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Sermon: Service, reward and sacrifice. 

There has been much in the newspapers of late about the rewards for those in positions of authority. From the salary of the Prime Ministers’ Chief of Staff[endnoteRef:1], to the gifts offered and accepted by our new Prime Minister[endnoteRef:2]. Whether you think it’s a disgrace, or whether you think it’s a just reward for performing the challenging job of Prime Minister in the UK; at a time where the economy, the NHS, and the environment are all in crisis. The readings from today have much to say about service, reward and sacrifice in God’s kingdom. [1:  Chris Mason: Why finding out about Sue Gray’s salary really matters - BBC News
]  [2:  Listed: The top 10 MPs accepting gifts since 2019] 


Over recent weeks our gospel readings have offered teaching about the true nature of the kingdom of God, upside down and counter-cultural in every way. Jesus speaks of how he will suffer and die, predicting his death three times; how to enter the kingdom of God we must be like little children; how hard it is to enter the kingdom of God when we hold so tightly onto the riches of this world. 

Having heard all this James and John, have a request. They’ve given up everything to follow Jesus and they know there will be sacrifice. They’re in Jesus’ inner circle, surely, they can use their connections and make sure that when Jesus enters his Glory, they will receive the highest honour of being at his right and left side. 

When times are tough it’s natural to focus on the future, the better times ahead when the nasty stuff will be over, and they will be on the winning side reaping the rewards. 

They still don’t get it, Jesus must think. God’s kingdom isn’t like that. 

Jesus responds, ‘you don’t know what you are asking’. We hear in Iasiah how God’s servant will both suffer and enter glory. They go together, there isn’t the one without the other, the suffering and the glory. And the suffering is significant, taking upon him the wrongs of the whole world, since time began and until the end of days. The ultimate of sin offerings, from a man who was innocent. 

The letter to the Hebrews, speaks of Jesus as the ultimate High priest, chosen by God, to stand between God and humanity and heal the void between them. It is an honour, but one that comes at great cost. When Jesus takes on this role for us, Hebrews says, he knows the cost and is obedient to God’s call. He does not expect to be honoured for his priestly task. 

And, because Jesus is without sin, because of his love and his obedience, and because of God’s longing to see humankind reconciled with God; Jesus’ sacrificial act means much more than the sticking plasters of the past. Jesus’ sacrifice achieves the complete healing of humanity, forever.  Jesus’ reward – his priesthood, learned in suffering and obedience, is his glory.  

Every week we remember Christ’s suffering, his death and his glory, in the celebrating of the Eucharist. The New Testament doesn’t shy away from Jesus’ suffering, skipping straight to the resurrection; it’s important that we remember it. So Jesus calls us to remember his body and his blood, at the last supper, and in doing so we are drawn into the glory of Christ, and closer to God and God’s kingdom, here on earth.

What Jesus did was a one off, once and for all so that we can be lifted up in God’s kingdom. The is no other high priest, it is Jesus forever. And God’s kingdom is not like any kingdom or authority here on earth. We can’t earn our way into a position of honour, that’s what Jesus did getting us to the very gate! And Jesus goes on to tell the disciples that it is not for him to choose the positions of honour. It is our Creator God who calls us to a place prepared for us. 

God calls some into the honour of his service, into various roles, to share the good news of Jesus, to teach, to build others up, to prophesy, and we are all called to love. But because we await God’s kingdom here on earth, God’s service is one that inevitably also involves suffering. In Hebrews we are reminded that ‘no-one takes this honour on himself but receives it when called by God’. When the disciples heard this, they we outraged and angry with James and John. I can just imagine the bickering, ‘did you see what they just did, they tried to get the best seat’, ‘outrageous!’. 

But to seek our reward is a very human thing to do, the life we lead on earth is highly transactional. Nobody wants to suffer. Would you turn down reward after a substantial job is complete? I must reflect that the press and society act in much the same way as the disciples, when we hear of the rewards given to those in positions of authority, be it hefty bonus’, free tickets, VIP access, or simply a substantial wage. We imagine that they should be doing it for the love of the people and of the country alone, but find ourselves jealous of the perks, reasoning that they are just in it for themselves. 

And Jesus reminds us that God’s kingdom doesn’t work like that, it is about love. It isn’t about work and future reward, authority and power, like the rulers in the 1st century, or indeed now. Rather there is honour in God’s service, great privilege in walking alongside God’s people, in spite of and because of the struggle; there is gift in relying on God for all that you need and all that you do. I think not least because our struggle and insufficiency, draws us closer to God. 

And in responding to God’s call, whatever that might be, you enter Jesus’ suffering, but you also enter his glory, they are inextricably connected. The reward is sharing the fruits of the kingdom with a world so hungry for it, for the upside down, topsy turvey kingdom values. And for God’s gift of love and reconciliation to be shared amongst all humankind.
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