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Sermon 

 

“They were on the road, going up to Jerusalem, and Jesus was walking ahead of 

them.” 

 

Jesus was walking ahead of them, and it was well and right that he was. Jesus 

knew what going up to Jerusalem meant.  It meant the ultimate witness to his truth. 

It meant the ultimate demonstration of his love.  It meant the ultimate sacrifice. 

And so, it meant walking ahead of them. In other words, it meant leaving them 

behind. 

 

And if there were any doubt in his mind that this was the case, what next took 

place laid all doubt to rest. Jesus turned and attempted to impart to them one last 

time what would happen to him when they reached Jerusalem, “….the Son of Man 

will be handed over to the chief priests and the scribes, and they will condemn him 

to death; then they will hand him over to the Gentiles; they will mock him, and spit 

upon him, and flog him, and kill him; and after three days he will rise again.” 
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And what was their response? Their response was downright inexplicable. We are 

left wondering how anyone could be that obtuse. James and John had nicknamed 

themselves the Sons of Thunder; doubtless because they fashioned themselves to 

be like unto thunder -- powerful and commanding and flashy. The Sons of Thunder 

bracketed Jesus’ impartation.  To them it was rather morbid. They could not 

account for these eccentricities in their master. They could not account for them, 

but they could surely compensate for them.  A master with a death wish needed the 

Sons of Thunder by his side ready to strike at will on his behalf. 

 

And so they approached him.  “Teacher, we want you to do for us whatever we ask 

of you,” they said, conditioning him that this was in his interest as well as theirs. 

“What is it you want me to do for you?”  Jesus rejoined. “Grant us to sit, one at 

your right hand and one at your left, in your glory.” They still somehow imagined, 

despite what Jesus had just imparted to them, that he was not going up to 

Jerusalem to die, that he was going up to Jerusalem to found a political kingdom.  

They were making a bid, on the strength that they were the Sons of Thunder, for 

primacy in that kingdom.  
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Jesus attempted to disabuse them, “You do not know what you are asking.  Are you 

able to be baptized with the baptism that I am baptized with?”  -- for it had been at 

Jesus’ baptism that his messianic vocation to die was revealed to him. But this, not 

surprisingly, was lost on them. “We are able,” they said with blind confidence.  

Jesus again attempted to disabuse them.  Political kingdom or spiritual kingdom, 

he had not called them to bestow patronage of any kind: “To sit at my right hand 

or at my left is not mine to grant.”    

 

The travesty only continued to deepen, for the others heard about James and John’s 

request, and were angry, not because James and John’s obtuseness was an insult 

and an affront to Jesus, especially in the light of his impartation, but because James 

and John had tried to muscle in ahead of them. They too wanted to sit at his right 

and his left in the political kingdom Jesus was going up to Jerusalem to found. 

They may not have been the Sons of Thunder, but they too had their claims. And 

so they began to fight amongst themselves.  

 

Jesus put their discord to rest, “Whoever wishes to become great among you must 

be your servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you must be slave of all.” 

But they were at cross purposes and didn’t understand. The first and greatest in 
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political kingdoms were not servants and slaves. What was Jesus onto now?  But 

the matter was put to rest. They had reached the gates of Jerusalem. Jesus was 

walking ahead of them. He was leaving them behind.  

 

And soon the distance between them would widen.  Though they swore to him they 

would never deny him, at the first sense of danger they scattered, all except Judas, 

of course, who had joined the ranks of his enemies, and Peter who followed 

cautiously at a distance. But when interrogated, he cursed, and swore an oath, and 

denied him three times.  By the end they had all deserted him. 

 

But on the matter of their desertion, perhaps, we should not wonder. We should 

well wonder at their obtuseness, but not that in their obtuseness they deserted him.  

That Jesus had come to found a political kingdom was simply ingrained in their 

minds, because it was what they wanted. And so, they had thick skulls about it. 

And now he was arrested and tried and condemned to be executed. He would 

found no political kingdom. It was all a bust and a blight; a catastrophe and failure. 

And so by their sights, desertion was the sound course.  
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After all, we ourselves applaud those survivors who are the first to sense danger 

and act upon it. We cringe at sitting ducks. Think of the Jews, who gleaned early 

on that Hitler represented an unprecedented brand of anti-semitism that would 

threaten the very existence of European Jewry, and so emigrated early on. Think of 

the citizens of Pompeii who were sufficiently disquieted by the smoke and 

rumblings of the mountain behind their village that they left home to eke out a new 

existence in the hinterlands. Think of those passengers of the Titanic who, as it 

began to list, disbelieved that the ship was unsinkable and boarded the lifeboats. 

Well, here was another sinking ship. Desertion was the sound course. For they 

simply would not and could not comprehend that Jesus had come not to found a 

political kingdom, but to die for their sin. 

 

In the very last analysis, this is why Jesus was walking ahead of them. This is why 

Jesus was leaving them behind – because they would not and could not 

comprehend that Jesus had come to die for their sin.  

 

And it is precisely here that we need not stare back at these people across the 

centuries. We may just as well stare into the mirror, but we are they and they are 
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we.  Jesus is walking ahead of us. Jesus is leaving us behind. For, do we, any better 

than they, comprehend that Jesus has come to die for our sin? 

 

And this accounts for our like reactions to him. Like them, as Jesus walks ahead of 

us, as he leaves us behind, we dessert him. Let him walk on ahead of us. Let him 

leave us behind. Let him do what he has to do. We will meet up with him again on 

Easter Sunday.  

 

Or worse, as he walks ahead of us, as he leaves us behind, we attempt to draw him 

back to us, as though our pitiful attainments – our conventional morality, our 

dulled consciences, our safe stands for justice, -- were sufficient unto salvation.  

No, we don’t comprehend that he must dies for our sin either. So he walks ahead of 

us. He leaves us behind. 

  

But there is another alternative. We can strive to follow him.  We can strive to 

shorten the distance between us.  And in so striving, and in witnessing all that lay 

ahead of him in Jerusalem, we can strive to comprehend that he came to die for our 

sin.  We can strive to comprehend what our own complicity in the human tragedy 
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cost him, and in doing so emerge – when his days in Jerusalem have run their 

course – the people he wants us to be: people who have been shown mercy and so 

show it; people who have been forgiven and so forgive; people who have been 

loved without limit or standard or …and so show such love. People through whom 

our savior can be seen. Amen. 
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