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A couple years ago I read a book by John Maxwell called Failing Forward, which is about moving forward when things in our lives do not go as we planned, which eventually happens to all of us.  My favorite chapter in this book is called, “Get Over Yourself—Everyone Else Has” (, which describes the dangers of being self-absorbed and self-centered—the dangers of what we call narcissism.

The word “narcissism” comes from a character in Greek mythology named Narcissus, who was famous for his good looks, but who treated others with cruelty.  Narcissus became so infatuated with his own reflection in a pool of water that he could not stop admiring it and ended up dying there.  Narcissism leads to death.
Narcissism, being self-absorbed and self-centered, is common to all of us.  We want what we want when we want it.  We look out for number one.  We are the center of our own little universe.  Perhaps you’ve seen the hilarious offbeat 2001 film, Zoolander, in which Ben Stiller, who plays male model, Derek Zoolander, asks the profound question, “Have you ever wondered if there was more to life, other than being really, really, ridiculously good looking?” (  Like many of us, Derek Zoolander has some issues with narcissism.
Extreme narcissism is known as “Narcissistic Personality Disorder.”  Listen to how the Mayo Clinic describes this:
“Narcissistic personality disorder is a mental disorder in which people have an inflated sense of their own importance and a deep need for admiration.  They believe that they're superior to others and have little regard for other people's feelings.  But behind this mask of ultra-confidence lies a fragile self-esteem, vulnerable to the slightest criticism…  Narcissistic personality disorder crosses the border of healthy confidence and self-esteem into thinking so highly of yourself that you put yourself on a pedestal” (Mayo Clinic website). 
Symptoms of Narcissistic Personality Disorder include the following: “believing that you're better than others, exaggerating your achievements or talents, expecting constant praise and admiration, failing to recognize other people's emotions and feelings, taking advantage of others, expressing disdain for those you feel are inferior, being jealous of others and believing that others are jealous of you, trouble keeping healthy relationships, setting unrealistic goals, and appearing as tough-minded or unemotional” (Mayo Clinic website).
Narcissism does a lot of damage.  It can shatter one’s personal life, torpedo relationships and marriages, cause estrangement between parents and children, and wreak havoc in a church.  Narcissism can take down a company or business, cause a great rock in roll band to split, and prevent a talented sports team from playing well.  The narcissism of others has caused damage in my life, and my own narcissism has caused damage in others’ lives.  Perhaps you can relate.
Narcissism, self-absorption and self-centeredness, is found in all of us because at the heart of narcissism is original sin.  Scripture tells us that we are all self-absorbed and self-centered, in other words, that we are all narcissistic.  In the Old Testament we see in Isaiah that “All we like sheep have gone astray; we have all turned to our own way” (53:6a) and in the New Testament we see in Paul’s Letter to the Romans that “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (3:23).

Even Jesus’ own disciples were prone to narcissism.  You would think that after spending about three years with the Son of God that you would get over yourself a little bit—but apparently not.  In the Gospel According to Mark Jesus predicts his death and resurrection three times to his disciples (8:31; 9:30-32; and 10:32-34).  In Jesus’ third prediction of his death and resurrection Jesus pulls the twelve aside and tells them:
“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” (10:33-34).
And how did the disciples respond to Jesus’ prediction of his death and resurrection?  With narcissism.  That’s where today’s Gospel lesson picks up.  Listen to what James and John do: “James and John, the sons of Zebedee, came forward to him (Jesus) and said to him, ‘Teacher, we want you to do for us whatever we ask of you.’”
It wasn’t just any two of the disciples who told Jesus this; it was James and John. Along with Peter, James and John were considered the “inner three” disciples.  They were the three disciples who with Jesus when He raised Jairus’ daughter from the dead and when He was transfigured on the mountain and appeared with Moses and Elijah.  They were the three who later would be with Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane immediately before Jesus was betrayed.  Jesus had just told them for the third time about His impending suffering, death, and resurrection, and they respond by saying, “Teacher, we want you to do for us whatever we ask of you.”

Jesus is gracious in His response, “What is it you want me to do for you?”
James and John respond, “Grant us to sit, one at your right hand and one at your left, in your glory.”  Their response to Jesus’ prediction of His impending death and resurrection was a request for power, dripping with narcissism.  Jesus responds by letting James and John know that they are clueless, “You do not know what you are asking.”  Then He asks them a question: “Are you able to drink the cup that I drink, or be baptized with the baptism that I am baptized with?”  In their hubris James and John reply, “We are able.”

And yet, isn’t that what happens in our own lives?  When it comes to the Christian faith, don’t we often wonder, “What’s in it for me?”  Don’t we often respond to things about which we are clueless with hubris and self-reliance?  We can handle it.  We’ve got it covered.  “We are able.”
Jesus does two things in response to James and John.  First, He assures them that indeed they will drink the cup He will drink, and they will be baptized with the baptism with which He will be baptized.  
In the Old Testament “cup” is a metaphor for drinking the wrath of God, as we see in Psalm 75:8—“For in the Lord’s hand is a cup, full of spiced and foaming wine, which he pours out, and all the wicked of the earth shall drink and drain the dregs” (The Book of Common Prayer 691; see also Isaiah 51:17-23 and Jeremiah 49:12).  
Similarly, in the Old Testament “baptism” is a metaphor for being overwhelmed by sorrow and grief, as we see in Psalm 69:16—“Save me from the mire; do not let me sink; let me be rescued from those who hate me and out of the deep waters” (The Book of Common Prayer 680; see also Psalm 124:4-5 and Isaiah 43:2).  In other words, James and John would share the suffering of Jesus.  This came to pass, as James was later executed with a sword by order of King Herod (Acts 12:2) and John was exiled as an old man to the island of Patmos (Revelation 1:9).
Second, Jesus lets James and John know that it was not His decision as to whether or not they would be granted to sit with Him in glory: “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.”  
How did the other disciples respond to the narcissism of James and John?  They got fired up, as Mark writes with some understatement, “When the ten heard this, they began to be angry with James and John.”  Peter, the third of the inner three, was probably especially angry.  We are all familiar with the fun and games of rivalry, ambition, and jockeying for position.  It is part of our lives from the sibling rivalry of childhood, throughout our years in school, and often throughout our careers and even into our later years.  Narcissism is no respecter of age.  And as was the case with the disciples, narcissism often leads to anger.

Jesus then calls all the disciples together and cuts to the chase when it comes to narcissism: “Whoever wishes to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you must be slave of all.”  In other words, the antidote to narcissism is service.   
Dr. Karl Menninger, a famous psychiatrist, was once asked, “What would you advise a person to do if he felt a nervous breakdown coming on?”  Menninger replied, “Find someone in need, and do something to help that person… generous people are rarely mentally ill people” (John Maxwell, Failing Forward 102-103).  The antidote to narcissism is service.  And yet, we can even become prideful about how much we help others.  While helping others and being generous can take the edge off of our narcissism a little bit, it does not address the root of our narcissism, because our narcissism is rooted in our original sin.  
Thankfully, Jesus doesn’t stop there.  After telling His disciples, “whoever wishes to be first among you must be slave of all,” Jesus points to the cross: “For the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many.”
The phrase, “the Son of Man,” is used often in reference to Jesus in the Gospel According to Mark.  Jesus is also referred to as “the Son of God” by Mark, who begins his account of the gospel with the words, “The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God” (1:1).  Jesus Christ is both the fully human “Son of Man,” and the fully divine “Son of God.”

And Jesus Christ, the “Son of Man” and “Son of God,” took the form of a servant and gave His life as a ransom for the world, as Paul wrote to the Philippians, “Christ Jesus, who, those he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave… and became obedient to the point of death—even death on a cross” (2:6-8).  
In His death on the cross Jesus did for us what we cannot do for ourselves, because when it comes to overcoming our narcissism, we are not able.  We may believe, like James and John, “We are able,” but we’re not.  As we saw earlier in Isaiah 53, indeed, “All we like sheep have gone astray” and “we have turned to our own way.”  And yet in Jesus’ death, “the Lord has laid on him (Jesus) the iniquity of us all” (53:6b).  And as we saw earlier in Romans 3, indeed, “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”  And yet in Jesus’ death we “are now justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus” (3:24).  
In fact, the word, “redemption,” in Romans 3 and the word, “ransom,” in Mark 10 refer to the same thing, the price being paid to set us free from all our sin, including our narcissism.  In Jesus’ day a ransom was paid to set free three kinds of people: slaves, prisoners of war, and those condemned to death.  Because of the ransom Jesus paid in His death on the cross, we are no longer slaves to sin (including narcissism), we are no longer held captive as prisoners to the flesh, and we are no longer doomed to death.  Jesus has paid the ransom.  We have been redeemed.  We have been set free.
Even though Jesus prayed in the Garden of Gethsemane, “Father… remove this cup from me,” He also prayed, “yet not what I want, but what you want” (Mark 14:36), and in His death on the cross Jesus drank the cup of judgment in our place.  Moreover, in His death on the cross Jesus was baptized, overwhelmed and flooded, in suffering and grief in our place.  And in a similar way in which Jesus told James and John, “You do not know what you are asking,” Jesus prayed for all of us, “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing” (Luke 23:34).  Jesus did these things for us because He loves us, because He gives us grace.  
And Jesus did not stop there, because He also instituted two sacraments, baptism and Holy Communion, as signs of His grace.  Jesus was baptized with suffering and grief so that we could be baptized into new life in Him.  Jesus drank the cup of judgment so that we could drink the cup of salvation.

So while there is some truth in the humorous saying, “Get over yourself—everyone else has,” the deeper truth is that God has never gotten over us.  We know this because Jesus took the form of a servant and gave His life on the cross as a ransom for us.  He redeemed us with His blood.  His death is the antidote for the narcissism of every person in the entire world, including James and John, including you and me.  And Jesus now sits enthroned in glory at the right hand of God the Father, because that place of glory was prepared for Him.  By the power of the Holy Spirit He calls us to follow His example and become servants of others.  
Let us pray…        
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