
 HOW TO BE SUCCESSFUL 
 Mark 10:32-45 
 
 Most people want to be successful.  Some dream of being great or at least being 
recognized as the best.  You can buy books and attend training seminars on the subject of “How 
to Be Successful.”  Most of us know, in general terms, what actions result in success. We could 
summarize it as “Do the right things in the right ways at the right time and the right place.”  If we 
could accomplish what this statement says, then we would be successful.  Of course, the 
challenge is in knowing the right things to do, the right ways in which to do them, when, and 
where. We characterize those who get it right as wise.  Then there are those who consistently 
find either the wrong thing, the wrong way, the wrong time or the wrong place and we 
characterize them as foolish.  There is a third category, and I fear that many people are in this 
group, who take little or no action (either wise or foolish) and, consequently, miss opportunities.   
 You might have noticed that nothing has been said about what actually defines success.  
For example, who is the greater person, Winston Churchill or Adolf Hitler?  What about Mother 
Teresa or Genghis Kahn?  I think it is a good (healthy) sign that people do admire those who 
give of themselves unselfishly and people hold in contempt those who are driven blindly by 
selfish interests to gain control over the lives or others.  Though we find admiration for the 
sacrificers, we find very little emulation.  Many people get caught up (in their own personal 
lives) trying to use the methods of the world to achieve greatness.  Usually, the definition of 
success or greatness people have for themselves is rooted in material wealth, fame and control 
over other people.  It is somewhat ironic that those who try to be great miss real greatness while 
those who try to be good at what they do achieve greatness as a by-product. 
 One reason the disciples had difficulty in understanding the happenings  surrounding the 
death of Jesus was they wanted to use a more “conventional” and direct approach to greatness.  
They wanted to have earthly positions of power and control, but Jesus kept talking about things 
that sounded very much like defeat.  As we look at the interchanges that Jesus had with His 
disciples as they approached the culmination of His ministry that would unveil God’s plan of 
salvation, we can learn some important lessons regarding success and greatness.  The first lesson 
is the importance of having the right example or model (Mark 10:32-34), the next is to ignore 
worldly-based titles and honors (Mark 10:35-41), and then focus on others (Mark 10:42-45). 
 
Follow the Right Model 
32 They were on the road going up to Jerusalem, and Jesus was walking on ahead of them; and they were amazed, 
and those who followed were fearful. And again He took the twelve aside and began to tell them what was going to 
happen to Him, 33 saying, “Behold, we are going up to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man will be delivered to the chief 
priests and the scribes; and they will condemn Him to death and will hand Him over to the Gentiles. 34 “They will 
mock Him and spit on Him, and scourge Him and kill Him, and three days later He will rise again.” Mark 10:32-34 
(NASB95)  
 The Passover celebration time was approaching and this was the apparent reason they 
were going to the Jerusalem area.  However, in the eleventh chapter of John we discover that 
another reason was that Mary and Martha had sent a request that he come to Bethany because 
their brother Lazarus was very sick.  Two days later, Jesus told the disciples they needed to go to 
Judea.  They realized the danger in going to that area since the Jewish leaders had tried to stone 
them when they were there earlier.  It is not surprising to find Jesus walking ahead of them since 
they were somewhat reluctant to be going.  Their amazement was a result of Jesus’ resolve to go 
into an obviously dangerous situation.  Their fear was related to what might happen to them.   



 Jesus was sensitive to their amazement and fear, so He took some time to let them know 
what was going on.  This was the third time He told the disciples His death was very near.  They 
may have been like so many modern-day Christians in that they wanted to spiritualize everything 
Jesus said.  Apparently, they could not bring themselves to believe Jesus was speaking literally.  
Jesus told them several specific things that would be happening.  First, He would be delivered to 
(or betrayed to) the chief priests and scribes.  They may have thought that someone would just 
tell the chief priest that the common people were saying Jesus was the Messiah and that He had 
made no attempt to correct the claim.  Maybe this is what they thought the “betrayal” was about.  
 The second thing that was to happen was that they would condemn Him to death and 
hand Him over to the Gentiles who would abuse and kill Him because He was thought to be the 
Messiah.  Can you imagine what would happen today if such a claim were made about someone?  
They may have thought the Jewish leaders and the Romans would ridicule the idea among all the 
people (Jesus would be mocked) and would assassinate his character.  Sometime later, things 
would get better and his popularity would “rise again” and He would be accepted by the rulers 
and be given a great position.  Apparently, they simply did not believe Jesus was speaking 
literally. 
 Jesus gave them additional information that had not been shared before.  This was the 
first time He mentioned that He would be handed over to the Gentiles.  According to Matthew’s 
account, Jesus said that His death would be by crucifixion.  Although the disciples may not have 
realized what was happening, Jesus did realize it and He pressed on voluntarily.   
 As we look at what was going on, can we identify the characteristic Jesus modeled about 
how to be successful?  Compassion, courage, commitment, confrontation, commencement, 
cognizant, communication, caring,   
Compassion - The request from Martha and Mary to come help Lazarus was not ignored even 
though it was delayed.   
Courage - Jesus knew what the outcome would be from the trip to Jerusalem and would go 
anyway. 
Commitment - He was resolved to complete what He came to do. 
Confrontation - He was willing to face the Jewish leadership and confront their unbelief at the 
right time. 
Commencement - Jesus started the trip back to Judea and the disciples followed Him. 
Cognizant - As they were going up to Jerusalem, Jesus was aware of the amazement and fear of 
the disciples.  
Care - Jesus continued to show that He cared about the disciples because He stop to explain to 
them what was going to happen. 
Communication - this is so important to be successful in any endeavor where others are involved 
in what is happening.   
 
Ignore Titles and Honors 
35 James and John, the two sons of Zebedee, came up to Jesus, saying, “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 They said to Him, “Grant that we 
may sit, one on Your right and one on Your left, in Your glory.” 38 But 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 They said to Him, “We are able.” And Jesus said to them, “The cup that I drink you shall drink; and 
you shall be baptized with the baptism with which I am baptized. 40 “But to sit on My right or on My left, this is not 
Mine to give; but it is for those for whom it has been prepared.” 41 Hearing this, the ten began to feel indignant with 
James and John.  Mark 10:35-41 (NASB95) 
 We should not be too quick to criticize what James and John did.  Many times our 



prayers and requests to God sound very much as this request.  The major discovery in this 
passage is not the fact that James and John wanted to be great, but it is the revelation by Jesus 
that there is a price to pay.  Surely we want to be successful, however, there are some searching 
questions we must ask ourselves regarding success. 
 These questions focus on our willingness to apply ourselves, the skill or ability that can 
be developed and what God has intended.  Stated another  way, we should ask “are we willing to 
pay the price?”  Even more important, “are we able to pay the price?”   We should also ask “is 
this what God has planned for my life?”  We may not want to accept that certain things are 
ordained by God and we may never achieve a particular position or goal in life. 
 Willingness:  Many times we want the fruit of success without the plowing, sowing, 
watering, cultivating and caring it takes.  One problem most of us have is that we do not realize 
that it takes time to develop necessary skills and it takes effort.  Van Cliburn, the great pianist, 
was once greeted by a woman who said, “Oh, Mr. Cliburn, I would give anything to be able to 
play as you play.”  His reply was rather pointed.  He said “No you wouldn’t.  If you would give 
anything, then you would practice eight hours a day for twenty years and then you could play as 
I play.”  Paul tells that the request of James and John is not far from what God wants for each of 
us.  “We have been made to sit in heavenly places with Christ Jesus.”  Is Jesus asking each of us 
“Can you drink the cup I am going to drink?   Are you willing to follow my example?  Are you 
willing to freely lay your all on the altar?” 
 Ability:  We can’t be sure James and John knew what was involved when they answered 
Jesus, “Oh, yes, we can do it.”  Often, we think we can do anything and usually that is the time 
when we are most vulnerable.  Paul warned us, “Let he who stands (or thinks he does) take heed, 
lest he fall.”  We must realize that without the power of the Holy Spirit in our lives, we will fail 
in the most important arenas of life: our relationship with God and our relationship with people. 
 Election: God has plans for our lives and it may be that we won’t ever be the president of 
the United States, or even the mayor of our town.  The thing that each of us needs to do is to be 
successful in whatever God calls us to do.  We do not need to worry about some responsibility 
He has not given to us. 
 How did the other disciples react to James and John?  Predictably!  They were probably 
disappointed that they had not thought of it first. 
 
Focus on Others 
42 Calling them to Himself, Jesus said to them, “You know that those who are recognized as rulers of the Gentiles 
lord it over them; and their great men exercise authority over them. 43 “But it is not this way among you, but 
whoever wishes to become great among you shall be your servant; 44 and whoever wishes to be first among you shall 
be slave of all. 45 “For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom for 
many.”  Mark 10:42-45 (NASB95) 
 I heard about a situation in a church where a group of deacons was meeting and they 
discovered there was a leak in the plumbing and water was all over the floor of the meeting 
room.  Several of the deacons immediately took action.  They took off their shoes and socks, 
found mops and buckets and started cleaning up.  Someone noticed that the ones who took action 
were the most successful businessmen in the church.  It was not difficult to see why they were 
successful.  They were willing to minister and to serve. 
 Notice that Jesus specifically warned about not following the way of the world in how 
we define greatness or success and we certainly should not use the ways of the world in the 
manner we conduct ourselves.  Jesus mentioned two areas of accomplishment.  The first area is 
being “great” and the second is being “chief.”  In today’s way of expressing things, we might 



describe these as being “important” and being “the leader.”   
 The way to achieving “importance or greatness” is to be a servant.  The Greek word used 
there is diakonos and means “one who executes the commands of another, especially of a 
master.”  Of course this could also be called a minister or a steward.  On the other hand, if one 
would desire to be chief or the leader, then a greater commitment is involved.  Rather than just 
being a minister, the route is that of being a “bond slave.”  The Greek word used here is doulos 
and means “a slave, bondman, man of servile condition.”  Strong’s concordance also says that 
the word is related to “a person who gives himself up and is devoted to another with no regard of 
his own interests.”  
 This commitment and result are seen in verse 45 where Jesus spoke about His own 
mission.  He came not to be served to but to serve AND to give His life a ransom for many.  The 
Greek word for “give” is didomi and means to give something to someone of one's own accord.  
Notice the similarity in this meaning and that of a description of a bond slave — “one who gives 
himself up.”   
 Jesus is recognized as being great by the ministry He delivered to people in healing the 
sick, raising the death, casting out demons, and feeding the hungry.  However, it was in His 
demonstration of being a bond slave that He is recognized as Chief — number one.  We see the 
behavior of a slave in Jesus as He gave Himself up in His death on the Cross.  It is in this atoning 
work of His death, burial and resurrection that He proved that He is the Worthy Lamb, the 
Anointed One of God, the Son of God.  
  When you think about it, the way that Jesus showed us is not limited to the operation of 
the church.  It works in every area of life.  The only route to true greatness is through sacrifice.  
This is the example Jesus showed us on the cross.  He gave His life as a ransom for many.  He 
redeemed us from slavery to sin and the slavery of sin.  In giving Himself up, even to death, He 
became Lord of all.  He achieved greatness beyond description and we have greatness opened up 
to us since we can achieve the potential that God has for us in Christ Jesus by following the 
example and walking in the way of Jesus.   
 I think it is safe to say that Jesus wants what is best for us.  He wants us to be successful; 
however, we cannot obtain true greatness by using the world’s methods to achieve our goals.  
The prescription for greatness in the Kingdom of Heaven is through ministry and service. 


