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Matthew 20:17-34 
The Selflessness of the Redeemer and the Redeemed 

 
 
 

Introduction:  Start with Matthew 20:28, then build out from it to the text that precedes it and 
follows it. 
 
A.B. Bruce – “When He said of Himself that He came not to be ministered unto, but to minister, Jesus 
alluded not merely to His death, but to His whole life.  The statement is an epitome in a single sentence of His 
entire earthly history.” (Training of the Twelve, 296) 
 
(1) Christ came to be a SERVANT. 
 
(2) Christ came to be a SACRIFICE. 

 

 

Background:  We are roughly a week or so away from Christ’s death.  His disciples have been with 
him for 3+ years.  The end – the climax – of Christ’s earthly ministry is approaching.  According to 
Mark 10:32, the disciples were “amazed,” perhaps by the multitudes.  Perhaps their heads began to 
swim, so Christ took them aside. 
  
 

1. Selflessness Is Exemplified in Christ’s Sacrifice (20:17-19). 
2. Selflessness Is Explained in Christ’s Teaching (20:20-28). 
3. Selflessness Is Exemplified in Christ’s Service (20:29-34). 
 

 

1. Selflessness Is Exemplified in Christ’s Sacrifice (20:17-19). 
The ultimate selflessness is Christ’s sacrificial work on our behalf. 
 

A. Christ again prophesied His DEATH. 
Note:  Luke 18:31-34 gives other insights into Christ’s words & the disciples’ failure to 
understand. 
 
Note:  Notice the details of Christ’s words:   
 
1. He foretold His BETRAYAL (v. 18). 
 
2. He foretold His ASSAILANTS (v. 18b – new info). 

Explanation:  Chief Priests & Scribes would condemn Him (v. 18). Gentiles would carry out 
the deed (v. 19). 
 

3. He foretold His CONDEMNATION (v. 18c – new info). 
 
4. He foretold His MOCKERY (v. 19 – new info). 
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5. He foretold His TORTURE (v. 19b – new info). 
 
6. He foretold His DEATH (v. 19c). 
 
Joseph Parker – “Nothing occurred in any tittle of incident, or throb of pain that is not in this 
paragraph.  The going up, the betrayal, the condemnation, the mocking, scourging, crucifying, rising 
again – are all gone through before one cruel hand is laid upon him, or one mocker dares to spit in 
that holy face.” (68) 
 

Alexander Maclaren – These things “were endured many times before they were endured.” (84)  
 

Summary:  All of that would happen to whom?  To the One who describes Himself as “the Son 
of Man.” 
 

B. Christ again prophesied His RESURRECTION (v. 19d). 
Note:  Isn’t this fact interesting?  Christ never mentioned the cross without mentioning the 
resurrection.  Not once. 

 
Morgan – “There is the utmost accuracy in the details, and a calm, quiet knowledge of the actual things 
that were before Him….Not only the clear vision of the darkness, and the clear vision of the light beyond; not 
only a certain knowledge of all the suffering and the pain, and an equally certain knowledge of the ultimate 
triumph over these things in resurrection; but and because of this dual certainty in His mind, there was 
manifested a quiet and dignified cooperation with the ‘determinate counsel’ of God as He set His fact 
towards Jerusalem, saying quietly and calmly to His disciples, ‘Behold we go up to Jerusalem.’” (244-45) 
 
Note:  Why would Christ again rehears these difficult matters?  Is He looking for sympathy?  To 
suggest so is to misunderstand that Christ is the very essence of selflessness (cp. v. 28).  Rather than 
seeking to meet His own need, He ministers unto the disciples, getting them ready for what was to 
come. 
 

 

2. Selflessness Is Explained in Christ’s Teaching (20:20-28). 
 

A. The Disciples request: SELFISH AMBITION (20:20-24). 
B. Christ’s teaching: SELFLESS SERVICE (20:25-28). 
 

A. The Disciples request: SELFISH AMBITION (20:20-24). 
 
1. They demonstrated FAITH, albeit a rebellious faith. 

 
2. They demonstrated DEVOTION, albeit a naïve devotion. 

 
3. More than anything, they demonstrated SELFISH AMBITION. 

 
Explanation:  Was their faith genuine?  Was their devotion sincere?  Yes.  And yet both 
bowed to their ambition. 
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a. “Mother” spoke to Christ on her sons’ behalf (v. 20-21). 
 

(1) A cowardly tactic (cp. Mark 10:34 – they were with her). 
o James & John were cowards to send their mom on such an errand. 

Illustration:  Alex. 
 

o Salome (mommy) was disingenuous in caring out such an errand. 
Definition:  She “worshiped” before she made her audacious request.  In other 
words, she came and bowed before Christ, as though interested in His glory, 
when in fact she was interested in her own. 
 

Application:  How often do we worship or pretend to worship God in order to 
somehow gain from it? 

 

(2) A presumptuous request. 
Explanation:  This request grows in part out of Christ’s words in Matthew 19:28.  
All of them would be enthroned, he said.  Now it was just a matter of figuring out in 
which order. 
 

o It dishonored the other disciples. 
o Worse yet, it dishonored Christ, as though positions in His Kingdom would be 

doled out on the basis of favors rather than fitness – the height of governmental 
corruption.  It is a suggestion that Christ, as though a fickle despot, would sell 
offices in His Kingdom.  

 

A.B. Bruce – “[T]heir request was foolish and offensive: indicative at once of bold 
presumption and gross stupidity, and unmitigated selfishness. 
 

It was an irreverent, presumptuous request, because it virtually asked Jesus their Lord to 
become the tool of their ambition and vanity….[T]hey were guilty of a disrespectful, 
impudent forwardness most characteristic of the ambitious spirit, which is utterly devoid 
of delicacy, and pushes on towards its end, reckless what offense it may give, heedless of 
how it wounds the sensibilities of others.”(Training of the Twelve, 283) 

 
 

b. Christ spoke directly to the perpetrators, James & John (v. 22-23). 
 
(1) Christ’s question (v. 22) – you want to be associated with me?  Are you able? 
 
(2) Christ’s assurance (v. 23a) – you shall indeed be associated with me. My Spirit will 
enable you.  The very thing that you run from will be the thing that you embrace: 
 

o James, you’ll endure a swift death via a blow from the executioner’s sword (Act 12:12). 
o John, you’ll endure a long death via years of persecution and solitude. 

 
(3) Christ’s explanation (v. 23b) – Kingdom seats are not arbitrarily given.  They are 

given as rewards as ordained by the Father. 
 

c. The ten became angry with the two (v. 24). 
 
A.B. Bruce – “Pride and selfishness may vex and grieve the humble and the self-forgetful, but 
they provoke resentment only in the proud and selfish.” 
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Explanation:  Why do the disciples jockey for position every single time the Lord mentions 
the cross?  (cp. Matt. 16:21-23; Luke 22:24-30)  I’ve thought that it was coincidental.  Or 
perhaps they were always talking about such things.  My thinking has changed, however.  I 
think it was intentional.  I think they spoke of their places of authority & privilege whenever 
Christ spoke of His sacrifice for at least two reasons: 
 

� Because they were trying to change the subject. 
 
� Because the flesh recoils at the idea of suffering and sacrifice. 

He was putting His finger on their selfish nature, and in so doing, He touched a nerve and 
elicited a response. 
 

Applications: 
o Are we so different today?  Do we not desire ease and service and privilege rather 

than serving and sacrificing ourselves for others? 
o We seek to be served in the HOME!  

Are you seeking to serve, dads, or be served? 
Are you seeking to serve, teens, or to be served? 
Are you seeking to serve, moms, or to be served? 

o We seek to be served in the WORKPLACE! 
o We seek to be served in the SCHOOL! 
o We seek to be served in the CHURCH! 
 

Illustration:  Me.  My desire for ease, to be left alone, to be free to pursue my interest, my 
ballgame, my running, my reading, my projects, etc. 
 

Transition:  Why did the disciples want the best seats at the table?  For their own sakes, or for 
others?  For themselves.  And that is the problem with their thinking – not only that their 
requests were obnoxious and crass, but that their entire thinking, their whole value 
system, was wrong-headed.  So that’s what Christ addresses. 
 

 

B. Christ’s teaching: SELFLESS SERVICE (20:25-28). 
 

Notice how v. 28 bridges Christ’s giving Himself as ransom (v. 17-19) and Christ’s ministry to the 
needy (v. 29-34). 
 

1. Self-INTEREST is what characterizes LOST leaders (v. 25). 
Explanation:  Isn’t greatness & ease & selfishness the lust of our day?  Is not the “American 
Dream”?  We see it in commercials, in entertainment, in schools, etc. 
 

2. Self-SACRIFICE is what characterizes CHRIST-LIKE leaders (v. 26-28). 
 

a. Christ COMMANDED humble service from would-be leaders (26-27). 
Explanation:  We often quote these verses to tell leaders how to act.  Fine.  But what 
Christ is commenting on is not merely the use of authority, but the acquisition of 
authority! 
 

A.B. Bruce – “[I]n the divine commonwealth, they rule who account it a privilege to minister.” 
(Training of the Twelve, 291). 
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b. Christ SHOWED humble service to would-be leaders (28). 
(1) Christ came to be a SERVANT. 
 
(2) Christ came to be a SACRIFICE. 

 
o Christ’s death was VOLUNTARY.  His life was given. (Important in light of 17-19.) 
o Christ’s death was a RANSOM – a payment of a debt owed by “many” to God! 
o Note:  We’ll address this further tonight in preparation for the Lord’s Supper. 

 

 

3. Selflessness Is Exemplified in Christ’s Service (20:29-34). 
 

Circumstances now provide the opportunity for Christ to demonstrate the very principle He just 
taught on.  Remember, why did He come?   

o Christ came to be a servant. 
o Christ came to be a sacrifice. 

 

He had spoken of His sacrifice in v. 17-19.  Now He demonstrates His service in v. 29-34. 
 

The crowds tried to shoo away the desperate beggars.  Why?  Because “the princes of the 
Gentiles exercise dominion over them, and they that are great exercise authority upon 
them.”  They expected Christ to be like that… 
 

o too busy to stop for blind men, and 
o too dignified to stoop for beggars. 

 
They didn’t know Him.  He would not turn away one that came to Him asking for mercy. 
 
Application:  Two prayers were offered in this text.  One refused because they were asking that 
they may consume it upon their lusts (James 4:3).  One was granted because they asked humbly 
and sincerely. 

 

 

1. Selflessness Is Exemplified in Christ’s Sacrifice (20:17-19). 
2. Selflessness Is Explained in Christ’s Teaching (20:20-28). 
3. Selflessness Is Exemplified in Christ’s Service (20:29-34). 

 

Conclusions: 

1. The disciples were so different than their Master. 
MacLaren – “[Jesus] thought of the cross, a week off; they, of miserable personal jealousies and 
ambitions.” (83) 

 

2. We are so different than our Master. 
 

 

1. EXALT CHRIST, our King who came as a servant and sacrifice! 
 

2. EMULATE CHRIST, our King by being a servant and sacrifice! 


