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SERVE AND NOT SERVED 
Matthew 20:20-28 
 
 
Jesus never seemed to shy away from drawing lines in the sand. Matthew mentions one of 
those lines when, in Matthew 20:20-28, he records Jesus telling his disciples, “whoever would 
be great among you must be your servant”1. That teaching illustrates the important place Jesus 
gave to the combined ideas of selflessness and service and how they offer a surprising, counter-
cultural expectation that forms the heart of being a Christian. 
 

“The Son of Man came not to be served” 
Jesus’ conversation with the disciples in Matthew 20:20-28 took place during their trip to 
Jerusalem to celebrate the Passover. While the Passover usually offered the Jews a national, 
celebratory event, escalating tensions between Jesus and his countrymen complicated the 
disciples’ anticipation of the feast. For example:  

• Jesus explicitly told the disciples that their trip to Jerusalem would result in his death and 
resurrection (Luke 18:31-33). 

• The disciples, however, struggled to understand his meaning (Matthew 16:21-22; Luke 
18:34; John 11:16). A few factors contributed to their failure to understand like: 

o Prior to beginning their journey to Jerusalem, the disciples witnessed Jesus raise 
Lazarus from the dead and they witnessed the hostile reaction from Jerusalem’s 
religious establishment (John 11:1-57).  

o Despite the hostility he encountered, Lazarus’ resurrection confirmed Jesus’ 
message that God’s long-awaited kingdom had arrived and that he was its messianic 
king (cf. John 11:14-15; Matthew 4:17; 16:13-16). 

o The prophets gave many prophecies about the kingdom and the messiah that 
included, among other things, the reunification of the Israelite nation and the 
restoration of its place in the world (cf. Ezekiel 37:1-28). 

o Jesus also told his disciples that they would join him in his rule, sitting “on twelve 
thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel” (Matthew 19:27-29). 

 
The disciples’ mixture of expectation and confusion sets the stage for their conversation with 
Jesus in Matthew 20:20-28.  

• Most likely in response to his comments in Matthew 19:28, the mother of James and John 
asked Jesus if her sons could have the two most important thrones in his kingdom 
(Matthew 20:20-21). 

• Even though Jesus informed the brothers that they did not understand his kingdom 
(Matthew 20:22), their request upset the other disciples who likely felt they were using 

 
1 All quotes from the Bible come from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version (ESV Permanent Text Edition, 
Crossway, 2016) unless otherwise noted. 
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their mother’s special connection to Jesus (she was his aunt, Mark 15:40; John 19:25; 
Matthew 27:56) to leverage a special honor for themselves (Matthew 20:24). 

• Jesus’ responded to his fighting disciples by telling them to consider his own self-sacrifice - 
the one thing they struggled to understand (Matthew 16:21-22; Luke 18:34; John 11:16). His 
response, however, offers important insights (Matthew 20:25-28): 

 

Jesus’ selfless service does not follow the world’s example. 
 

Those who belong in Jesus’ kingdom follow his example. 
 

Applications 
Our culture tends to embrace the thinking and values Jesus rejected. Our culture, for example, 
praises rags-to-riches stories and focuses on those who “exercise authority”, which should 
motivate us to ask ourselves about our culture’s influence on our thinking. 

• Do the choices we make in life reveal that we live more in the realm of our world’s thinking 
or in the realm of Jesus’ thinking. Are we, for example, more concerned with good jobs, 
financial security, and peaceful living than we are in serving others? 

• Do we spend more time thinking about what we want and how we feel than we dedicate to 
thinking about Jesus’ example of service? 

• Jesus’ teaching that value comes through service rather than power look risky to us only to 
the extent that we view it from the perspective of our world; we must learn to see the 
world from Jesus’ (proper) perspective. 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

For the coming week: 
To help extend the lesson and to encourage you to make it personal, take time during the coming 
week to consider the following material: 
 

Read Matthew 20:20-28 and spend time reflecting on Jesus’ example of 
selfless service.  

• What other passages can you find in the gospels that illustrate 
Jesus’ servant attitude? 

• Can you think of any of Jesus’ teachings that give insight into why 
so many people reject his teachings about servanthood?  

• What lessons can you take from the disciples’ struggles to embrace 
Jesus’ teachings about servanthood? How might their struggle offer 
encouragements to you? 


