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20 Then the mother of the sons of Zebedee came up to him with her sons, and kneeling before him she asked him for something. 21 
And he said to her, "What do you want?" She said to him, "Say that these two sons of mine are to sit, one at your right hand and one 
at your left, in your kingdom." 22 Jesus answered, "You do not know what you are asking. Are you able to drink the cup that I am to 
drink?" They said to him, "We are able." 23 He said to them, "You will drink my cup, but to sit at my right hand and at my left is not 
mine to grant, but it is for those for whom it has been prepared by my Father." 24 And when the ten heard it, they were indignant at 
the two brothers. 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 exercise authority over them. 26 It shall not be so among you. But whoever would be great among you must be your servant, 27 
and whoever would be first among you must be your slave, 28 even as the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give 
his life as a ransom for many." 
 
Introduction 
 The theme of Matthew 20 (vs. 20-28) is “Desiring Greatness” and it breaks down into 1) 
the request of a mother for greatness, 2) the dialogue with two disciples about greatness, and 3) 
the teaching of Jesus on greatness. 
  
1A. The request of a mother for greatness 
 We can consider this section by means of two questions. 
 1B. Who makes the request? 
 True to motherhood across the board, the request that Mom makes is not for herself, but 
for her children, for these two sons of mine (v. 21). These are the sons of Zebedee (v. 20) and most 
likely their mother is Salome, the sister of Mary and the aunt of Jesus. Her sons are probably 
cousins of our Lord (Ridderbos, Matthew, 369). At the least, she makes her request based on 
kinship by interceding for her sons. At the most, she makes her request based on kinship by 
interceding for them in the capacity of aunt Salome. She has concern for her sons and she 
intercedes on behalf of Jesus’ cousins.   
 She shows both respect for Jesus and faith in Him in her manner. She kneeled before the 
Lord waiting apparently in silence. Thus, “kneeling before him she asked him for something” (v. 20) is 
saying that she made her request in this posture, but she did not make the request until Jesus said 
to her, “What do you want?” Verse 20 is an overview of their talk and verse 21 shows that she 
waited respectfully for Jesus to initiate the conversation. She believes He is the king. 
 2B. What is the content of the request? 
 She wants the Lord to grant her sons the two highest places in His kingdom (Say that these 
two sons of mine are to sit, one at your right hand and one at your left, in your kingdom, v. 21). Being on the right 
or the left could have a connotation of judgment, as in the case of the sheep and the goats in the 
Day of Judgment (Mat. 25). It also has a positive usage, as in the case of a king having his son sit 
on his right hand and his general on his left (Wilkins, Matthew, 668). Then, the reference is to 
the first and second highest positions. This is what Salome seeks for her sons. She is obviously 
thinking about greatness in the kingdom of Christ with Him on the throne of glory (that is a 
plus), and she wants the Lord to elevate her sons above all others in the kingdom (one to His 
right and the other to His left). “Please give them the highest seats of honor in the glory of your 
kingdom” (that is a minus). Any mother and any parent can identify with her in seeking God’s 
blessing and greatness for her children. Now let us move on to discuss the dialogue of Jesus with 
the two sons of Zebedee.  
  
2A. The dialogue with two disciples about greatness 
 Jesus answers Mom by dialogue with her sons, James and John. Note the shift from 
speaking to her (v. 21) to speaking to them (v. 23). In between we have “they said” and “We are 
able” (v. 22). The sons of Zebedee are two of the inner circle of disciples, soon to become 
apostles (Mat. 10.2). These disciple-apostles have a part in making this request for greatness. 
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Mark’s Gospel makes it clear that James and John come to Jesus with this petition, and Mark 
does not even mention their mother. We will comment on the inclusion of Salome by Matthew 
when we work on applications in the conclusion. For now, consider the following things in the 
dialogue with the two disciple-apostles: a statement, a question, and a partial answer.  

1) A statement of ignorance  
 Speaking to the two disciples straightforwardly, Jesus begins by saying, “You do not know 
what you are asking” (20.22).  
 What is it that they do not know? We can focus on their hope of deliverance from Roman 
oppression. Perhaps that is what they do not understand, namely, that the kingdom of Jesus is a 
spiritual kingdom, His coming in glory is not now, but not yet. Even after the resurrection, the 
disciples are still looking for the kingdom to come now. Post-resurrection, they ask, Lord, will you at 
this time restore the kingdom to Israel?" 7 He said to them, "It is not for you to know times or seasons that the Father 
has fixed by his own authority (Acts 1.6). Although there is similar language here (20.23b) and in Acts 
1.6, it should become evident that their ignorance is more specific than the now and not yet of 
the kingdom. The answer will come to the surface as the dialogue progresses. So let us turn now 
to the question about the cup.  
 2) A question about the cup 
 He says, “Are you able to drink the cup that I am to drink?” (20.22).  
 The disciples give a light response to this heavy question. It only takes a moment’s 
reflection to connect the cup with the suffering of Jesus in the garden and on the cross. 
Therefore, the answer they give is light, almost glib: They said to him, "We are able." This one of those 
wide disconnects between Jesus and the disciples. All we have to do is review the context to see 
what lies ahead for Jesus when He drinks of the cup at Jerusalem: 18 "See, we are going up to Jerusalem. 
And the Son of Man will be delivered over to the chief priests and scribes, and they will condemn him to death 19 and 
deliver him over to the Gentiles to be mocked and flogged and crucified, and he will be raised on the third day." 20 Then 
the mother of the sons of Zebedee came up to him with her sons, and kneeling before him she asked him for something 
(20.18-20). Granted, “then” (opening v. 20) is somewhat general. It does not have to mean 
“immediately.” Still, it is undeniable that Matthew ties the prediction of suffering together with 
the question of greatness. They are part of the same picture. The narrator wants us to view them 
in relation to one another. Thus, the disciples are ignorant of many things and one of them has to 
do with the depth of suffering that lies ahead for Jesus. They do not see the fire in the coming 
trial; they cannot conceive of the cup Jesus will drink as a baptism with fire. 
 However, we now need to ask, “What does this have to do with the question about 
greatness, and what does it have to do with their ignorance in seeking greatness?” They are 
ignorant about the suffering to come at Jerusalem. But what does that have to do with greatness, 
and with desiring greatness in the kingdom? This question brings us to the partial answer here.  
 3) A partial answer 
 To answer the question of Salome, Jesus began a dialogue by asking the question about 
the cup. In responding to their answer about the cup (we are able!), Jesus gave His answer to 
Salome. At least, He gave His answer in part. He makes two points and, ultimately, both relate to 
the request for greatness.  

a) His answer is partial because Jesus “sidesteps” answering the question.  
 He says, “to sit at my right hand and at my left is not mine to grant, but it is for those for whom it has been 
prepared by my Father” (20.23b). In effect, Jesus is saying, “what you request is not mine alone to 
give, and it is not something you can receive now. Those who receive greatness receive it by the 
Father’s appointment.” He is referring to the covenant of redemption (what reformed writer’s 
call the pactum salutis, cf. Jn. 17.1-5). Jesus will not break His covenant with the Father, and in 
that regard, by covenantal agreement, He submits to the Father’s will. Thus, Jesus tells them that 
the request is not something He can grant unilaterally. It is something that flows from the 
Father’s plan of redemption. To this plan, He wholeheartedly commits Himself in perfect 
obedience. He is not actually “dodging” the question or “sidestepping” it. Rather, He is 
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stretching it; He is redefining the question in the way He answers it. He is saying that greatness 
in the kingdom is not like someone being first or second above everyone else in it. Instead, it has 
a different set of ingredients: the king on the throne (me) is first a person in submission to the 
Father and the arrangements of the eternal covenant of redemption. Accordingly, the greatness of 
people in my kingdom is on a different level than two people being above all the rest. As so 
often, the Lord adjusts and changes a question as He answers it.   
 b) It is a partial answer because Jesus redefines the question in terms of the cup. 
 They ask about greatness and Jesus inquires about the cup of suffering. He thus indicates 
that they will drink of the cup from which that He drinks. Thus, they have the greatness in the 
kingdom that they seek, even though they seek like people feeling around in the dark.  
 Instead of saying to them a flat out no (No, it is a stupid question and I will not answer 
it), Jesus says, “You are asking in ignorance, this is something that the Father must give (to 
which I must submit), and greatness in the kingdom is something different from what you think 
and request. Greatness will come to you in the way of drinking the cup of suffering.” He tells 
them, you will drink my cup (v. 23), but He does not indicate what this will mean for them. James 
will be the first to forfeit his life serving Christ. John will end his life persecuted and in exile.  
  
3A. The teaching of Jesus on greatness 
 Jesus does not give a full answer to the question until word gets to the ten other disciples 
and they give their response: And when the ten heard it, they were indignant at the two brothers (20.24). They 
are in the same boat with the two sons of Zebedee. Jesus presses toward Jerusalem in full 
knowledge of what lies ahead. He tells the disciples about His suffering as the Son of man (the 
glorious son of man of Dan. 7.13-14), and they occupy themselves with thoughts of greatness 
dancing in their heads. They hear some of what He says about suffering (as in 17.22), but they 
suppress it by concentrating on the glory of the kingdom. They concentrate so much on the glory 
that they vie for the first position and become angry with James and John who vie for first 
position by appealing to their family advantage.  
 Now Jesus is ready to give the full answer to the mother’s request.  

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 exercise authority over them. 26 It shall not be so among you. But whoever would be great among 
you must be your servant, 27 and whoever would be first among you must be your slave, 28 even as the Son of 
Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many (20.25-28). 

What does Jesus say? He tells them what true greatness in the kingdom is and what it is not.  
 1B. What true greatness is not 
 It is not on a par with how the world views greatness. It is on a different level altogether. 
In the Gentile world, the rulers “lord it over” the people. These “great” people exercise authority 
in a domineering way. They flaunt their authority and “boss people around” like pawns in a 
chess game. Pointedly, Jesus says, It shall not be so among you (v.26; this is a future imperative, an 
ought by which they are to live under His kingship in the future kingdom).  
 2B. What true greatness is 
 Turning to true greatness, Jesus gives an explanation and presents a model.  
 1) The explanation 
 His explanation is that if you want to be great among the disciples of God’s kingdom, 
you must serve everyone else (But whoever would be great among you must be your servant, v. 26). 
Furthermore, if you want to be first, you must be the slave of all.  
 You are great if you serve; you are first if you are a slave. In other words, the first shall 
be last and the last shall be first (cf. 19.30; 20.16). This is a return to the redefinition of being 
“greater than” (Mat. 18.4). Remember, being greater is something that all can be. Childlike, 
humble servants are all greater, that is, they all have greatness. There is no emphasis on “being 
greater than” in the kingdom of Christ.  
 2) The model 
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 The Son of man is the model. Again, Jesus refers to Himself in terms of His office as the 
glorious Son of man of Daniel’s vision (He does not say, “even as I came,” but even as the Son 
of man came).  
 He is the model. He is the superlative example by radical contrast (Son of Man is servant 
of men!).  
 He came to serve, not to be served (emphasis by word order is on “not to be served”). 
 He did not take the greatest position but the smallest and most humble, not the road of 
pleasure and pampering, but the road of pain and suffering.  
 His greatness is in His service. 
 He did not seek to be first. Instead, He took the last position. He did not seek to sit on the 
throne without first hanging from the cross. He is first in self-sacrificing love. That is how you 
have greatness and the “first” position in the kingdom of Christ.  
 
Concluding applications  
 1) On the new covenant family  
 A lesson regarding the new covenant family arises from the mother’s request. Natural 
family ties do not govern the kingdom of God. Mary, the mother of Jesus, needs a Savior. 
Apparently, her sister, Salome (Jn. 19.25; Mk. 15.40; 16.1), is the mother of James and John. If 
that is the case, what we have is an aunt seeking special favors for her children. However, a 
sword divides the family of Abraham in the new covenant. Part of that sword is the cross by 
which Mary becomes John’s mother and John becomes Mary’s son. The NT household is the 
household of faith. Family members are those who do the will of God. Believers are mother, 
brother, and sister to Christ, the older brother.  
 Therefore, you should subordinate matters of family to the kingdom (metaphorically: 
your are to hate father, mother, brother, sister, and children). All you have and represent you give 
over to Christ to find His guidance and will regarding everything. Then, does this mean you do 
not love your wife or children, and so forth? Such is not the case at all because Christ tells you 
how to love your wife and admonish your children. The point is that you need to know the word 
and find wisdom to love them in a way that reflects the impression of Scripture on your life. In 
the end, care for your natural family ought not to displace care for the household of faith (do good 
to all…especially to the household of faith, Gal.6.10). 
 2) On open minded humility 
 Do you not see a lesson here that you can all take home to your hearts about your 
dullness of understanding? You are disciples following in the shoes of the twelve; like them, you 
and I all too often focus on the wrong things and miss what is central. Whatever confidence you 
have in some belief, you must always season it by this word from Jesus: “you do not know what you 
are saying.” Thus, you live by what you have attained, but you seek more from your Lord 
(Phi.3.15). That is a spirit of open-minded humility. It goes well with teaching by dialogue. 
 3) On a great Savior and teacher 
 You can admit ignorance freely in a childlike way when you reflect on how the Lord 
Jesus treated the disciples in their ignorance. What a wonderful Savior is Jesus my Lord! He is 
gentle answering them in a way that stretches them and that shows a deep love for their good 
over time. Modifying questions that disciples ask, shows how the Lord’s teaching adapts to their 
learning—in baby steps. He is gentle with you in the same way. You can therefore humble 
yourself before Him and others without fear or shame. Cling to this loving, kind, and patient 
teacher. Be willing and able to say, “I am wrong” and “I am ignorant.”  
 4) On being truly great 
 The fact that this exhortation to humble serving arises in the orbit of thought of the 
service of Christ unto death and the meaning of that death (so rare in His teachings) gives this 
exhortation heightened emphasis. Greatness comes by serving that includes suffering. 
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 The gap of positions is extreme because Jesus not only dies and dies on the cross under 
the curse of God, but He dies in the place of sinners. The ransom is the payment made to free a 
slave, especially, in the OT, to free a slave from his sins. Jesus suffered in our place as the 
glorious Son of Man.  
 Therefore, you should approach things with this outlook. If Jesus did this for me as my 
example of greatness, then can I do anything less than give myself away to God and to the 
service of all others in His kingdom?  
 Consider how important family relationships are in the kingdom of Christ your Lord. You 
will have greatness by serving; you will occupy the first position by taking the posture of a slave.  
 

May we fall down before the majesty of our God in humble worship like children admitting our 
ignorance. May the Holy Spirit awaken us to the importance that our risen Lord places on family 
relationships in His kingdom. May we therefore learn more and more how to love one another in our 
serving, just as Jesus came not to be served but to serve and to give his life a ransom for many. To 
Him be all glory now and forevermore, amen.  

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


