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Success is Rooted in Service 

Matthew 20:17-28 

 
Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ, 

 Upwardly mobile, maximizing their potential, empowered, educated, self-sufficient, wealthy, influential, intelligent. Would 

you be happy if I used those words to describe you? Would you by happy if people used those words to describe your children and 

your grandchildren? What kind of person do those phrases describe? A successful one, right? So now, a second question—would you 

consider Jesus successful? Yet how many of those words and phrases would be the first things that come to mind if I asked you to 

describe Jesus? I’ll read them again: Upwardly mobile, maximizing their potential, empowered, educated, self-sufficient, wealthy, 

influential, intelligent. Probably not very many. Do you sense a conflict here? Is our definition of success consistent with God’s? It’s 

not that it’s bad or wrong to be any of those things, but if you boil it down, those phrases describe a person with power and influence 

which they have then used to acquire things for themselves. Is that success? Listen as Jesus answers a mother and two sons who seem 

to think so.    

Matthew 20:17-28 Now Jesus was going up to Jerusalem. On the way, he took the Twelve aside and said to 

them, 
18

“We are going up to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man will be delivered over to the chief priests and the teachers 

of the law. They will condemn him to death 
19

and will hand him over to the Gentiles to be mocked and flogged and 

crucified. On the third day he will be raised to life!” 
20

Then the mother of Zebedee’s sons came to Jesus with her sons and, kneeling down, asked a favor of him. 
21

“What is it you want?” he asked. 

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.”  
22

“You don’t know what you are asking,” Jesus said to them. “Can you drink the cup I am going to drink?” 

“We can,” they answered. 
23

Jesus said to them, “You will indeed drink from my cup, but to sit at my right or left is not for me to grant. These 

places belong to those for whom they have been prepared by my Father.” 
24

When the ten heard about this, they were indignant with the two brothers. 
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. 
26

Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, 
27

and whoever 

wants to be first must be your slave— 
28

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.” 

 So what word or phrase would Jesus use to describe a successful person? They serve others. He makes that crystal clear in 

this discourse doesn’t he? His own success was rooted in serving others in a way no other could. He served and gave his life as a 

ransom for many! And that’s what we think of when we hear the name “Jesus” isn’t it? That’s our focus every Sunday, but especially 

during this time called lent when we slow down and study the details of his service to us. His service means our freedom – freedom 

from punishment for sin, freedom ultimately from death itself. But also, freedom to serve. That’s the lasting lesson that Jesus is 

teaching in this discourse. True success is rooted in service.   

 That’s not a lesson that was frequently taught in Jesus’ culture, nor is it in ours. The culture around us directs us to those buzz 

words - upwardly mobile, maximizing their potential, empowered, educated, self-sufficient, wealthy, influential. We want to gain 

power and influence to make things better for us. Isn’t that what’s going on with James, John, and their mother? Put yourself there for 

a minute. Can you picture it? James and John and mom understand that Jesus is someone special. They had witnessed the miracles, the 

brilliance of his teaching, the throng who followed him, and they figure this is just the beginning. Now it isn’t as if Jesus hadn’t 

spoken clearly about how he would be treated, that he was going to be killed, yet these three only seem to pay attention to the words 

that refer to his future glory. We would commend them for that except that their idea of future glory is way off. They figure good 

things are coming, Jesus is going to be powerful, now is the time to secure their place with him so that they can share in his success to 

the greatest degree possible. You can picture them conspiring – how should we ask? And what do they do? They send mom—after all 

who can deny a loving mother asking good things for her children? You can picture her walking up to Jesus humbly kneeling down, 

sons in tow, and asking for a favor. Jesus plays along, “What is it you want?” he asked. Then she drops the bombshell, “Grant that 

one of these two sons of mine may sit at your right and the other at your left in your kingdom.” This is not a little favor. Do you 

understanding what she – really they, James and John are complicit—is asking? They are asking for power and influence and status.  

They are asking for that kind of success. They had glory in mind.   

 So Jesus tries to redirect. “Can you drink the cup I am going to drink?” What is he trying to do? Their minds are fixated in 

the possible glory that can be theirs be securing their position with Jesus and yet he had just told them he had to suffer and die. In 

asking the question, he’s pointing away from thoughts of glory to thoughts of service. Naively they answer, “We can.” The light 

hasn’t gone on yet. Perhaps they are thinking, “well, we might have to demonstrate our loyalty, we might have to stand with Jesus and 

fight, and that will be hard, but we can do that!” “Yes Jesus you can trust us, we’re with you! So what’ll it be? Can we be your right 

hand men?” Now you might expect Jesus to stop right there and clearly admonish them and say, “Don’t you get it?!” What position 

you hold in my kingdom doesn’t matter. My kingdom isn’t like here. Haven’t you been paying attention?” But he doesn’t. He says, 

“You will indeed drink from my cup, but to sit at my right or left is not for me to grant. These places belong to those for whom 

they have been prepared by my Father.” He gives them an ominous answer – “You will drink from my cup,” but notice what he 

doesn’t do, he doesn’t tell them that there is any place of glory waiting for them. You have to think they went away, maybe a little bit 

confused—somewhat down-hearted, but certainly this answer must have made them think over their question.   



 Meanwhile, somehow the other disciples find out what James, John, and their mother had asked. Their reaction? They are 

indignant – “how dare you try to undercut us!” “How dare you put your mom up to trying to get you a higher position with Jesus than 

the rest of us!” “Who do you think you are?” “We deserve it just as much as you!” Jesus, master teacher that he is, let’s all the 

disciples incriminate themselves before he addresses them – he knew it was a lesson they all needed to learn, not just James and John.  

And Jesus does a curious thing, he says, “You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high officials 

exercise authority over them.” I can’t imagine that there wasn’t a single one among them who wasn’t picturing someone like Pilate 

or the Roman guards or Herod when Jesus spoke these words. But what was he doing? He was showing them that this is what they 

were aspiring to with their behavior. He continues, “Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become great among you must be 

your servant, 
27

and whoever wants to be first must be your slave— 
28

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.” 

 You wonder how many heads hung down when Jesus said this, how many sets of eyes were too ashamed to make eye 

contact. It had been right there in front of them all along. Jesus had never been about the glory, about gaining power and influence 

over others so that he could have wealth or celebrity. Jesus day after day after day had used his power and influence and intelligence 

and authority to serve others, and one more time he makes it clear that he is going to commit the ultimate act of service – the giving of 

his life. Service! Success is rooted in service! Because of Jesus’ service, the glory of the coming heaven waits for us, and we aren’t 

going to sit around comparing what jobs we have and where we are seated when we get there. With that in mind Jesus asks us to use 

our intelligence and influence and authority and power not to Lord it over others, not to store up stuff, not to take life easy, but to 

serve others. Martin Luther put it this way: “Until a person is nothing, God can make nothing out of them.” It’s a lesson we have to 

learn and relearn isn’t it? “Servant” just isn’t a word that usually comes out of our mouth when we think of success. But in God’s 

definition, service is the primary thing. I want to share with you this morning one Christian whom shares how he relearned that truth.   

 Maybe you remember an NBA player by the name of Jeremy Lind. For about 1 year “Lindsanity” was all the rage in the 

basketball world. This Nicks player was a Harvard graduate, and came out of nowhere to light up the league with his stats for about a 

4 month period. He writes, "At this time, I was literally the most popular person on the planet. I thought to myself, 'I've finally made 

it.' But the one thing I'll always remember about Linsanity is how empty worldly success was." Then he recalled how, just three weeks 

after the start of Linsanity, his team played the Chicago Bulls, and he felt his happiness slowly slipping away."I thought, 'I'm slowly 

losing my happiness, I'm too focused on living up to Linsanity.' I had just achieved so much, and the next thing I was doing was 

replacing that with more goals. Linsanity happened; now I wanted to be an all-star, I wanted to win a championship." In continuing his 

reflections on the emptiness of worldly success, Lin explained that once you achieve such success, you simply want to replace it with 

another goal.  

"Even if you achieve everything you want to achieve, at some point you're gonna want to have a family and kids. And you're 

gonna want those kids to have that same success, and they're going to go through that same cycle of chasing dream after dream after 

dream," he said. "I've lost my starting position, my stats, my endorsement, my popularity have all decreased, and last season with the 

Lakers was a disaster. At first I was sad, then I became angry, then I finally just felt defeated. I remember thinking to myself, 'I'm in 

the NBA, I'm getting paid a lot of money, why am I so unhappy?'" "For me, that's when I shifted my perspective from 

accomplishments to love," he explained. "We all need love. I think this past season, the one thing I took away was I really felt God's 

love for me," Lin said. "God has always shown his love for me throughout my whole life. I think if you look at my life, every bad 

situation, God always turns to a good situation. I think that's when I realized - I might not know where I'm headed next in life, but I 

can trust who I'm following. God's love is bigger than anything life can throw at me. My response to God's love to me is it made me 

start to love other people," Lin said. Because he was so moved by God's love for him, Lin revealed he started loving others in a similar 

manner: he started a Bible study for his teammates and began spending time with homeless individuals. "Practically, what that will 

look like, if you're a student, hang out with a classmate who is always bullied. Or maybe you have a job, and it's hanging out with that 

coworker who is always by himself. Or maybe it's forgiving a friend or family member who has wronged you. Maybe it's hanging out 

with orphans and widows. Maybe it's hanging out with mentally handicapped people, or those who are marginalized in society." 
"I think it's really important for us to think outside ourselves and love other people," he emphasized. "Regardless of what you do or 

where life takes you, success doesn't lie in what you accomplish. True success is love. Understanding God's love and spreading that 

love to others." 

 

Upwardly mobile, maximizing their potential, empowered, educated, self-sufficient, wealthy, influential, intelligent. It is my 

prayer that you and your children and your grandchildren would be described with these words, but it is much more my prayer that the 

first words that come to mind when others describe you is that you serve others. Because that is what Jesus’ service to us has freed us 

to do. Success, real success, is rooted in service .  AMEN 

 

 

 

 

 

  


