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The Passage

Repeated in two of the Gospel accounts with 
slightly different details given
•Matthew 20:20-28
•Mark 10:35-45
•We will see the same taught throughout 

teaching of Jesus and the New Testament



The Passage – The Question Posed to Jesus

•Matthew 20:20-21 – The mother of the sons of Zebedee 
asked Jesus to command that her sons sit at the right 
and left hand in Jesus’ Kingdom

•Mark 10:35-37 – The sons of Zebedee, James and John, 
ask Jesus to allow them to sit at His right and left in His 
glory
• Perhaps the idea is that the sons were asking Jesus 

“through” their mother
• In both accounts, Jesus directs His answer toward the 

sons rather than the mother



The Passage – Jesus’ Answer

•Matt. 20:22-23; Mk. 10:38-40

•Points out their ignorance in asking this question – 
“You do not know what you are asking”

•Speaks of the cup of suffering that must be endured

•Sitting on the right and left hand of Jesus is not His 
to give – “it is for those for whom it has been prepared 
by My Father.”



The Passage – The Disciples’ Reaction

•Matt. 10:24; Mark 10:41 – the 10 began to feel 
indignant with James and John
•Because they asked a question like this? 
•Or because James and John “beat them” to 

asking Jesus? 
•This was not the only time they disputed 

greatness (Mk. 9:33-37; Lk. 22:24-30) 
•Jesus had just told them they all would sit upon 

thrones (Matt. 19:27-30)
•Or because Jesus acknowledges they would 

drink the same cup as Jesus?



The Passage – Jesus’ Answer (cont.)

•Their question of greatness was like the Gentiles
• Their rulers “lord it over them” and great men “exercise 

authority over them” (Mt. 20:25; Mk. 10:42)

•Greatness, to a disciple of Christ, is different entirely 
from the world’s conception
• “It is not this way among you, but whoever wishes to 

become great shall be your servant, and whoever wishes 
to be first shall be your slave” (Mt. 20:26-27; Mk. 10:43-44) 

• Jesus calls them to be great as He is great – He came 
to serve, NOT be served.  (Mt. 20:28; Mk. 10:45) 



The Difficulty to Jesus’ Audience/1st Century

•Their idea of greatness was informed by the 
political/social world around them
• The Gentiles – Matt. 20:25
• The Jews – The Scribes/Pharisees - Matt. 23:1-12

• Likely they (still) didn’t quite understand the 
Kingdom Jesus was about to establish – i.e. 
‘Physical’ not ’Spiritual’ (Mk. 9:30-32; Lk. 18:31-34)
• “You do not know what you are asking” (Mt. 20:22-23; 

Mk. 10:38-40)



The Difficulty Today

•The world around us has the same idea of greatness 
the Gentiles and the Pharisees had in Jesus’ day

•Our own perceptions of greatness can make this 
description of greatness difficult to understand/ 
comprehend

•Once we know what greatness is, is it difficult to 
accept?

•Difficult to apply/practice?



Application - Greatness Is Serving
•Don’t confuse greatness with preeminence (3 John 9)
•Greatness is NOT about
•Position - 
•James and John wanted to have an elevated 

position in Jesus’ Kingdom
•Our culture, and too often the Church, places 

far too much emphasis on position/titles/etc.



Application - Greatness Is Serving
•Don’t confuse greatness with preeminence (3 John 9)
•Greatness is NOT about
•Position - 
•Power – 
•The Gentiles and the Pharisees flaunted their 

power and authority over “common” people
•Often because of our position we feel a sense 

of privilege or entitlement



Application - Greatness Is Serving
•Don’t confuse greatness with preeminence (3 John 9)
•Greatness is NOT about
•Position , Power 
•Praise – 
•Jesus taught against this in his Sermon on the 

Mount (Matt. 6:1-8; 16-18)
•Corinth struggled with the praise of men and Paul 

was an example to them of giving God all the 
praise and allowing God to praise us 
(1 Cor. 3:1-7; 4:1-7; 2 Cor. 4:7-12)



Application - Greatness Is Serving
• If we want to be great, look to the example of Jesus
•He humbled himself to the point of death (Phil. 2:5-11)
•He led by example, even getting down and washing the 

feet of these same disciples who often disputed about 
greatness (Jn. 13:1-20)

•We must humble ourselves and allow God to exalt us
•Regard others more important than self (Phil. 2:1-5)
•Unless we humble ourselves, we can’t be in His kingdom 

(Mt. 18:1-6)
•Allow God to exalt us (Lk. 9:23-27; 1 Pt. 5:5-11)



Application - Greatness Is Serving
• If we want to be great, look to the example of Jesus

•We must humble ourselves and allow God to exalt us

•Search for ways to be a servant, like Jesus was a 
servant
•Help those who are in need (Mt. 25:34-40; James 

1:27;  Gal. 6:1-3)
•The hymn, “Servant’s Song” by Matt Bassford helps 

express this desire to become a servant like Jesus
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