
 

“If You Would Be Great, Become the Least” 
(Matthew 20:20-28) 

 
 
 

 Our Lord Jesus reminds us again and again in His Word that His kingdom is very 
different than the kingdom of this world.  It’s really the opposite in just about every way.  The 
kingdom of this world is characterized by darkness, the kingdom of God by light.  Those who 
live in the kingdom of darkness are motivated by evil, those in the kingdom of light by love.  
Those who are of the world have their minds and hearts set on the things in this world, they lust 
after the things which are below; those of the kingdom of heaven have their minds and hearts set 
on heaven, they desire the things above.  Those who are of this world want as much of the 
world’s riches as they can get their hands on, but those who are of God’s kingdom want as much 
as they can get of the true spiritual riches.  These two kingdom are just about as different as two 
things can be.  It shouldn’t come as any surprise to us then that the way to be great, the way to 
really stand out in each of these kingdoms, is the opposite of what it is in the other.  If you want 
to be noticed in this world, you need to do all you can to promote yourself and demote others, to 
make yourself look good and to make others look bad.  But if you want to be great in God’s 
kingdom, you need to do just the reverse:  you need to do all you can to make yourself look as 
unimportant as possible, and at the same time, try to make others look better than you.  This is 
what our Lord tells us this morning in our passage.  He says if you want to stand out in His 
kingdom, if you really want to be something special, you need to stop striving to be first and 
become last of all, just like He did.   
 The first thing we see here is the mother of James and John come to Jesus with a small 
request:  she asked Jesus if her two boys might sit on either side of Him in His kingdom.  
Someone has to sit there.  Why not her two sons?  After all James and John were already 
disciples.  They were even in the top three.  Whenever Jesus took three of His disciples for some 
special purpose, they were always included.  Most parents want their children to get ahead in 
life.  Most want them to excel, and James and John’s mother was no exception.  But she wasn’t 
the only one who wanted this blessing.  It’s clear from our passage that this request really came 
from her two sons.  After their mother asked the question, Jesus immediately knew who really 
wanted to know, which is why He didn’t answer her, but James and John.  Notice verse 22.  
Although you can’t see this in English, in the Greek it’s clear that He’s speaking to more than 
one person.  The “you” is plural.  The question He asks is also addressed to James and John and 
not to their mother.  It may be that these two brothers put their mother up to this because of 
something that had happened earlier.  In Mark 9, we learn about a discussion the disciples were 
having among themselves as they were walking to Capernaum.  They were wondering which of 
them would be the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.  When Jesus asked them what they had 
talked about, they were all strangely silent, because they were embarrassed, and they should have 
been.  Think about this for a minute.  None of the disciples really deserved to enter the kingdom 
of heaven at all.  They, as well as us, forfeited any right to it when they sinned in Adam and 
every time they sinned since.  And now here they were discussing who would be the greatest in 
that kingdom.  What they should have been doing was discussing the wonderful grace of God 
that would allow them to enter it at all, and instead of wondering who would be the greatest, they 
should have been looking for ways to show their gratitude to Christ by becoming servants to Him 
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and to one another.  But even after Jesus reproved them for haggling over who would be the 
greatest, here James and John are again trying to get the two best seats in the house, the two 
highest places of honor.  This really wasn’t a small request.  It was the largest they could have 
possibly made.  It was also one they wanted badly.  They asked their mother to help them get it.  
They couldn’t even wait to speak to Jesus alone.  They asked Him right in front of the other ten.   
 But now look at Jesus’ reply.  He didn’t rebuke them for what they asked, but simply 
tried to get them to understand what they were really asking for.  Jesus could very easily have 
become angry at this, after all, not only did He admonish them earlier for competing for the best 
places, but He had just finished telling them that He was about to die.  He was about to lay down 
His life for them, and all they could think about was how much of a blessing they were going to 
receive.  But He didn’t.  Instead He told them plainly, “You do not know what you are asking 
for.”  They really didn’t know.  These places of honor were not just handed to whoever asked for 
them.  They had to be earned, at least, in a manner of speaking.  Notice Jesus’ next question, 
“Are you able to drink the cup that I am about to drink?” (v. 22).  “Are you two able to go 
through the sufferings that I am about to endure when I drink down the cup of My Father’s 
wrath?  Are you willing to suffer persecution, affliction, shame and even death out of your love 
for Him and a desire to give Him glory?”  This shows us that the way to the places of greatest 
honor in God’s kingdom is not through knowing more than anyone else, nor even necessarily by 
doing more, but by suffering more.  Every Christian will suffer some.  It’s necessary.  It’s also 
unavoidable.  You can’t love Christ in a world that hates Him and escape its hatred.  Paul writes 
in Romans 8:16-17, “The Spirit Himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of 
God, and if children, heirs also, heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ, if indeed we suffer 
with Him in order that we may also be glorified with Him.”  Jesus told His disciples not to be 
surprised if the world hates them.  If it hated Him, it will also hate them (John 15:18-19).  All 
Christians will suffer.  We will not be glorified unless we do.  But the more we suffer, the greater 
will be our reward.  Jesus tells us in the Sermon on the Mount, “Blessed are you when men cast 
insults at you, and persecute you, and say all kinds of evil against you falsely, on account of Me.  
Rejoice, and be glad, for your reward in heaven is great, for so they persecuted the prophets who 
were before you” (Matt. 5:11-12).  Taking the hatred and persecution upon ourselves which was 
meant for Jesus is one of the greatest acts of love we can show towards Him; and the more we do 
this, the more, He says, He will honor us.   
 When James and John asked for this place of honor, Jesus asked them whether or not 
they were able to drink the cup of suffering He was about to drink.  This was the only way to 
attain that honor.  Not really knowing what they were saying, they answered, “We are able” (v. 
22).  And so Jesus said to them, “My cup you shall drink” -- that is, “You will participate in My 
sufferings.”  And they did.  James was the first martyr among the apostles (Acts 12:1-2), 
although second to a disciple by the name of Stephen (Acts 7).  And John, as you know, although 
he lived much longer, suffered a great deal of persecution, even to his being banished to the 
Island of Patmos for the Gospel of Christ (Rev. 1:9).  However, Jesus continued, “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” (v. 23).  Jesus doesn’t deny here that He will be the One granting the rewards on the 
day of judgment, since all judgment has been given into His hands.  But He is saying that this 
particular honor is not His to give.  It will be for His Father to give to Him.  The Father will seat 
the two greatest of His saints in this place of honor at His right hand and left, probably the two 
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that would suffer the most for His glory.  Jesus doesn’t say that these two seats won’t be given to 
them.  He simply says that they are not His to give.   
 But the main thing Jesus wants them to see is not only that this honor is not His to give, 
but also that this would not be the way for them to get it, even if it was.  The way they were 
going about it was all wrong.  Notice first the reaction of the other ten.  They became angry.  
Maybe they were angry because they wanted those seats, but James and John beat them to the 
punch.  Maybe not.  But one thing we can know for certain:  what James and John had asked for 
did not honor the other disciples, but dishonored them.  They were basically asking Jesus to exalt 
them above the rest of the disciples.  They weren’t seeking to be servants, but masters.  That’s 
the way things are done in the world, but this is not how they are done in Christ’s kingdom.  
Notice what Jesus says next.  “You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and 
their great men exercise authority over them.  It is not so among you, but whoever wishes to 
become great among you shall be your servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you shall 
be your slave” (vv. 25-27).  Do you want to be great?  Jesus asks.  Then become a servant, not a 
lord.  Do you want to be first?  Then become the slave of all, and not the master.  There’s 
nothing really lower than a slave.  If you want Christ to exalt you to the highest place in His 
kingdom, that’s how low you need to stoop, that’s how far you need to humble yourself.  You 
need to lay your life down to lift others up.  This involves self-denial and suffering.   
 But now is Christ asking us to do something that He wouldn’t do?  No.  This is what He 
did.  Being God, He literally became a man in the fullest sense of the word.  Being the Creator, 
He became one of His creatures.  Being rich beyond measure, He became poor.  Being the One 
in the highest authority, He lowered Himself to the place of a servant.  He served us, even to the 
point of becoming a curse for us and dying on the cross for our sins.  He lowered Himself to the 
very lowest place, that He might be exalted over all.  And He did this not only to save us from 
our sins, but also to become an example to us of how we too may become great in His kingdom.   
 Do you want to stand out in Christ’s kingdom?  Do you want to be first?  If you do, you 
can’t go about it the way the world does.  The world lusts after prestige, position, and honor.  
They like to stand out, to be in the spotlight.  They want the attention.  They don’t want the self-
effacing, humble and thankless jobs.  They want to be the one that everyone else looks up to.  
But Jesus says this won’t work in His kingdom.  If you work for the applause of man, you might 
get it, but that’s all you’ll get.  The way to receive honor in Christ’s kingdom, is to become 
humble.  The way to be the greatest, is to become the least.  We are not to see how high we can 
climb on the backs of our brethren, but how far we can lower ourselves in order to raise our 
brothers and sisters up, even if it means we must suffer for it.  But we must do this sincerely, 
from our hearts.  If we are only pretending that we’re aiming at the bottom, when we’re really 
shooting for the top, we will fail.  We must truly humble ourselves in our hearts, genuinely 
recognize that we are the least, really consider others better than ourselves, and sincerely try to 
exalt our brethren and show them honor, if we are to achieve true greatness.  May the Lord help 
us to understand this lesson, and make us truly willing, not only to take the place of a servant, but 
also to suffer for doing so, if need be.  This will not only help us to gain the greatest reward, it 
will also give more glory to Christ.  Imitation from the heart is the sincerest form of praise.  
Amen.   


