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Matthew 20:20-28

As I said at the start of the service today in the church’s calendar we are celebrating the festival of James the Apostle. So to begin with let’s see what we know about him. He was the son of Zebedee, and was called along with this brother John to be one of Jesus’s apostles. With Zebedee’s family they came from a fishing village along the shores of the Sea of Galilee. 
James and John were given the nickname “Boanerges” (sons of thunder) by Jesus. That occurred when a Samaritan village rejected Jesus. They wanted to call down fire from heaven upon the place. 
After joining Jesus’s ministry, James likely would have travelled throughout Palestine. But also a 17th-century tradition says that he visited Spain before his martyrdom and that his body was later brought to Santiago de Compostela in Galicia. And in the Catholic tradition, James is the patron saint of Spain. 
James, along with his brother John, is portrayed in the gospels as perhaps being more important than most of the other apostles. He was present at the resurrection of Jarius’s daughter, at Jesus’s transfiguration, and at the Garden of Gethsemane before Jesus was arrested. So in that sense there was almost a pecking order in the apostles. And then, despite or maybe because of that apparent importance, we’ve heard that passage in Matthew this morning where the brothers’ mother asks Jesus - about seats in the kingdom. 

I’ll come back to that in a minute. But first let me say just one more thing about James’ life and witness. In the first reading we had from Acts it is recorded that he was beheaded on the orders of Herod Agrippa. That was in about 44AD. Yes it was part of a general persecution of the early church. But also I’m sure that James was an enthusiastic witness to the risen Christ. On the Day of Pentecost he was there with the other apostles urging people to believe in Jesus. Peter was of course the main spokesman. But I can imagine the hot headed James being right in on the action.
So now to the Gospel reading from Matthew 20.

vvs20-21 - 20 Then the mother of the sons of Zebedee came to him with her sons, and kneeling before him, she asked a favour of him. 21 And he said to her, “What do you want?” She said to him, “Declare that these two sons of mine will sit, one at your right hand and one at your left, in your kingdom.” 

 A mother’s love? But was it her or did the boys put her up to it? In Mark’s account (10:35) we are told it was James and John who made the request. As I suggested a few moments ago certainly James had a sort of privileged position in the apostles. It may have gone to his head. And what about the other apostles? In v24 we are told they were angry with the two brothers. Was that more like jealousy I wonder? “Why didn’t we think of asking?”

But it wasn’t all selfishness on any of the apostles’ part. Asking like they did showed their belief in Jesus and his promise of the kingdom at a time of great anxiety and uncertainty. The request about seating came after a series of pronouncements by Jesus of what lay ahead for him. Even in that atmosphere they were thinking of God’s kingdom to come. They somehow were convinced that victory would be won by Jesus. The victory of the cross. And the cup of suffering that Jesus said they would have to drink meant that they were willing to face it.

For whatever reason the request was made about sitting in the kingdom, Jesus uses it as an opportunity to teach three things:-

First, v23a - He said to them, “You will indeed drink my cup......... This is a reference to suffering for the faith. It wouldn’t be too long before the apostles were to find out about that for themselves. And down through the ages lots of christians have suffered too. And they still do today. In that sense we have it pretty comfortably. We aren’t in any physical danger unlike so many.

So, drinking the cup of suffering.

Second, Jesus goes on - v23b&c - ……but to sit at my right hand and at my left, this is not mine to grant, but it is for those for whom it has been prepared by my Father.” Although he is all powerful and the son of God even he can’t allocate who sits next to him in the kingdom. That is for his Father.

Sometimes when the seating plan for a wedding reception is being discussed there can be all sorts of arguments about who sits where. There was even something similar at a funeral I was conducting once!

But think about those words in the verse again - end of v23 - .........it is for those for whom it has been prepared by my Father.” That actually brings us back to what I said earlier about pecking order. There will be no such thing in the kingdom.

Drink the cup, seating plan.

Now thirdly v25 - Jesus called them to him and said, “You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great ones are tyrants over them. Jesus reminds the apostles of the Gentile leaders’ attitudes. For instance the way that Roman governors occupying their region and others lorded it over people for their own egos. But, vvs26&27 - 26 It will not be so among you; but whoever wishes to be great among you must be your servant, 27 and whoever wishes to be first among you must be your slave…… 

Jesus turned the whole concept of greatness upside down. And that is a complete reversal of the world’s standards. Jesus introduced a brand new set of values for living. He talks about being both a servant and a slave.

A servant literally serves. We think of that perhaps more in terms of employment. But Jesus means serving voluntarily. And mutually. There is a hymn which sums much of it up:-

Brother, let me be your servant. 

Let me be as Christ to you. 

Pray that I may have the grace to let you be my servant, too. 

We are pilgrims on a journey, we are brothers (and sisters) on the road. 

We are here to help each other walk the mile and bear the load.
Then Jesus says whoever wishes to be first among you must be your slave. A slave was the lowest of the low. No status. Of course we have status as children of God. But Jesus’s emphasis here is that no one is superior to anyone.

Philippians 2:4-7 - 4 Let each of you look not to your own interests, but to the interests of others. 5 Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus,6 who, though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, 7 but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave being born in human likeness.
How can we respond? By serving/caring for each other. For our families, where we have one, for our friends, our community, our church. Shown very much by your example here. As christians we are called to serve in whatever way God wants. And that is however small or insignificant we may feel. No one is insignificant in God’s eyes.

And Jesus is the ultimate example of all this. Matthew 20:28a -  just as the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve…… But also to give his life - 20:28b - …….and to give his life a ransom for many.”
Ransom. The price paid to redeem a slave. Similarly Jesus paid the ransom price - his life - to free us from the slavery of sin to offer eternal life to all who will accept him. That is the bottom line for us. 

No pecking order in the kingdom of God. So we have a call to service - to the Lord and to each other. A call to follow Jesus and accept his sacrifice for us and all that means for us in this life and the life to come.
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