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Matthew 20:25-28
25 But Jesus called them to him and said, "You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over 
them, and their great ones are tyrants over them. 26 It will not be so among you; but whoever 
wishes to be great among you must be your servant, 27 and whoever wishes to be first among 
you must be your slave; 28 just as the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give
his life a ransom for many."

This scripture takes place immediately following a very specific situation. Jesus is alone 
with his disciples – he took them aside to instruct them in a situation of utmost importance. It 
was so hard to get them to see the picture. He announces for the third time that he is going to 
Jerusalem. He will be handed over to the chief priests and scribes. They will condemn him and 
hand him over to Gentiles to be mocked, flogged, and crucified, and then he will be raised. Take 
a moment to get this image in your minds. He repeats this lesson because it is very serious and 
important.

The first time was in chapter 16. Jesus tells them about his great suffering at the hands of 
the elders, chief priests, and scribes, that he will be killed and raised. Peter denies it, saying 
"God, forbid it, Lord!" Jesus rebukes Peter, saying "You are setting your mind not on divine 
things but on human things." This is a valuable lesson because it is key to faith development. The
problem is discernment – understanding the will of God. Frequently, we put our mind on human 
problems and human worries instead of divine things. We ignore our own human greed and 
ambition. This is a profound lesson on purpose: set your mind on the divine, not human things. 
What we should do is ministry together in teams, showing the love of God to the world by 
focusing on the words and action of Jesus. The second passion prediction comes one chapter 
later in chapter 17. Jesus tells them he will be betrayed, killed, and raised. He tells them the same
thing. Now we have a repeated lesson from Jesus. There are two reasons to repeat a lesson: it's 
important and they didn't fully get it. This time there is some improvement – they are greatly 
distressed as they continue their journey to Jerusalem. The third time, Jesus explicitly announces 
his death. Jesus tells them he will be handed over to the chief priests and scribes. He's not handed
over to politicians, Barabbas followers, or Romans. He knows who is going to do this – the 
religious establishment focused on institutionalism. He will be condemned, mocked, flogged, 
crucified, and raised. He knows what they will do. This time, Jesus makes an effort to make sure 
they get it. He calls them aside to avoid distractions and give a private, focused lesson. Then 
something unusual happens. One of the mothers tries to position her sons at a higher status. Her 
mindset is on human things, not divine things. Make sure you understand the action of the 
characters.

The action of the mother is selfish, greedy, and extremely insensitive. Jesus has just 
announced that he will suffer – not just suffer, but experience great suffering and die. She is not 
greatly distressed. She does not even demonstrate sympathy, empathy, or compassion. What she 
did was selfish. She picked up on Jesus' announcement that the disciples would have thrones in 
heaven, and she requests the two best seats for her children. This is the total opposite of the 
teaching of Jesus. The action of the disciples is anger. Scripture tells us this causes strife among 
the disciples. Ask my favorite faith formation question: What did Jesus do? This question brings 
us to discernment, study, and learning. It brings our minds into the divine realm while we live 
among human things. It keeps us in focus on the purpose-driven Christian life. The action of 
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Jesus is to teach. Jesus had plenty of options. He could have rebuked her or just given up, saying 
"If you guys don't listen to me, that's it – I quit – I'm taking my ball and going home." Instead, he
delivers a lesson.

The Bible contains more wisdom than any other book on earth. Studying Jesus will 
increase your intelligence significantly. Let's learn from the wisdom of Jesus. The first time with 
Peter, Jesus said to set your mind on divine things, not human things. Think about this with every
problem, setback in life, and frustration. Step back from the confusion, fog, bad habits, and 
traditions. Look at life situations from a divine perspective. Anxiety, fears, and anger are all 
gone. The list goes on. Let me paraphrase this lesson. The way of the world is devastation, 
disaster, and destruction. It's about selfishness, desire, and envy. It's about greed – taking, 
hoarding, and consuming. Rulers lord over people. The rich control the ability to hoard wealth. 
They take advantage, oppress, abuse, and rule over others. God's way is a reversal. God's way is 
not about lording over others. God's way is servitude. To be great, you must be a servant. Jesus 
uses his own life as the prime example. Jesus did not come to be served, but to serve and to give 
his life as a ransom for many.

This is a powerful and necessary lesson for the church, and it is a powerful and necessary 
lesson for us. We learn a lot from Jesus – a whole lot. Jesus taught us to have a servant's heart. It 
is the heart of the character and the character of the heart. Greatness is not about getting one up 
on the other. Greatness is about nurturing care for others. 

Growing up, we played King of the Hill. You'd jump up on a mound of dirt and proclaim 
dominance. Everyone else would pull you down so they could gain the top spot. The sad thing is 
that this game for kids is reality for adults. The world rewards power. It's all about who gets to be
on top. Jesus knows a better way. He challenged his disciples to have a different mindset – a 
divine one. The better way is the smarter way – wisdom from the way the world views things. 
Rather than succumbing to the lure of pride, position, or prestige, we are encouraged to be 
servants. Jesus instructs us that servant leadership is greatness. Instead of pulling others down, 
we are called to serve others in ways that magnify the greatness of Jesus. God places surprising 
people in leadership. We often underestimate the talents we have and fail to see that God can use
our unique abilities. God needs our unique abilities.

Before I became pastor, someone commented on the way out of church one day that they 
wanted a church where they felt good when they left the service. Other people chimed in and 
agreed. I did too, and at first, I understood that attitude. This is the feel-good mentality. People 
grab onto that concept, and some churches focus on it. I thought that's what I would do. The 
problem is that this is not purpose-driven ministry. That is people wanting their own self to be 
served. Churches grow in numbers but not in spirit. A purpose-driven church is divinely inspired.
Discern the will of God and follow Jesus. Your vision is rooted in Jesus, not rooted in the self. 
Serving is for the sake of the institution, not our purpose or our greatness. Your vision is not 
rooted in what people want. Your vision is rooted in discerning the will of God. Your service is 
divine service. Your goal is servitude of others. What you really want is to please God. The 
ministry you do is full of great joy. Work together in teams, supporting and helping one another. 
This makes you feel good. The wisdom of God's love solves all of the problems we create for 
ourselves.
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