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In this week’s study, we consider how Jesus defined leadership. Over the last decade or so, we’ve seen 
a revolving door of Australian Prime Ministers coming and going. As a society, we are quick to judge 
leaders using criteria such as strength / weakness, integrity and gender. After the August 2018 leadership 
spill there were allegations of bullying, of power and influence being misused, to pressure people to change 
allegiances. Writing on Mark’s gospel, Edwards comments that “At no place do the ethics of the kingdom 
of God clash more vigorously with the ethics of the world than in the matters of power and service.”1 
 
GETTING STARTED: What do you see as the essential qualities of a leader? Who is someone that you 
think is a good leader? Name a person from history who was a famous leader, but exhibited toxic 
leadership traits. What were some of their traits? 
 
READ: MARK 10:32-45 
 
Jesus and his followers were travelling on the road to Jerusalem, where – in a very short amount of time 
– Jesus would be crucified. Jesus was “leading the way”. 

“this passage parallels both (Mark) 8:27–38 and 9:30–37. All three passages begin with passion 
predictions, followed by some demonstration of pride or spiritual immaturity by the disciples, and 
then Jesus teaches on the nature of servant leadership and true discipleship. The parallels between 
9:30–37 and 10:35–45 are especially striking, since both have the disciples’ vying for greatness 
(9:34; 10:32), followed by Jesus’ teaching that to be first one must become last, and that true 
greatness comes from service for others (9:35; 10:43–44).2 

• There was something ominous about the tone of this particular trip. What emotions are evident in 
Mk 10:32? Why do you think this was? 

 

• In today’s passage, Jesus predicted his death for the third time. Read Mk 8:31-9:1 and Mk 9:30-
32. What extra information did Jesus give about his suffering and death, in Mk 10? 

 

The disciples seemed to be confused about the nature of the kingdom of God. Maybe they were expected 
Jesus to overthrow Roman rule.  

“Jesus has told the disciples that “some who are standing here will not taste death before they see 
the kingdom of God come with power” (9:1), and James and John surely think this prophecy is about 
to be fulfilled in an earthly messianic kingdom.”3 

If the disciples were aware of the accelerating level of hostility by the religious leaders towards Jesus, they 
certainly didn’t ‘get’ the idea that Jesus was about to be executed. Instead, in Mk 8:32-33, Peter rebuked 
Jesus for talking about death. In full view of the disciples, Jesus responded by rebuking Peter.  

• Read Mk 9:33-37. What had the disciples been arguing about? What was the point of Jesus’ 
comment to them and of Jesus bringing a young child into the conversation? 

 

In Mark 10, we read that James and John had personally approached Jesus. By contrast, in the parallel 
passage in Matthew 20:20-28, the request was made by their mother. Consider the following exchange: 
 James & John:  “Teacher, we want you to do for us whatever we ask of you.”  
 Jesus:    “What is it you want me to do for you?” (Mk 10:35-36) 

• What does the anger/ indignation of the other disciples and Jesus’ comments, tell us about the 
motives of James and John?  

 

• Did Jesus answer James and John’s request in the way they expected? What do you think the 
images of ‘cup’ and ‘baptism’ refer to? Why is it important to ‘be careful what you pray for’? 

 

Consider the words of Jesus in John 14:12-14: 
“Very truly, I tell you, the one who believes in me will also do the works that I do and, in fact, will do 
greater works than these, because I am going to the Father. I will do whatever you ask in my name, 
so that the Father may be glorified in the Son. If in my name you ask me for anything, I will do it.” 

• Through the New Testament, we are encouraged to be bold in approaching God with our requests. 
The words in John 14 seem to indicate that our prayers will be unconditionally answered in the way 
we want. What do we learn from Mk 10 and how Jesus answered, about how prayer works? 
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In his commentary on Mark 10, the Reformation preacher, John Calvin, wrote about James and John: 

“This narrative contains a bright mirror of human vanity; for it shows that proper and holy zeal is often 
accompanied by ambition, or some other vice of the flesh, so that they who follow Christ have a 
different object in view from what they ought to have. They who are not satisfied with himself alone, 
but seek this or the other thing apart from him and his promises, wander egregiously from the right 
path. Nor is it enough that, at the commencement, we sincerely apply our minds to Christ, if we do 
not steadfastly maintain the same purity; for frequently, in the midst of the course, there spring up 
sinful affections by which we are led astray.”4 

• Many of us have positions of leadership and influence. eg Teachers lead and influence a class of 
students. Even Jesus led, taught and influenced his disciples. By contrast, Calvin refers to 
‘ambition’ as being a ‘vice’. Is it wrong, as such, to desire to be a leader or to want to have 
influence? In what way does blind ambition take our eyes and focus away from the will of God? 

 

• What do think Jesus was talking about when he said “Gentiles - those whom they recognize as 
their rulers - lord it over them, and their great ones are tyrants over them.” (Mk 10:42) Think of an 
example from your life/ workplace, etc of how a person has abused their position and power. What 
is the difference between proper use of authority and abusive leadership/ authority? 

 

It was one thing for Jesus to talk about ‘serving’. Even literature on Christian leadership talks about ‘servant 
leadership’. It was a totally different thing to embrace the terminology of ‘slave’. Swindoll writes that: 

 “we cannot fully appreciate how radical Jesus’ teaching was in the first century. Free Romans and 
Greeks considered slavery a shameful existence; they would sooner end their own lives than 
become enslaved to others. Moreover, they measured personal greatness in terms of authority. In 
fact, they thought of the Roman emperor – the chief sovereign of the most powerful nation – as god-
like because he possessed the power to command much of the known world.”5 

• How do you feel about the words: ‘servant’ and ‘slave’? What emotions do these words evoke in 
you? eg how do you feel about the thought of having no control over your own life and being 
vulnerable to the will/ wim of another person?  

 

An essential part of ceding control of our lives to God and acknowledging the Lordship of Christ in every 
part of our lives, is to believe – and trust - that God is sovereign over all aspects of our lives. It’s easy to 
say that. It’s another thing to put that into practice. Our fears give us an insight into areas where we struggle 
to trust God.  

• What is something that you fear? (Eg losing your job, health, house, a family member). What is the 
worst thing that could happen in that situation? In what way do you think God would care for and 
provide for you if that situation occurred? 
 

A number of commentators have made the link between the ‘servant’/ ‘service’ motifs in Mark 10:39-45 
and the ‘suffering servant’ narrative in Isaiah 53.  

“The way to privileged position in the messianic kingdom is not by grabbing for power but by 
relinquishing it through suffering and death. Jesus explains this way to them by using the analogies 
of the cup and baptism. The cup, symbolizing trouble and suffering, is found in the OT.”6 

Isaiah 53 Mark 10 

v11 The righteous one, my servant 
v45 For the Son of Man came not to be 
served but to serve 

v12 he poured out himself to death v45 and to give his life  

v10 an offering for sin; v6 the Lord has laid on him the 
iniquity of us all; v11 he shall bear their iniquities. v45 a ransom 

v11 shall make many righteous; v12 bore the sin of many v45 for many 
 
The passage that is often quoted re Jesus’ humility is Phil 2 where Paul wrote that Jesus “emptied 
himself, taking the form of a slave … he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death - even 
death on a cross.” A slave submits to their master’s will, regardless of the pain involved. Jesus’ radical 
obedience to his father’s will is the example that we are to follow. (Jn 5:30, 6:38) 

• Even though Jesus prayed that the “cup” would pass from him (Matt 26:39), he was focussed and 
intentionally gave his life “for many”. (Mk 10:45) In light of today’s passage - what did Jesus mean 
when he said “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves 
and take up their cross daily and follow me.” (Lk 9:23) What do we need to do to obey him? 
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