
Reflection for Sunday 17th October (20th after Trinity) 

James and John, the sons of Zebedee, tend to have rather a bad press as 

a result of the story in today’s gospel reading. These two, who were 

nicknamed “sons of thunder”, are perhaps best known for the fact that 

they tried to pre-empt their fellow disciples by asking Jesus to grant them 

the favour of sitting in state with him in glory. Perhaps we have been a bit 

hard on them: after all, their request was an expression of a very human 

and understandable fantasy. Most of us, if we’re honest, would like the 

chance to be where the power is. 

Put in those terms, we can easily identify ourselves with James and John 

and their dreams of glory. Furthermore, their very action in asking this 

favour of Jesus was itself an expression of faith: it showed that they 

recognised Jesus for who he was, and that at the end of all things he 

would be enthroned in heaven. It is unfair to regard them as motivated by 

purely secular ambitions: their loyalty to Jesus and their subsequent 

witness to the Gospel belie that idea. They were men with a vision: they 

saw Jesus as ultimately triumphant, and therefore enthroned in the 

splendour which he deserved. 

Although their fellow disciples were angry with James and John when they 

found out what they had asked, Jesus himself was more sympathetic. He 

probably realised that the others were indignant partly because they 

realised that these two had got their request in first, so there was an 

element of sour grapes. What Jesus did was to explain to the two that 

their vision was only a partial one, that they did not really understand 

Jesus’ mission or where it would lead him – and so in the end he rejects 

their request. 

It’s hardly surprising that they failed to understand. Even after 2,000 

years of Christian history, we are still inclined to think of power in terms of 

domination, and of success in terms of material wealth. It is still difficult 

for us to grasp the notion which Jesus was trying to explain to his 

followers: that those who are the greatest in God’s scheme of things are 

not those who lord it over others, but those who serve – those who are 

prepared to give everything for others. 

The title of Graham Kendrick’s worship song “The Servant King” is nothing 

less than a contradiction in terms: kingship and servanthood do not 

normally go together. The role in which Jesus cast himself, that of the 

Servant King, has always been a challenge to the existing order, and it still 

is. Jesus chose this way of life and death because it represented the true 

nature of the God whom he had come to reveal to us.    
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