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True Greatness 
Matthew 20:17-28 

 
 

Follow Jesus, the humble, sacrificial Servant as you strive toward true greatness. Set aside the 
world's definition of a great life, along with it's scheming and it's pride. Trust Jesus. He will exalt you 
at the proper time. 

 
We all want greatness. Might not aspire to be president of USA, or even president of TAMU or your own 
company, or president of your homeowners association. But we want to know that people value us and respect 
us. We don’t want to be overlooked, ignored, pitied or despised.  
 
True Greatness... 
 
Resides in our DNA 

− Psalm 8:3-6a. Let’s read Matt 20 in light of Psalm 8 
− Matthew 20:20-21 

o Doesn’t chastise the mother or sons. Desire for significance is human. 
o Promised them 12 thrones! Matthew 19:28 

− Illustration: 2015 survey by Fatherly (parenting resource): What do kids want to be when they grow up? 
For 3-4 year-olds, the most popular answer was “super hero.” For 10 years old and older, the most 
popular was “pro athlete,” an answer that isn’t that much different when you think about it. They want 
to be great!  

− Problem: we are bent. Physically, intellectually, spiritually, emotionally, socially. We don’t really 
understand what true greatness is or how to achieve it. 

 
Refutes fallen philosophies – Matthew 20:20-23 

− You don’t know what you are asking!  
o As children we couldn’t wait to be adults. No one will tell me what to do ever again. I will get to 

boss everyone else around. Didn’t have a clue. 
− So what were they asking? 

 
− Honor without humility 

o So wrong in so many ways. Let your mom ask?! Helicopter mom. 
o Clearly there was collusion. James and John are standing right there. Was she just that strong a 

personality, or were they kind of wimpy? 
� Consistent with their character. Sons of Thunder (Mk 3:17); wanted to call down fire 

from heaven on inhospitable Samaritans 
� Greatness something they could simply take for themselves 

− Authority without submission – 20:24-25 
o Throne is the highest seat in the room. Right and left are highest thrones next to the greatest 

authority. “Over” others. Don’t have to give in to other disciples 
o Indignant. Destroying the humble culture of disciples? NO! Jealous. 
o Learned behavior. Satan’s path. Isaiah 14:12-14 (directly apply to king of Babylon; patterned 

after Satan; cp. Luke 10:18); Ezek 28:12-19 (King of Tyre) 
� This is the distortion we have inherited. 



o Andrew Murray, 5. “...there is nothing so natural to us, nothing so insidious and hidden from 
our sight, nothing so difficult and dangerous, as pride.” 

− Root of all this is pride 
o 20:22 – Able to drink the cup? We are able! 

� Hebrew: swelling, roaring, high/exalted 
� Greek: to shine, to appear or be up/exalted; to boast (2 words) 

o Pride is deeply embedded in us. How do we recognize its symptoms? 
 
By the way I think of myself 

Demand my rights// surrender my rights 
Do I desire to be promoted alone// work for the promotion of others 

By the way I think of others and by the way I treat them 
Do I have to be in control// surrender control 
Do I feel the need to change others, to fix them // love them 
Do I focus on their faults// praise their good qualities 

By the way I expect to be treated by others and how I feel when others slight me 
When I am criticized – defensive or teachable? 
Am I easily offended? 
Clerk takes a phone call instead of finishing my business 
Car cuts in front of me 
Someone forgets my name 

By my unwillingness to confess my sin and seek forgiveness 
 

− Ouch! I’m deeply convicted! Or, Thank God that’s not me! 
− Either way, desiring lives of meaning, significance, greatness; wanting other to respect us and think well 

of us. All of this natural, but deeply tainted by pride. 
 
Requires the renewal of our minds – Matthew 20:24-27 

− We don’t naturally think right about greatness! 
− Honor without humility; authority without submission. 
− One more thing they were thinking: Crown without the Cross – Matt 20:17-19 

o Mark 9:31-34; Luke 9:43-46? What were you arguing about? 
o 3X Jesus tells them He is about to go to the cross; petty fighting, striving for supremacy over one 

another 
o Ignored His predictions of cross; or rejected His predictions of cross 

− Suffering is compulsory – Mt 20:22-23a 
o My cup you shall drink 

� Old Testament. Cup = wrath of God; Isaiah 51:22 
� Isaiah 51:22. Thus says your Lord, the LORD, even your God Who contends for His 

people, “Behold, I have taken out of your hand the cup of reeling, The chalice of My 
anger; You will never drink it again.  

� Shared cup not wrath, but suffering because of identifying with Jesus 
� John 15:20. If they persecuted Me... 
� 2 Tim 3:12. All who desire to live godly in Christ will suffer persecution 

o If you follow Jesus closely, at some point you will suffer 
� Lost friendships 
� Lost “respect” from colleagues  
� Lost promotions 
� Lost inheritance from family 
� Lost marriage 
� Lost freedom (imprisonment); lost health (torture); lost life 



 
Hast Thou No Scar, by Amy Carmichael (written as Jesus’ voice to followers) 
Hast thou no scar? 
No hidden scar on foot, or side, or hand? 
I hear thee sung as mighty in the land, 
I hear them hail thy bright ascendant star, 
Hast thou no scar? 
Hast thou no wound? 
Yet, I was wounded by the archers, spent. 
Leaned me against the tree to die, and rent 
By ravening beasts that compassed me, I swooned: 
Hast thou no wound? 
No wound? No scar? 
Yet as the Master shall the servant be, 
And pierced are the feet that follow Me; 
But thine are whole. Can he have followed far 
Who has no wound nor scar? 
 

− Service is mandatory – 20:26-27 
o Servant. Jesus ups game further. Slave. This is the term applied to Jesus in Phil 2 
o Illustrated in John 13 

� Humility (ταπεινόω; ταπεινός). To cause to be at a lower point. 
o Humility is a character quality that begins with choice. James 4:10; 1 Peter 5:6 

� Humility is not an easy idea to sell 
• Matt’s book on humility wasn’t picked up by publisher 
• Why not? We can’t sell a book on humility 
• Re-frame in terms of self-help; how to make self a better person 
• A generation ago Andrew Murray’s book entitled Humility that I have been 

quoting from was a best seller 
o Do we desire to be great? We have to serve! To serve, we must become humble 
o To become humble we must become secure. Who we are in Christ and role we are called to play 

is true greatness. 
− Patience is indispensable – 1 Peter 5:6 

o J. Oswald Sanders, Spiritual Leadership. “If the disciples figured to learn about leadership on the 
fast track and with appropriate perks and bonuses, Jesus soon disillusioned them.” 

o Matt 5:10-12 
o The greatness we were made for, and long for, won’t be now. We may receive some 

acknowledgement in this life, but it will always fade and leave us longing for something more 
enduring. 

o All sacrifice and service will be rewarded! God is not cheap! 
 

− We need our minds renewed or we will get this all wrong – Matt 20:28 
o “Ransom” = price paid to release a slave; set him free; grant him his freedom 
o Slaves to sin/death. Jesus ransomed from death/penalty of sin 

� Andrew Murray, ix. “...humility is...the one indispensable condition of a true relationship 
with Jesus.” 

o Also an example, a pattern for us to follow. Live this way! 
o Slaves to self. Jesus ransomed from self-destruction 

� Prov 16:5 Why an abomination? Represents an idolatrous heart; i.e. self 
� 1 Peter 5:5. God is opposed to the proud 
� You can’t be proud and close to God. 



− Spirit can and will change our hearts and minds about true greatness if we ask 
o God alone will be exalted in that day 
o He won’t give away His glory, but He loves to share it with His servants 
o Pr 29:23 A man's pride will bring him low, but a humble spirit will obtain honor. 

 
Application 
 
We become great by developing humble, self-sacrificing character. Grow that character quality by choosing to 
serve, choosing to sacrifice. 
 
Choose someone to serve this week. Not deserved. Serve in secret. 
 
Andrew Murray: “Here is the path to the higher life: down, lower down! Just as water always seeks and fills the 
lowest place, so the moment God finds men abased and empty, His glory and power flow in to exalt and to 
bless.”  
 


