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The question at the heart of today’s passage is really quite straightforward – what makes a 
person great? 
 
The world around us has some ideas about what greatness looks like – score enough goals and 
they’ll give you the nickname – ‘the great one.’  Conquering a lot of kingdoms can get you that 
name too.  Nobody ever talks about Alexander the pretty good.  He’s Alexander the Great 
right?  And even if they don’t have the title ‘the great’ stuck to their name, people who have 
wealth and influence and power are generally seen to be pretty important in the eyes of the 
world.   
 
But what about in God’s eyes?  What makes a person great in God’s eyes?   
 
That’s the question that I want to explore with you this morning as we look closely at Matthew 
20 – what makes a person great in God’s eyes?  How does He define greatness?  Because I’d 
much rather be great in God’s eyes for eternity, than great in the world’s eyes for now.  
 
So let’s look together at God’s Word and I’m actually going to start us a little earlier than the 
Scripture readings.  Matthew 20, starting in verse 17.   
 
17 Now as Jesus was going up to Jerusalem, he took the twelve disciples aside and said to them, 
 18 "We are going up to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man will be betrayed to the chief priests and 
the teachers of the law. They will condemn him to death 
 19 and will turn him over to the Gentiles to be mocked and flogged and crucified. On the third 
day he will be raised to life!"  (Mat 20:17-19 NIV). 
 
Now this is very important.  It means that Jesus is actively choosing to go to Jerusalem, knowing 
full well that nothing by torture and death await Him there.  And we KNOW that He knows that 
because He’s already said it twice before: 
 
 (Chapter 16:21 - 21 From that time on Jesus began to explain to his disciples that he must go to 
Jerusalem and suffer many things at the hands of the elders, chief priests and teachers of the 
law, and that he must be killed and on the third day be raised to life. (Mat 16:21 NIV). 
 
Chapter 17:22 - 22 When they came together in Galilee, he said to them, "The Son of Man is 
going to be betrayed into the hands of men. 
 23 They will kill him, and on the third day he will be raised to life." And the disciples were filled 
with grief (Mat 17:22-23 NIV). 
 
And then again here in chapter 20.  “We are going up to Jerusalem and the Son of Man will be 
betrayed and mocked and flogged and crucified and on the third day, He will be raised to life.”  
That’s THREE TIMES! 



 
He is actively going to Jerusalem to suffer and lay down His life… 
 
And the very next thing that happens is verse 20 - 
 
20 Then the mother of Zebedee's sons came to Jesus with her sons and, kneeling down, asked a 
favor of him. 
 21 "What is it you want?" he asked. She said, "Grant that one of these two sons of mine may sit 
at your right and the other at your left in your kingdom" (Mat 20:20-21 NIV). 
 
Hello?!  Is ANYONE paying attention here?  Jesus has just reminded them that He’ll face a brutal 
death in a couple weeks’ time and all they can think of is which one of them is most important.  
“Give us positions of power please.”  “Give us seats at your right and left hand.”  Where the 
leaves Peter, the Rock upon which the church will be built, I’m not sure, but it’s not their 
problem.   
 
The disciples show an outrageous ability to miss the point (France, 757) in all that Jesus says – 
and yet here Jesus takes it in stride.   
 
“You want to be great do you?”  Verse 22 -  22 "You don't know what you are asking," Jesus said 
to them. "Can you drink the cup I am going to drink?" "We can," they answered. 
(Mat 20:22 NIV). 
 
I don’t know why James and John say that.  It could be that they just have no clue what Jesus is 
talking about.  The disciples clearly have an uncanny ability to filter out all the things they don’t 
want to hear and so it’s possible that they’ve just impulsively blurted out the first thing that 
came to mind.   
 
It’s also possible that they’re thinking of ‘the cup’ as a cup of blessing.  From time to time in the 
OT, ‘the cup’ is used as a symbol of God’s lavish blessing - for example, “you prepare a table 
before me in the presence of my enemies, my cup overflows’ (Psalm 23).  It could be that they 
assume that this cup that Jesus is talking about is a cup of blessing and sure!  Why wouldn’t you 
drink from that? 
 
But ‘the cup’ is not always used as a symbol of blessing in the OT; much more commonly, ‘the 
cup’ is a symbol of God’s wrath, of judgment.   
 
For example - Psalm 75 talks about God’s prerogative to judge and says: 7 But it is God who 
judges: He brings one down, he exalts another. 
 8 In the hand of the LORD is a cup full of foaming wine mixed with spices; he pours it out, and 
all the wicked of the earth drink it down to its very dregs.  
 
To drink the cup, means to bear judgment, to experience the fullness of God’s anger against sin.   
 



And Jesus says – “I am going to drink that cup.”   
 
The beatings and mockery and crucifixion that Jesus has just told them about are the actual 
manifestation of the cup that Jesus is talking about here.   
 
Now here’s the question – why is JESUS drinking that cup?  The cup of wrath is God’s judgment 
for sin, but Jesus has no sin.  He is the pure spotless lamb of God, so what’s He doing drinking 
the cup?  Hold on to that thought for a moment.   
 
So Jesus says – ‘are you able to drink the cup?’ – James and John say ‘yes we can’ and then 
Jesus adds: 
 
 23 Jesus said to them, "You will indeed drink from my cup, but to sit at my right or left is not 
for me to grant. These places belong to those for whom they have been prepared by my 
Father." 
 
Now this is interesting because there is some sense in which Jesus’ disciples will participate in 
Jesus’ suffering – ‘You will indeed drink the cup.’  Now, they aren’t going to be crucified with 
Him at Easter but there is some sense in which what Jesus does impacts how His disciples act.  
Again, hold on to that.  
 
And I want you to notice – that this whole discussion is about ‘greatness.’  Ma Zebedee says 
‘make my sons great’ and Jesus takes the conversation in a direction that says – ‘greatness is 
found in suffering with me.’  Again, hold on to that.   
 
Well, verse 24, when the other disciples catch wind of what James and John have asked, they 
are angry! 
 
It says ‘they were indignant with the two brothers.’  Not because they couldn’t believe that 
anyone would ask such a thing, but indignant that THEY weren’t the ones to ask first!  If 
prominence was up for grabs in God’s Kingdom, then they wanted a shot at it too.   
 
Sensing this, verse 25, Jesus called them together and said ‘boys, let’s talk about this.  "You 
know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high officials exercise authority 
over them. 
 
You know how the world works, how people subconsciously rank each other and think they 
deserve better than people ‘lower’ than them.  You know how people in power can wield that 
power for their own benefit, without a thought to how it affects others.  You know how people 
strive to be wealthy and important and great no matter the cost?   
 
Not so with you. 
 



The world doesn’t define ‘greatness’ for us; Jesus does.  I remember having a prof in seminary 
whose church had hung a banner with those words over the exits to the doors – the world 
might act like that.  Not so with you.  We have a different standard as followers of Jesus.  And 
here it is, verse 26 - 
 
"You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high officials exercise 
authority over them.  26 Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become great among you 
must be your servant, 27 and whoever wants to be first must be your slave— 
 
This is the upside down, inside out logic of the Kingdom of God.  If you want to be first, be last.  
If you want to go up, get down.  If you want to be great, you gotta learn to serve.  Greatness in 
God’s eyes is found in serving others. 
 
And it’s not as though there’s not a precedent.  Jesus has already shown us what true greatness 
looks like:  verse 27: 
 
Verse 27 – ‘whoever wants to be first must be your slave, 28 JUST AS the Son of Man did not 
come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many." 
 
Jesus did not come to be served but TO serve.  He is King of Kings and Lord of Lords; He 
deserves an army of servants, waiting on His every desire, but He chose to give it all up.  He 
chose not to remain in His heavenly palace, but to become a man, and not just a man but a 
servant and not just a servant, but a sacrifice who hung on the Cross.   
 
Three times He told His disciples that He was going to Jerusalem to die.  At any point, He could 
have said ‘you know what, forget it.  These dummies don’t understand what I’m doing.  I’m not 
giving up my life for them.’  But He did.  He resolutely chose to put our interests before His 
own. 
 
And why did He do that?  To serve us.   
 
Sure it’s nice to have someone bring us a meal at a restaurant.  And yes it’s great when 
someone else does the dishes.  But what we REALLY NEEDED was someone to deal with our sin.   
 
Our natural inclination to follow our own way rather than God’s is the quickest way to order up 
God’s cup of wrath.  He deserves honour and allegiance and obedience and by choosing not to 
do those things, we put ourselves under God’s judgment.   
 
But God, because He is rich in mercy, because of His great love for us, chose to pay the ransom 
for sin Himself.   
 
He took on flesh and took our place.  Jesus bore the judgment our sin deserved.  He drank the 
cup of wrath so that God could give us the cup of blessing.   
 



That’s true service. 
 
That’s true greatness.   
 
That’s what greatness looks like in God’s eyes.   
 
The willingness to lay everything down for the sake of others.   
 
And it’s the greatness that we are called to as followers of Jesus.  He drank the cup for us and 
we join in His suffering by serving other, just as He did. 
 
So let me put it to you like this – if you want to be great in God’s Kingdom, learn to be the 
servant of all.   
 
That’s a song I learned back in Sunday school and it’s been playing in my head all week!  “If you 
want to be great in God’s Kingdom, learn to be the servant of all.”  But that really sums it up. 
 
If you want to be great in God’s Kingdom, learn to be the servant of all – at work, at school, 
with friends, with family, with people who don’t deserve it, at Friendship house, at Why Not, in 
your neighbourhood – learn to be the servant of all. 
 
You know, I struggled with how to put this, but it’s so straightforward that I don’t think that I 
can.  You need to work out for yourself – how to be a servant of all, because Jesus was a 
servant to you.   
 
On the plus side, I think that many of you already model this – quietly working to help others, 
to get food to people, to do things without anyone else knowing.  That’s true greatness.  Keep it 
up.   
 
And really I think that Philippians 2 is really helpful for us - 3 Do nothing out of selfish ambition 
or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves. 
 4 Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others. 
 
Why?  Because that’s what Jesus did.  If you want to be great in God’s Kingdom, learn to be the 
servant of all.   
  
 
 
 
BENEDICTION 
 
15. 1 Th. 3:12-13 - May the Lord make you increase and abound in love for one another and for 
all, as we do for you, so that he may establish your hearts blameless in holiness before our God 
and Father, at the coming of our Lord Jesus with all his saints. 


