Jesus was doing and saying?  Had they no 
clue? 
 Before we judge them too harshly for their presumptuous indiscretion, perhaps we 
should remove the beam from our own eyes.  Now, mind you, we would never say out 
loud we deserve the places of honor.  Bless our hearts, we’re too genteel for that.  But we 
think it, don’t we?   
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 Tommy is chosen to be 5th grade class representative…and you shake your head 
wondering why your teacher and classmates can’t see that you could do a much better 
job.   

 
 You sit in traffic court awaiting your name to be called so you can stand to offer the 

judge a logical explanation why you were justified in exceeding the speed limit.  As 
you watch a long string of rough looking, gruff talking, rude people offer their pathetic 
excuses to the judge, a smug smile crosses your face because you know you are not like 
them.  The judge will see that at once and be lenient with you.    

 
 You applied for a position in a Washington, DC, accounting firm.  Your application 

was well polished.  You have a business degree from a respectable university.  Word 
comes to you, though, that the job has been offered to someone who passed the CPA 
exam but she only attended a community college.  You know it will only be a matter of 
time before the Washington firm comes to you, confesses their grievous mistake, and 
begs you to take the job. 

 
 Your whole life you have been a good, honest, just person.  You have done all things 

decently and in order – crossed all your “t’s” and dotted all your “i’s.”  You have 
always paid your church pledge in full.  You have walked in every Hospice walkathon.  
At the tender age of 45 you develop a rare form of arthritis.  Walking becomes a chore.  
It’s not suffering as such that troubles you.  It is undeserved suffering.  You have paid 
your dues and earned perpetual exemption from suffering.   

 
I could go on and on with examples, couldn’t I?  So could you.  It seems there is no end to 
the ways we deceive ourselves…to the ways we go to curious lengths to place ourselves 
above others.  
 Oh, I know there are those among us who truly do not think too highly of 
themselves.  Among that group there are those who have a healthy humble self-estimate.  
There are others, though, whose self-image is so poor they wouldn’t think of looking 
someone in the eye.  Their problem is not an over-inflated self-estimate.  They wouldn’t 
think of doing what James and John did.  The Gospels repeatedly tell us that Jesus went to 
such people, lifted their gaze, and showed them his care.  And while that is a central piece 
of Christ’s gospel, that is not the point of the texts before us today. 
 The point of the texts before us is to challenge us with the truth about ourselves – 
especially if that truth is that we have an exaggerated estimate of ourselves.   

2 
 Job was a righteous man.  He was honest inside and out…a man of his word, who 
was totally devoted to God and hated evil with a passion.2  According to the legend, at a 
gathering of angels, God asked his servant Satan if he had observed the matchless 
goodness of the man named Job?  Satan replied – “Yes…but he can afford to be a good 
man, can’t he?  You’ve taken good care of him – given him all he could ask for.  But I bet 
that if you let me take everything away from him, he would curse you in a minute.”  “Very 
well,” said God, “you can do what you want with his stuff – but don’t kill him.”3   
 So, according to the tale, Satan went to work.  By the time Satan was finished, Job 
had lost his health, wealth, friends, and family.  In misery, he climbs on his dung heap and 
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starts cursing the day he was born.4  There he sits in sackcloth, covered with boils from 
head to toe, absolutely baffled at the injustice that he, a good and righteous man, should 
be in this sad state.   
 Job asks, “why me?”  In fact, shaking his fists in the air, he yells at God – “I have 
done everything you ever asked of me!  Why is this happening?  Answer me!”5  Job 
refuses to take silence for an answer.  He refuses to take clichés for an answer.  He refused 
to let God off the hook.6 
 Finally God does answer Job.  Speaking out of the whirlwind, God says, “Who is 
this who spouts his ignorance?  Stand up like a man – I will question you.  Where were 
you when I planned the earth?  Tell me, O wise one. Where were you when I laid down 
earth’s cornerstone, while the morning stars burst out singing and the angels shouted for 
joy?” 
 God's rebuttal goes on for four whole chapters and he never does answer Job’s 
question.  Job’s question is about justice.  He thought his good behavior earned God’s 
everlasting favor.  But God's answer doesn’t talk about justice.7  It is about who Job is 
compared to the likes of God. 
 Preacher Barbara Brown Taylor likens Job’s experience to a flea who insists the lion 
upon which it is riding stop and explain why the ride is so bumpy and hot.  The flea 
shouts and screams as loud as it can…but cannot get the lion’s attention.  Until one day the 
lion turns around and roars right back, so that the flea sees itself reflected in both golden 
eyes at once.8   
 We identify with the story of Job because we think our behavior earns God's 
everlasting favor.  We say things like:  “I’ve been a good person.  So why didn’t I get the 
job I wanted?  Why did I get this illness?  Why did my business fail?  Why did my wife get 
lupus?  Why was my son wounded in Afghanistan?” 
 When God speaks out of the whirlwind to Job, notice that Job’s questions don’t go 
away…perhaps neither does the sense that his good behavior really should obligate God 
to reward him.  What happens, though, is that his questions and his sense of justice lose 
their significance.  Job learns that any and every grandiose pretension he has about himself 
is not just utter foolishness...but irrelevant.   
 You see, he has come as close as anyone to seeing the face of God.  He realizes God 
is God…that God alone is wise enough to know why things happen…that he is no more 
than mud blown to life by the breath of God…and that, in spite of all that, the God of the 
universe cares for the likes of him.   
 The biblical writer would have us ponder this reality:  isn’t such awareness enough 
for any of us?  What more, really, do we need to create in us a healthy self-estimate than 
that we are loved by God?  What more do we need in order to get out of the way and to 
get on with the work God is setting before us? 

3 
 Whether they realized it or not, James and John approached the throne of God for a 
similar reason.  They were not suffering the way Job suffered.  But they had a mistaken 
notion about what they thought they deserved.   
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 James and John apparently thought their closeness to Jesus gave them a special 
entrée…an entitlement, perhaps.  It is easy for those of us who deal daily with holy things 
to be presumptuous.9 
 That wasn’t James and John’s only mischief, though.  They thought discipleship 
was a competition – that it was about achieving places of honor and distinction.  Be a true 
disciple of Jesus and you will be given a seat at the head table beside Jesus, the host of the 
banquet. 
 They must not have been listening because Jesus had just finished saying the table 
he was setting included being handed over to jealous religious leaders who would 
condemn him and then pass him on to soldiers who would mock, spit upon, flog, and then 
kill him.  Not far into the future Jesus would remove his robe, tie a towel around his waste, 
kneel and wash the disciples' feet.10  A day later he would not lift a finger to defend 
himself against spurious charges that would lead to his execution. 
 Did James and John really want conspicuous places at that kind of table?  Of course 
not.  Not many people do…and yet how many times did Jesus tell his followers that great 
disciples serve the least in society, eat with sinners, tenderly care for lepers, feed the 
hungry, defend the widows.  They were not to seek the places of honor – they were to take 
the humblest seats in the house.  Disciples were not to claim special privilege – they were 
to take their place among the nameless, invisible people.  Who then are the nameless, 
invisible people of our day? 

As you and I honestly seek to be Jesus’ disciples we find ourselves on a jarring and 
unsettling path, I’ll grant you that…because following Jesus radically subverts the 
presuppositions of a self-centered, me-first society.11   
 Listen to these words from writer and minister, Frederick Buechner… 
 

The world says, “Follow the wisest course and be a success”…and Jesus says, “Follow me 
and be crucified.”  The world says, “Drive carefully, the life you save may be your 
own”…and Jesus says, “Whoever would save his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life 
for my sake will find it.”  The world says, “Law and order”…and Jesus says, “Love.”  The 
world says, “Get”…and Jesus says, “Give.”12  

 
 Throughout scripture and through our own eyes we see snapshots of true 
greatness, intimations of authentic discipleship.  Here and there people choose to take 
faith seriously.  Once in a while someone even gets the point and allows the Holy Spirit to 
help them "get out of the way" so they may live for God.  Amen. 
 
        Lexington Presbyterian Church 
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Pastoral Prayer 

 
We pray, O God, that our thoughts and words have honored you this day.  We pray that 
our voices have sung honest praises.  We pray that our being here has provided you an 
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opening in our hearts and minds through which your Spirit may enter us, comfort us, 
confront us, love us, and empower us.  We pray that we may go from here this morning so 
filled with you that our lives may point out your glory.   
 
We give thanks this day for ordinary blessings…which is to say, those blessings by which 
you uphold us every day, day in and day out.  We give thanks… 

- for those rich ties that bind us to one another as families… 
- for the bonds of friendship… 
- for the gift of community we can experience within the church… 
- for those people… 

o who pick us up when we fall… 
o who comfort us when we are afraid… 
o who kick us in the seat when we need it… 
o who inspire us by their common and habitual faithfulness. 

 
We give grateful thanks… 

- for those people within this community who provide us uninterrupted public 
services… 

- for the great freedoms available to us in this country we too often take for 
granted… 

- for those people hard at work to assure these great freedoms…and those at work 
to see that these freedoms are extended to all people.  

 
We give thanks… 

- for the hope you give us that ultimately wrong shall fail and the right shall 
prevail… 

- for imagination enough to realize what Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection means 
for us and for all creation… 

- for the assurance you love us and nothing can make you stop loving us. 
 
Hear us as we offer our prayers for those who are lonely…those who are tired…those who 
are in the midst of some medical treatment…those who are new parents… those who have 
been parents long enough to know what a high calling it is.   
We pray for those who are confused…those who are too easily hood-winked…and those 
who prey upon those who are easily hood-winked. 
 
Enable us, O God, to do all things this day unto your glory…that small things may be 
filled with greatness, and great things may be filled with humility.  These things we pray 
in the name of our Lord who taught us to be bold to pray, saying:  “Our Father who art in 
heaven, hallowed be thy name.  Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in 
heaven.  Give us this day our daily bread and forgive us our debts as we forgive our 
debtors.  Lead us not into temptation but deliver us from evil.  For thine is the kingdom 
and the power and the glory, forever.  Amen.” 
 



 6 

Endnotes: 
                                                           
1 See the Jerusalem Bible and the New English Bible versions of the text. 
2 Peterson, Eugene H.  2002.  The Message.  Colorado Springs: NavPress, 843. 
3 See Job 1:6-12. 
4 Taylor, Barbara B.  1999.  Home By Another Way.  Cambridge:  Cowley Pub., 162. 
5 Taylor, 163. 
6 Peterson, 839. 
7 Taylor, 165. 
8 Taylor, 166. 
9 Cader, Kenneth L.  1997.  “The Call to Downward Mobility,” in Christian Century, Vol. 114, No. 27l, Oct. 8.  

Chicago: Christian Century Foundation, 869. 
10 See John 13:1-11. 
11 Ellsberg, Robert.  2008.  Modern Spiritual Masters:  Writings on Contemplation and Compassion.  NY: Orbis Books, 

146. 
12 Buechner, Frederick.  1992.  Listening to Your Life.  NY: HarperCollins Pub., 95.   


