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Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God our Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Our text is the holy Gospel recorded in the tenth chapter of Mark.  Whoever would be great

among you must be your servant, and whoever would be first among you must be slave of all.

For the Son of man also came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for

many—thus far the words of our Lord.

In our Sunday morning Bible class on The Sprituality of the Cross by Dr. Gene Edward Veith,

we are currently discussing the chapter on the hiddenness of God.  This chapter deals with how,

in the Christian life, God does not promise his people a rose garden, but rather admonishes

them  to  be  prepared  for  adversity  and  suffering.   Therein  Dr.  Veith  speaks  of  Luther’s

terminology on the matter, in which the Christian lives as either a theologian of the cross or a

theologian of glory.

In comparing the two theologies or ways of life, we find that the theologian of the cross looks

at the adversity and suffering in the world and recognizes it as the consequence of sin.  He

further prays to God in faith and trust, and says, not my will, but thine be done, O Lord.  And he

knows that,  come what may, he is the baptized and redeemed child of God, and trusting in

Christ Jesus the Crucified for the forgiveness of sins, he bears all of the crosses that the Lord

lays upon him and rejoices in the promise of eternal life, dark and dreary though his earthly life

may be.

The theologian of glory, on the other hand, views adversity and suffering as a punishment for

either unbelief or weak belief.  He furthermore views the Christian life as one of earthly wealth

and  prosperity--health  without  suffering,  joy without  sorrow.   In  a  word,  if  you’re  a  true

Christian,  you’ll  have no earthly cares because your  wish is God’s command, and you can

simply tell him to remove all thorns and crosses.

We’ll  get  into  the  consequences  for  each  of  these  two theologies  a  little  later.   For  now,

consider the disciples of Jesus—James and John—and decide what kind of theologians these

men presented themselves to be when they came to Jesus with a request.  Sadly, from what we

hear of them, when it comes to the theology of glory we must conclude with the Preacher in the

book of Ecclesiastes that there is nothing new under the sun.

The request of the sons of Zebedee showed that they desired the glory that would be revealed in

the coming of God’s kingdom, but they were utterly unprepared to suffer for it.  They wanted

the places of honor on the left and right hand of Jesus when he would reign in majesty, but they
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remained  blind  to  what  must  in  the  meantime  come  to  pass.   Even  their  starting  premise

exposed their glory theology—Teacher, we want you to do for us whatever we ask of you.  This

is a textbook example of how modern theology of glory treats God.  One uses God as a means

to an end—for health, happiness, and all other personal purposes.

Jesus responds with the plain truth—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?  Such

language might bring to mind the Sacraments of the Altar and of Baptism, but here our Lord is

using them as figurative language for what is going to happen to him.

Jesus  refers  to  his  arrest,  scourging,  and  crucifixion  as  drinking  from  the  cup  and  being

baptized.  You might remember the Old Testament references to someone drinking from the

cup of God’s wrath.  This is what Jesus is talking about—the cup of suffering and a baptism of

blood.  He does not come right out and ask James and John,  do you want to come and be

crucified as I will be?  But perhaps that would have been easier for the disciples to understand.

For they at this point still do not accept that Jesus must be tortured and killed.  They think he’s

going to wave in his Messianic kingdom and establish eternal rule right then and there!

The inability of the disciples to comprehend and accept the passion and death of our Lord is a

consequence of the theology of glory,  and it  continues to manifest  itself  today.   While the

theologian of the cross accepts suffering and turns to the Lord for strength in the certain hope

of the forgiveness of sins and eternal life, the theologian of glory is in spiritual danger when he

encounters suffering.  He is endangered because he has been led to believe that suffering will

not be a part of the Christian life.

And each one of us is a glory theologian by nature.  Even when we have heard Jesus’ teaching

about bearing our crosses and being persecuted for his name’s sake, we still respond to trials

and adversity with despair, shock, and we ask Why?  Why, O God, are you placing this upon

me?  Take this cup from me, for I cannot bear it.  Our nature also wants to believe that our

Christian behavior and conduct as God’s children will somehow insulate us from hardship.

This is what makes the theology of glory so deadly, for it is often far more subtle than the more

obvious examples.  Anyone who is familiar with the words of Jesus should be suspicious of

those who preach of the excitement of the Christian life.  We’ve all heard those enthusiastic

types who talk about how your life will be changed forever when you receive Jesus into your

heart.   There  are those  who truly believe that  becoming  a Christian  will  solve  all  of  your

financial difficulties, fix your troubled marriage, and make you a better person in general.  And

in the end, it creates a false sense of security because it teaches you to believe that God owes

you something.

But what happens to such a Christian (who, by the way, may truly have a living and saving

faith) when he receives word that he has a terminal illness—or loses a loved one in a sudden

and tragic way—or loses all of his worldly possessions in a natural disaster or housefire?  If he
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has been taught that his Christian life and faith are his insurance policy against all trial and

suffering, such events will be devastating to his faith.

And make no mistake, Pastor Reeder is not simply trying point out the weaknesses of those

who  are  not  Lutheran  theologians  of  the  cross.   The  Scriptures  themselves  reveal  the

consequences of this glory theology.  The disciples gathered together and hid in fear after Jesus

was crucified.  That first Good Friday did not end in quiet reverence and hopeful anticipation of

the first Easter morning.  No, there were followers of Jesus who were left in the depths of

despair because they expected the kingdom of glory without having to suffer for it, and they

thought all was lost because Jesus had died.

The Lord Jesus told James and John that they didn’t know what they were asking when they

said they wanted him to grant them whatever they requested.  And it is the same for you today

when you pray not according to God’s will but according to your own.  When your theology of

glory trumps your theology of the cross, you begin to expect the Lord to grant you your every

wish, and you expect him to explain himself when he lays crosses upon you.  But when your

crosses appear to outnumber your blessings, you will be tempted to despair and to doubt your

Lord’s provision for you.  Your Lord has promised to grant you everything you need, but not

everything you want.

Christ Jesus is not a means to an end.  He is the end.  And he has taught you how you are to

pray.  No prayer should be rendered to God without including  Thy will be done.  For prayer

itself is communion between the Christian’s believing heart and his Lord.  And the believing

heart will seek only that which is in accordance with the holy, just, and perfect will of God.

The Scriptures are replete with references to prayers and how they are to be rendered.  Jesus’

promises are abused when they are taken to mean that whatever you ask for will be given to

you if you just ask for them and conclude the prayer with “in Jesus’ name, Amen”.  This is

glory theology,  for it seeks first not the divine will of God but the desires of the flesh.  All

prayers should be rendered in the name of Jesus.  Yet the Christian who is truly praying in

Jesus’ name does not offer requests to God as in the manner of a Christmas wishlist.   The

Christian prays that God’s kingdom would come and that his will be done on earth as it is in

heaven.  He prays for temporal blessings, to be sure, like good health and safety, the well-being

of loved ones, and for peace, stability, and security, but ultimately the Christian prays that his

will and desires be aligned with God’s own.

The nature of  one’s prayers,  however,  is  only the beginning  of  the difference between the

theology of glory and the theology of the cross.  James and John started out with a request for a

“blank check”,  but  upon further questioning from Jesus they revealed their greater error of

seeking glory without crosses.  Dear Christians, do not be deceived.  Seek not to be first in line

or to be the greatest among the brethren.  Expect not a Christian life that is free from serious

illness, strife and suffering.  For if that is the Christianity you embrace, you will have no place

to  turn  when  you  do  hear  bad  news  from your  doctor,  your  banking  statement,  and  your
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newspaper.

For the theology of glory, the bad news of life chokes off the good news of the Gospel.  It

overpowers  it  because  the  Gospel  is  not  front  and  center.   Glory  theology  does  not  deal

sufficiently with our sin and depravity.  Sin is an inconvenient sidebar—it is looked upon as a

sign that one does not really have true faith.  And then glory theology rears its ugly head in the

most disgusting manner when it tells the Christian that his suffering is a result of his weak faith

and secret sins.  It has no use for the suffering and death of Jesus, for in glory theology, Jesus

did his thing 2000 years ago—he died for our sins and is our Savior, but now we can focus on

more  pertinent  things  like  how  he  can  help  us  run  a  better  business,  fix  our  broken

relationships, and teach us how to be healthier.

But once again, Christ Jesus is not a means to an end.  He is the end.  And he is the one and

only focus of the theology of the cross.  Theology of the cross keeps its eye on the ball, who is

the crucified and risen Christ.  And he is the Christ who came not to be served but to serve and

give his life as a ransom for many.  It is the Christ who is not your self-help guru, but the Christ

who shed his blood and died for your sins and was raised again for your justification.  It is the

Christ who said not believe in me and I’ll grant you your every wish and desire, but who said

you will be hated and persecuted for my name’s sake, and you will suffer and perhaps die for

believing in me.

What  are we to say to this?   Blessed in the sight  of  the LORD is the death of his  saints!

Rejoice,  dear  Christians,  when  you  face  trials  and  sufferings,  for  they  develop  patience,

endurance, and perseverance in you.  Give thanks when your faith is tried with fire—when you

face hardship and tragedy, uncertainty and struggle.  For your Lord places crosses upon you to

make your faith stronger and to draw you closer to him.  He chastises only those whom he

loves, and you therefore already know the answer if you are led to ask the question, why, God?

Jesus said that anyone who would be his disciple must pick up his cross and follow him.  But

he also promises you blessed and eternal rest in him at the end of this life.  Christ Jesus your

Lord has already conquered sin for you, and has defeated the greatest and final enemy, death

itself.  And this he has done so that he might promise you full forgiveness of all of your sins

and  in  order  to  make  you  holy,  innocent,  and  completely  righteous  in  the  eyes  of  your

Heavenly Father.

As God’s children, you will indeed drink the cup of suffering as long as you are on this earth.

You will be harassed by the unbelieving world, you will face trials and hardship, and you will

be tormented by conscience and contrition over sin.  Yet Christ Jesus has promised to give you

peace from these crosses.  He forgives you of your iniquity—he absolves you of your sin and

separates them from you as far as the east is from the west.  He bids you to his altar, where he

gives you the visible and tangible promise in his body and blood that were given and shed for

you.

4



Furthermore,  he invites  you  to  come to  him at  all  times and places through prayer,  in the

knowledge that all of your crosses, whether they be sickness, bereavement, doubt, or fear, are

all temporary and are placed upon you to recenter your focus and life on him.  And remember,

when you ask God to remove these things from you, that Jesus himself prayed that the Father

take the cup of suffering away from him.  Had the Father granted his dear Son his request, he

would not have gone to the cross—and where would that have left you now?  Remember that

St. Paul, when he suffered from a certain thorn, asked the Lord three times for relief, and God

said  My grace is sufficient for thee.  And he did not remove the suffering from him.  God’s

grace is sufficient for you, dear Christian, for in it you have the sure and certain promise of the

forgiveness of all of yours sins and the blessedness of everlasting life in the +Name of the

Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.

The peace of God…
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