
Sermon Title: James and John: Boisterous Brothers 
Scripture: Matthew 17:1-9 
 
 
I recently rewatched one of my all-time favorite movies.  It’s about a set of 
“brothers.” 
(Show Good Will Hunting Slide) 
Will Hunting and Chuckie Sullivan. 
Now, I use “quotations” when I say “brothers,” because in the movie Good 
Will Hunting, Will and Chuckie are not biological brothers, but, for all intents 
and purposes they were as close as siblings… 
 
If you’ve ever seen the movie, you know when Will and Chuckie are 
together, trouble is just around the corner. 
 
 
This morning we’re continuing with our sermon series Sent, and examining 
the lives of Jesus’ first followers. 
 
We often think of these first disciples as seemingly “perfect” people, but 
that’s not exactly true.  The disciples were just “ordinary” people who had 
extraordinary encounters with Jesus that transformed their lives. 
 
That is certainly true with the brothers James and John. 
When Jesus met them and called them to be disciples, they were 
fishermen like Peter and Andrew. 
They would have been heirs to their father’s lucrative fishing business. 
Mark 1 tells us that this fishing business was robust enough to employees.  
So when James and John followed Jesus, they left a potentially lucrative 
future… 
 
Now, this may make James and John sound like saints,  
But, that’s not the case.  



(Show Good Will Hunting Slide Again) 
The gospels cast these two brothers more like Will and Chuckie. 
Jesus even had a cute little nickname for James and John, we find it in 
Mark 3:17 
(Show Mark 3:7 Slide) 
James and John, Zebedee’s sons, whom he nicknamed Boanerges, which 
means “sons of Thunder” 
Don’t worry, we’ll get to why Jesus called them the “Sons of Thunder.”  But 
let me assure you, it wasn’t because Jesus was trying to expand their ego. 
 
 
Of these two brothers, scripture reveals a lot more about John than James. 
 
So, let’s start with James.  
He was most likely older than John.  He, along with his brother, were part 
of Jesus’ inner circle, and together, they had some interesting interactions 
with Jesus.  We’ll talk about a couple of those in a little bit. 
And, finally, James is most well known as the first martyred Apostle.  We 
read about this in the Book of Acts, 12:2. 
 
Now, we know a lot more about John.  He plays a prominent role in the 
New Testament. 
So prominent that he is associated with five New Testament books:  
The Gospel of John, 1, 2, & 3 John, and the Book of Revelation. 
He is directly mentioned 36 times in the New Testament, and is often 
referred to as the “beloved disciple.” 
 
Now, it’s interesting that these two brothers, the “Sons of Thunder,” would 
be so close to Jesus and play such an important role in the early church. 
I don’t think we have to let our imaginations wander too much about what 
Jesus meant by that nickname, “Sons of Thunder.” 
The implications of the title are pretty obvious.  



Their temperament was a little boisterous, maybe even volatile.  They 
might have been described as loud, rumbling, sometimes threatening or 
about to burst… 
So, if you’ve seen the movie Good Will Hunting, you know why I think Will 
and Chuckie match up well with James and John. 
 
There is one story that exemplifies the Sons of Thunder. 
The first is in Luke 9:51-56. 
Jesus sent some messengers into a Samaritan town to let the townspeople 
know that He and the disciples were coming through. 
Well, the Samaritans refused Jesus, which in all honesty is no big surprise, 
the Samaritans and Jews really disliked each other. 
Well, when James John heard about this, here’s their reply: 
(Show Luke 9:54 Slide) 
54 When the disciples James and John saw this, they said, “Lord, do you 
want us to call fire down from heaven to consume them?” 
 
It wasn’t just a metaphor…  it showed their potentially volatile and 
boisterous side... 
There are more stories as well, but for the sake of time, we’re not going to 
explore them. 
 
But, their nickname isn’t the most interesting thing about these two 
disciples.  Rather, it was the way they lived their life after they encountered 
Jesus.  
They went from being volatile and unpredictable to James standing up for 
his faith and becoming the first martyred disciple, and John… 
Well, John’s story is the more interesting one. 
Through John’s encounters with Jesus, he was transformed from a Son of 
Thunder to the “Apostle of Love.” 
He was transformed from wanting to call down fire on a whole town to 
preaching this simple message, “Love God, and Love One Another.” 



All we have to do is read the letters of 1, 2, & 3 John to understand why he 
is known as the Apostle of Love. 
 
 
This transformation we see in John’s life, which I suspect we would have 
seen in James’ life had he not been martyred so early. 
 
 
So, here’s the question for us to ponder… how did these two brothers, the 
“Sons of Thunder” who were ready to destroy a city because they felt 
slighted turn into leaders and into the Apostle of Love? 
 
I think we see it best in today’s scripture.  Jesus had called these two for a 
purpose.  He knew what they could become.  
But before James and John could live transformed lives, they had to 
experience the transforming power of Jesus Christ, and that’s what 
happened on that mountain in Matthew 17:1-9. 
 
James and John experienced something magnificent and life changing. 
I’m going to bet that there’s probably a time or two when we’ve experienced 
something truly amazing.  It may not have been like James and John’s 
experience, but it was none-the-less life changing. 
Moments like these, like James and John witnessing Jesus’ transfiguration 
on the mountaintop do not happen often.  
They aren’t supposed to.  
These amazing moments set us for the long journey of faith. 
 
 
For those that have seen Good Will Hunting, you know at the end, Will’s life 
is transformed.  It wasn’t transformed by one miraculous moment, but 
rather, it was transformed by steady and steadfast love of Robin Williams’ 
character Dr. Sean Mcguire,  
(Show Robin Williams Slide) 



a psychologist who takes an interest in Will and sticks by Will’s side, even 
when the insults fly.  
 
Jesus had plenty of reasons to dump James and John, just like Dr. Mcguire 
had plenty of reasons to drop Will.  
They probably embarrassed him quite a few times, and they definitely didn’t 
fully understand His teachings. 
Yet, Jesus stuck by them to love them.  It was Jesus’ steadfast love and 
constant offer of grace that transformed James and John from Sons of 
Thunder into beacons of hope and love.  
 
Jesus offers us that same steady and steadfast love.  He walks with us and 
offers us his life-transforming grace and power, even when we’re like a Son 
of Thunder rather than an “Apostle of Love.” 
So church, today, will you accept Jesus’ offer of transformation and trust 
that Jesus is with you? 
We all need it, whether we’re new to faith or been a Christian your entire 
life… 
Here’s the good news, it’s ours if we accept it, Jesus is offering it right now. 
And that’s good news.  
Good news for us and good news for the world. 


