Jeremiah 31:31–34

“Behold, the days are coming, declares the Lord, when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and the house of Judah, 32 not like the covenant that I made with their fathers on the day when I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt, my covenant that they broke, though I was their husband, declares the Lord. 33 But this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, declares the Lord: I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts. And I will be their God, and they shall be my people. 34 And no longer shall each one teach his neighbor and each his brother, saying, ‘Know the Lord,’ for they shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest, declares the Lord. For I will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sin no more.” 

Hebrews 5:1–10

For every high priest chosen from among men is appointed to act on behalf of men in relation to God, to offer gifts and sacrifices for sins. 2 He can deal gently with the ignorant and wayward, since he himself is beset with weakness. 3 Because of this he is obligated to offer sacrifice for his own sins just as he does for those of the people. 4 And no one takes this honor for himself, but only when called by God, just as Aaron was. 

5 So also Christ did not exalt himself to be made a high priest, but was appointed by him who said to him, 

“You are my Son, today I have begotten you”; 6 as he says also in another place, “You are a priest forever, after the order of Melchizedek.” 

7 In the days of his flesh, Jesus﻿ offered up prayers and supplications, with loud cries and tears, to him who was able to save him from death, and he was heard because of his reverence. 8 Although he was a son, he learned obedience through what he suffered. 9 And being made perfect, he became the source of eternal salvation to all who obey him, 10 being designated by God a high priest after the order of Melchizedek. 

Mark 10:(32–34) 35–45 

﻿And James and John, ﻿the sons of Zebedee, came up 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 do 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 Jesus said to them, ﻿“You do not know what you are asking. Are you able ﻿to drink the cup that I drink, or ﻿to be baptized with the baptism with which I am baptized?” 39 And they said to him, “We are able.” And 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 And when the ten heard it, they began to be indignant at James and John. 42 ﻿And Jesus called them to him and said to them, “You know that those who are considered rulers of the Gentiles ﻿lord it over them, and their great ones exercise authority over them. 43 But ﻿it shall not be so among you. But whoever would be great among you must be your servant, 44 and whoever would be first among you must be ﻿slave﻿ of all. 45 For even the Son of Man came not to be served but ﻿to serve, and ﻿to give his life as a ransom for ﻿many.” 

Success?

The definition of success, in our day and age, is kind of a hard thing to pin down.  I say that because everybody has their own idea of what success is; their own personal definition.  Money, independence, titles, degrees, power: To a greater or lesser degree, these all factor into our personal definition of success.  Whatever your definition may be, one thing is for certain: Everyone seems to be in competition with one another, all in the name of success.  It's almost as if life is purposely imitating the "art" that is reality TV, (although I tend to believe that reality TV is simply mirroring the depravity of life).  There's always somebody kicking the proverbial hornets' nest.  There's always somebody with self-esteem issues seeking to prove how much smarter or better they are then you.  There's always somebody pulling strings and making moves behind the scenes so as to gain the competitive advantage.  This is why alliances and factions form.  Tragically, even those bonds are fractured when it comes down to "me vs. you."  "Success by any means necessary" is perfectly acceptable in today's world, even when it means stabbing a friend in the back.  

Sadly, this same sinful behavior trespasses into the life of the church all the time.  Even Jesus was not immune from the arrogant, foolish bantering and posturing of those closest to Him.  One look at the antics of the disciples in our Gospel lesson for today, particularly those of James and John, and one gets the feeling that we're not so much hearing Scripture, but instead hearing a sound-byte from one of the many "reality" shows that pollute our airwaves.  Think about it.  James and John are coming to Jesus behind the backs of the other ten to form a pact; an alliance.  They want power.  They want prestige, and they know they can't get it on their own.  They need Jesus to give it to them.  Notice: They don't ask Jesus in a faithful manner, "If it be Your Will…."  No!  They're selfish children who want nothing more than to gratify their own selfish desire to feel important; to feel like they're "somebody."  They treat Jesus as nothing more than a genie in a lamp.  "Give us our wish!"  When the other ten find out about this clandestine proposal, there's great turmoil and confrontation.  After all, nobody wants to be lower on the totem pole than the next guy in anything, do they?   "What do you think you're doing?   I've been here longer than you!  I'm smarter than you!  I gave up more than you!  I give more of my time, talent, and treasure than you!  If anyone deserves to rule with Jesus, it's me; not you!" 

Oh, those foolish and ignorant disciples!  Thank God we're so much better than they are, right?  Eh…  You see!  Right there we're competing with them!  Now, some of you might be thinking, “You're wrong pastor.  I wasn't competing at all."  Maybe not, but you're competing now!  The fact is, that we can't escape this sinful behavior; this selfish and arrogant desire to always be on top, even when it comes to matters of church and faith. 

Like it or not, as Christians, we're called by God to be in the world, but not of the world.  Culture is not to call the shots in how you lead your life in service to God and to one another.  Your weak little worries over what somebody else thinks about you have no place in your life as a Christian or in Christ's church.  Yet, time and time again we allow the world, culture, and our emotions to be our guide and norm, even in the life of the church.  Satan's no dummy!  He knows exactly what itches us, and he knows exactly how to get us to scratch that itch.  

There's not a single person out there who doesn't want to see their church succeed, myself included.  Trust me!  Nobody wants this little congregation to succeed more than I do!  However, what defines success in terms of church?  Is it people in the pews?  Is it money in the plate?  Many people say "yes" to both!  Is it the number of Bible study groups?  Is it having a choir or a youth group with all the bells and whistles and games you can imagine?  Again, culture says "yes."  Even many churches say "yes."  By those definitions, we're a miserable, dying failure!  Doing what we're doing nowadays, Word and Sacrament ministry, gets you voted off the island!  But…whose definitions of success are we working with here?  Whose definition do we need to be working with?  Understand: Our Lord doesn't say that those other things are wrong or sinful; He just doesn't measure success using those benchmarks.  God measures success in terms of faithfulness to Him and His Word. 

This is why I love the fact that this Gospel reading is appointed in the Lenten season.  As Christians; that is, as loyal subjects of our Lord Jesus Christ, we are called by God into humble, selfless, and faithful servitude in our daily lives.  That's success in God's eyes, being faithful, humble and obedient to Him and His Word.  Notice: He calls us into our various vocations to humbly serve.  An honest examination of God's Word and Will shows us, all of us, that we do get turned around and focused on calling the shots and trying to fulfill our own selfish needs and wants, treating Christ and His Church as nothing more than a genie who can grant our wishes and scratch some selfish itch of ours.  

Repent!  Turn back to Christ in the Gospel lesson for today.  Jesus Christ exemplified faithful Christian success; that is, true humility, selflessness, and servitude perfectly in His own life.  He didn't just define it for us.  He lived it for us, precisely because we do fail and fall short in our own selfish attempts.  Jesus Christ lowered and humiliated Himself to be conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the Virgin Mary, suffer under Pontius Pilate.  He obediently humiliated Himself to the point that He is the only one to ever truly experience what it is to be forsaken and forgotten by God in life, suffering all the death and sin of the entire world on His cross, all so that He could faithfully serve and obey His Father in heaven, who desires the death and damnation of no one, which is precisely why He gave His only begotten Son. 

My brothers and sisters in Christ Jesus: As our journey to Christ's cross of Good Friday and the empty tomb of Easter morning winds down, I hope and pray that this call to repentance echoes in your hearts and in your souls.  Sin doesn't just afflict us 40 days out of the year.  Jesus suffered all these humiliations for a reason—for your arrogant and self-serving sin, for my arrogant and self-serving sin, and for all the sins of the entire world—even those people you don't like and want to see voted off the island.  That's how great His compassion, love, and mercy is.  No strings attached.  No catches or caveats.  He died that we may have life with Him and in Him.  This is true humility, loving servitude, and obedience.  This is as real as it gets!  And it's all for you. 

