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Matthew 20:20-28

Serving Review

This weekend, we’re thinking about serving one another in the church. If you've been a
Christian for a while, that idea is probably a familiar one. Yet itisn’t a particularly natural
one. Generally, people don’t aim to become someone’s servant. If you’re taking careers
advice as a teenager, it’s unlikely that’s what you want to be when you leave school. It’s
unlikely you’ll say that when you’ve taken your exams, you want to become someone’s
servant or slave. Yet that is the work that Jesus commends to each of us in the church.

The passage begins with a request from the mother of Zebedee’s sons, which, when we first
read it, probably leaves us with our mouths wide open in shocked silence. We know who
Zebedee’s sons are because we’ve just met them in Mark’s Gospel, that we’ve been reading
over the last few weeks. It’s James and John. And here, it’s their mother who approaches
Jesus with this jaw-dropping request. 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.’

It’s a staggering request. The fact that Jesus directs his response to the two brothers rather
than their mother implies that they’re fully onboard with her request. Perhaps they’ve even
set her up to ask on their behalf. It's a request for status. They want to be given positions
of greatness in Christ’s kingdom.

That desire for recognition is a very human desire. Jesus had warned the crowds who
listened to him not to be like the religious leaders of their day, who, he said ‘...love the
place of honour at banquets and the most important seats in the synagogues.’ (Matthew
23:6). That desire to be seen to be important is very human. | can recognise it in myself.
Perhaps you can see it in yourself too. If you're working, perhaps you can think of
colleagues who seem to spend half their time pushing themselves forward, self-promoting,
trying to elevate themselves above others. It may even be a characteristic that gets praised
or admired by your bosses. And perhaps you’ve found yourself behaving in a similar way.
That desire to have status and be seen to be important is a very human trait. So, it’s no
great surprise to find that the rest of the disciples feel the same way too. After Jesus has
told James and John that they’re barking up the wrong tree, we read that: When the ten
heard about this, they were indignant with the two brothers. What they’re annoyed about
is that James and John have beaten them to it. They all want the same thing. They all want
recognition and greatness. They’re just annoyed that James and John have got to Jesus
ahead of them to request it.

What'’s interesting in what follows is that Jesus doesn’t rebuke that desire. He doesn’t say
that it’s wrong to seek greatness in God’s kingdom. What he does is to radically redefine
what that greatness looks like. True greatness is nothing to do with how high you can climb.
It’s everything to do with how low you can stoop. It’s seen in service.
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That’s the radical change in thinking that the disciples needed to make. Their view of
greatness was a worldly one. Look at verse 25. Jesus called them together and said, ‘You
know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high officials exercise
authority over them.’

All too often, we find that worldly leaders use power and authority to serve themselves.
That’s just as true today as it was in the ancient world. We can barely avoid news headlines
describing the actions of supposedly great figures here in the UK and around the world who
abuse their power and use it to enrich themselves. That, all too often, is what greatness
looks like in the world. It’s a vehicle for exploitation and personal gain.

Jesus gives a different model of greatness. Look at verses 26 and 27. ‘Not so with you.
Instead, whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever
wants to be first must be your slave...

Those whom God will honour in his kingdom are those who willingly put themselves in the

position of a servant. That, after all, is what God himself has done, in the person of his Son,
Jesus Christ. Look at verse 28, where Jesus is referring to himself: — 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.’

That’s an amazing thought. That the God of heaven would become one of us, to serve us.
Who has ever heard of a god doing such a thing? Yet that’s exactly what the one true God
of the Bible has done. By nature, we are all held captive by Satan. We thought about that
last week. We are his prisoners, under his control. But Jesus came to lay down his life on a
cross as the price required to purchase our freedom. He came among us not to be served
but to serve and to give his life as a ransom for many.

That’s what we’ll sing in a moment:

From heaven You came, helpless babe,
Entered our world, Your glory veiled;
Not to be served but to serve,

And give Your life that we might live.

That’s what greatness looks like. And it’s the mindset we need to adopt.
The song ends:

So let us learn how to serve,
And in our lives enthrone Him;
Each other’s needs to prefer,
For it is Christ we’re serving.

This is what greatness looks like in God’s kingdom. It’s the example Jesus set for us. And it’s
the mindset that all who follow him must adopt.
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Of course, this doesn’t mean there weren’t moments when others did serve Jesus. He was
often the house guest at people’s houses. Martha cooked for him (Luke 10:38-42). We're
told of a group of women who supported him out of their own means (Luke 8:1-3). But his
mindset was that of a servant. And ours should be too.

People serve us in many ways. There may be times in our lives when we need to allow them
to serve us. There may be times of illness or crisis when we’re dependent on the willingness
of others to serve us. But the basic Christian mindset is that of a servant. It’s a mindset
that’s focused outwards towards others. It’s a mindset that says, ‘| have come not to be
served but to serve.’

That’s the mindset we should have as we come through the doors on a Sunday morning.
We should be saying to ourselves, like Jesus, ‘Il am here this morning not to be served but to
serve.’ Is that a radical thought? Is that a radical way of thinking about being in church on a
Sunday morning? It shouldn’t be.

Of course, we will be served. There will be some who serve us, who have gifts we simply
don’t possess, like the singers and musicians. There will be those who have already
volunteered to serve us in other ways: on the Welcome Team or Projection. But we don’t
come to church simply for what we receive. We don’t come to be served. Or at least, we
shouldn’t do. And, likewise, we don’t engage with each other during the week simply for
what we get out of it. To be like Christ isn’t to expect others always to serve me but,
primarily, to look for ways in which | can serve them, even when that is costly.

Every day, we should be asking ourselves, ‘How can | serve my brothers and sisters today?’
‘What can | do today to be a blessing to my brothers and sisters in Christ?’

That’s the mindset that God honours. And it's what greatness looks like among his people.

Well, we’re going to pause for a moment and sing that song, which calls us to come and
follow our Servant King. And then we’re going to think a bit more about some ways we
might put this into practice. So, before we go on and think about serving in the church, let’s
stand and sing.
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