
SO, YOU WANT TO BE GREAT 
 

Matthew 20:17-28 
 
Other Passages that relate: 
In Galilee Mk 8:31, Mk 9:30-37, 
Going up to Jerusalem - Mk 10:32-45, Lk 18:31-34 
After the resurrection Lk 24:7 
 
INTRODUCTION 
It seems that everyone wants to be great in some way.  Everyone wants 
to be remembered.   
- Initials in wet cement 
- Grandparents giving little gifts to their grandkids...they want to be 

remembered and seen as special in the eyes of their kids 
 
The Bitter-Sweet Announcement of Jesus 
Jesus was going up to Jerusalem to celebrate the Passover.  Not to eat 
the Passover lamb but to be the Passover Lamb.   
 
This was not the only time Jesus had told His followers His fate.  He had 
said it on at least three previous times.  In Mt 12:39-40 Jesus said,  
 

39  But He answered and said to them, "An evil and 
adulterous generation craves for a sign; and {yet} no sign 
shall be given to it but the sign of Jonah the prophet;  40  for 
just as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of 
the sea monster, so shall the Son of Man be three days and 
three nights in the heart of the earth.” 

 



While in Casearea Philippi about 30 miles north of the Sea of Galilee 
Jesus said plainly that He was going to suffer and die.  Matthew 16:21-
23 states, 
 

21  From that time Jesus Christ began to show His disciples 
that He must go to Jerusalem, and suffer many things from 
the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and be 
raised up on the third day.  22  And Peter took Him aside and 
began to rebuke Him, saying, "God forbid {it,} Lord! This shall 
never happen to You."23  But He turned and said to Peter, 
"Get behind Me, Satan! You are a stumbling block to Me; for 
you are not setting your mind on God's interests, but man's." 

 
Again while in the region of Galilee in Matthew 17:22,23 Jesus said, 
 

22  And while they were gathering together in Galilee, Jesus 
said to them, "The Son of Man is going to be delivered into 
the hands of men;  23  and they will kill Him, and He will be 
raised on the third day. "And they were deeply grieved. 

 
And now Jesus was telling His disciples again, and for the first time 
spelling out some of the gory details, Matthew 20:18-19 states,  
 

18  Behold, we are going up to Jerusalem; and the Son of Man 
will be delivered to the chief priests and scribes, and they will 
condemn Him to death,  19  and will deliver Him to the 
Gentiles to mock and scourge and crucify {Him,} and on the 
third day He will be raised up. 

 
Jesus’ words are extremely sad, except for the very last part.  He would 
be delivered up, condemned to death, mocked, scouraged, and 
crucified.  The one positive note was that He would rise on the third 
day.  And what great news that is!   



The question becomes, “Why was Jesus telling His disciples these 
things?”  He was preparing them for the hardships ahead.  He loved 
them and wanted them to go into Jerusalem with their eyes opened.  
All they had really seen was His tremendous popularity and success.  
Sure there were bumps along the way; a few pharisees and scribes 
trying to trap Jesus with words, an angry crowd or two, but for the 
most part, the disciples saw Jesus as in total control.  He had healed the 
sick, raised the dead, given sight to the blind, fed thousands of people 
with just a few fish and loaves of bread, and taught incredible truth 
with great authority.  Multitudes followed Him and He had picked the 
disciples to be His traveling companions.  They were the inner circle.  
Pretty heady stuff for a motley crew of common folks and unrefined 
fisherman. 
 
If you had been one of Jesus’ disciples and He had just told you for the 
third time in gory detail that He was going to die, what would your 
response have been?  Perhaps deep sadness and quietness.  Perhaps a 
few words of encouragment telling Him that you would pray for Him, 
and that even though you knew He would rise from the dead, that you 
also knew that there would be lots and lots of pain before He got to 
that point.  Hopefully you would have sought to comfort Him in some 
way. 
 
Jesus was not looking for sympathy, but the response of His disciples is 
somewhat amazing.  James and John allowed their mother to ask if they 
could sit on His right and left when He came in His kingdom.  Rather 
than giving comfort and sympathy, Jesus’ disciples were jockeying for 
position in the coming kingdom. 
 
The Selfish Request of John’s and Jame’s Mother 
This response did not come completely out of the blue.  It was spawned 
undoubtedly from what Jesus had said in Matthew 19:27-30, 
 



27 Then Peter answered and said to Him, "Behold, we have 
left everything and followed You; what then will there be for 
us?"  28  And Jesus said to them, "Truly I say to you, that you 
who have followed Me, in the regeneration when the Son of 
Man will sit on His glorious throne, you also shall sit upon 
twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel.  29  "And 
everyone who has left houses or brothers or sisters or father 
or mother or children or farms for My name's sake, shall 
receive many times as much, and shall inherit eternal life.  30  
"But many {who are} first will be last; and {the} last, first. 

 
Before we are too hard on John’s and Jame’s mother, we need to 
realize that the disciples had been fighting about who would be the 
greatest. 
 
 - they had seen Jesus’ power: He seemed invincible 
 - He healed the sick, raised the dead, even walked right out of an 
angry mob without a scratch 
 - All they could focus on was the kingdom 
 
The Gentle and Informative Reply Of Jesus v22a 
 - Jesus could have said, “Thanks alot for your insensitivity.” But 
instead He said, Matthew 20:17-28 (NASB) "You do not know what you 
are asking. Are you able to drink the cup that I am about to drink?"  
 
The Haughty Response of the Disciples  v22b 
They *said to Him, "We are able." 
 
The Sobering Announcement of Jesus  v23 
Jesus could have said, “If your brains were placed in a thimble and 
shaken up, it would sound like buckshot in a bass drum!” Instead He 
said, 23 "My cup you shall drink; but to sit on My right and on My left, 



this is not Mine to give, but it is for those for whom it has been 
prepared by My Father."  
 
The Indignance of the other disciples v24 
24 And hearing this, the ten became indignant with the two brothers.  
 
They were not squeaky clean here.  They too, had been arguing about 
who was the greatest among them.  Mark 9:33-37, 
 

33  And they came to Capernaum; and when He was in the 
house, He {began} to question them, "What were you 
discussing on the way?"  34  But they kept silent, for on the 
way they had discussed with one another which {of them 
was} the greatest.  35  And sitting down, He called the 
twelve and said to them, "If anyone wants to be first, he 
shall be last of all, and servant of all."  36  And taking a child, 
He set him before them, and taking him in His arms, He said 
to them,  37  "Whoever receives one child like this in My 
name receives Me; and whoever receives Me does not 
receive Me, but Him who sent Me." 

  
Jesus teaching on greatness v25-27 
Matthew 20:25-27 states, 
 

25 But Jesus called them to Himself and said, "You know that the 
rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great men 
exercise authority over them. 26 "It is not this way among you, but 
whoever wishes to become great among you shall be your 
servant, 27 and whoever wishes to be first among you shall be your 
slave;   

 
 



KEY PRINCIPLES  
 
- As sinners we will normally be looking for what we can get rather than 
what we can give. 
 
If you find yourself doing that, stop! 
The two brothers - you be Jesus 
Why do you come to church? 
 
- God loves us and will be patient with us even when we are ignorant 
and proud. 
We need to be patient with each other as well. 
 
- If a person really wants to impact the world for God he must be willing 
to make sacrifices 
- take yourself out of your comfort zone 
- make yourself vulnerable for the cause of Christ 
- step out in faith 
 
In March 1991, Lisa Landry Childress (daughter of Tom Landry) found 
out she had a malignant tumor on her liver.  This was just two months 
after she and her hausband, Gary, had learned she was pregrnant.  
#740 
She died so her baby could live. 
 
 
- The world’s idea of greatness is lording it over others 
Money, sex and power! 
If you want to make it to the top, you’ve got to be willing to step on 
others and step on them hard.  Someone is going to make it to the top 
and it might as well be you! 
 



Illustration of caterpillars climbing a pile of caterpillars.  They were 
frantic.  They were knocking each other off, and stepping on each other 
to get to the top.  Caterpillars were rolling down the side of the pile.  
They were determined to reach the top of the pile.  There was nothing 
at the top. 
 
- God’s idea of greatness is being a servant and laying down ones life 
for others 
Jesus did! 
Figure skater Nancy Kerrigan is most remembered for her run-in with 
Tonya Harding, but there is another part of her life that deserves far 
more attention.  When Nancy was just a year old, her mother sustained 
verve damage in her eyes from a virus and became legaly blind.  To 
watch her duaghter perform, Brenda must press her nose agaist the TV 
screen and realize the blurred image is her daughter.  Nonetheless, 
Brenda Kerrigan has alway been her daughter’s greatest fan.  Each 
morning for the better part of the decade before she won a silver 
medal, the family started each day at 4:30 AM to practice at the ice 
rink.  It cost the family more than $35,000 each year to train their 
daughter.  That was more than Dan Kerrigan’s annual salary.  Of the 
sacrifices they made, Mrs. Kerrigan simply says, “It never made any 
sense.  We just did it.”  Sacrifice dowsn’t always make sense, you can’t 
always see the results, and it can often be quite expensive.  But 
sacrifice doesn’t secure all the answers; it simply responds in love. #739 
 
-  Jesus is to be our example 
He is exalted.  Philippians 2:9-11 states, 
 

9  Therefore also God highly exalted Him, and bestowed on 
Him the name which is above every name,  10  that at the 
name of Jesus every knee should bow, of those who are in 
heaven, and on earth, and under the earth,  11  and that 



every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the 
glory of God the Father. 

 
Mother Teresa was an icon of servanthood.  On one occasion she was 
brought face to face with a man who had a rare and horrendous case of 
terminal cancer.  One of the workers had vomited from the stench and 
could no longer continue.  Mother Teresa then stepped in and kindlyu 
took over.  The patient was mystified, “How dan you stand the smell?” 
asked the patitent.  Mother Teresa replied, “It’s nothing compared to 
the pain you must feel.”  Servnthood begins when we move beyond our 
own comfort to relieve the discomfor of another.  #772 
 
 
CONCLUDING QUESTION  
Are you a giver or a taker.  Do you seek to serve others or to Lord it 
over them?  Are you really seeking to follow Christ’s example.  What 
does the evidence say? 
 
A hundred years from now, if God tarry’s probably no one will 
remember your name here on earth.  The only time most people will 
even see our name is if they happen to read it on our tombstone. 
 
But on the other hand, your name will always be remembered in 
heaven for the things you have done for the cause of the kingdom of 
God. 
 
How can you be a better servant:? 
- how can you serve your spouse better? 
- how can you serve your children better? 
- how can you serve your church better? 
- how can you serve your community better? 
 



Luke 14:11 states, “For everyone who exalts himself shall be humbled, 
and he who humbles himself shall be exalted." 
 
DL Moody once said, “The measrue of a man is not haow many servants 
he has, but how many men he serves.” 
 
Matthew 20:17-28 (NASB)  
17 As Jesus was about to go up to Jerusalem, He took the twelve 
disciples aside by themselves, and on the way He said to them,  
18 "Behold, we are going up to Jerusalem; and the Son of Man will be 
delivered to the chief priests and scribes, and they will condemn Him to 
death,  
19 and will hand Him over to the Gentiles to mock and scourge and 
crucify Him, and on the third day He will be raised up."  
20 Then the mother of the sons of Zebedee came to Jesus with her sons, 
bowing down and making a request of Him.  
21 And He said to her, "What do you wish?" She *said to Him, 
"Command that in Your kingdom these two sons of mine may sit one on 
Your right and one on Your left."  
22 But Jesus answered, "You do not know what you are asking. Are you 
able to drink the cup that I am about to drink?" They *said to Him, "We 
are able."  
23 He *said to them, "My cup you shall drink; but to sit on My right and 
on My left, this is not Mine to give, but it is for those for whom it has 
been prepared by My Father."  
24 And hearing this, the ten became indignant with the two brothers.  
25 But Jesus called them to Himself and said, "You know that the rulers 
of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great men exercise authority 
over them.  
26 "It is not this way among you, but whoever wishes to become great 
among you shall be your servant,  
27 and whoever wishes to be first among you shall be your slave;  



28 just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to 
give His life a ransom for many."  

 


