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Psalm 116, Matthew 20:20-28, 1 Peter 5: 1-10   

"The Servant Leader” 

Pastor Jonathan 

 

I’m not sure if you’ve ever categorized your happiest memories. Have you? 

Many of us have travel memories with many happy moments. Many of us 

have special family moments and family reunions, weddings and funerals. 

Last week’s birth of my granddaughter Zion Shekinah, was certainly one of 

those special family moments. There are holiday moments, like Christmases 

at the tree with little ones getting very excited or Easters or even 

Thanksgivings of old.  

 

And then they are moments where someone served us in a special way, 

during a meal, possibly at a restaurant or at a hotel or spa. I know women 

(and some men) who get pedicures and manicures and facials and massage 

and well, I don’t know all the wonderful acts of service there are. But the 

key in these special moments is the service received: a foot or hand or face 

carefully cared for… And you pay for these events, if you haven’t received 

them as gifts or gift certificates. Similarly, if someone sells you something 

with extraordinary service and caring, you are the buyer, and you have “the 

right” as the buyer to expect something for your money… 

 

But rarely, there is an act of service that comes to you as a gift and it is 

treasured. It may be forgotten shortly after it happens, it may be treasured 

forever, or anything in between these two extremes. Such an act of service 

can be life changing. Take, for instance, how Jesus met you. 

 

Some of us have very distinct memories of the very moment we gave our 

lives to the Lord, a specific date and time and place.  Others of us remember 

going to church as a child and always being in relationship with Him, no 

matter when we were baptized or when we stood at the front of a church 

building to say that we wanted to be a member of this specific branch of the 

body of Christ. And perhaps you don’t yet have a clear understanding of 

giving yourself to Jesus Christ, as Lord and Saviour, forgiving your sins, and 

being the bridge between the Father and you forever. It is good to know you 

will be in heaven because of your current relationship with God through 

Jesus. You can accept Him now. You can say, “Forgive my sins. I want to 

know you, Jesus now and forever. I want to choose your way and your 

perspective on life, as my Master and Friend.” You can have the assurance 
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of the forgiveness of your sins and an eternity with God as you accept Him 

as the Centre of your life. Take a moment and give yourself to Jesus now, if 

you never have, or even if you’ve known Him a long time. (silence) 

 

The beauty of Jesus is that He gave up His heavenly, divine existence to 

become one of us. He went through what we go through, but lived in good 

relationship to God the Father. He gave Himself for us. He sacrificed 

Himself on the cross, that we might have the forgiveness of our sins, and life 

eternal right now. He gave up His way, for the Mission the Father gave Him. 

And He serves us, although He is Master and Saviour, Lord of all. 

 

It was a strange moment in the life of Jesus’ earthly ministry when James’ 

and John’s mom asked Jesus for her sons to have the best seats in heaven, 

right next to Jesus on his left and right. It was as if she were helping to plan 

a wedding, and she wanted to make sure her sons got those preferred seats. 

Matthew records it in chapter 20, verse 20. So it is good thing for us to study 

this in this year of 2020. 

 

We don’t know her name, but we do know her heart for her sons. She is on 

her knees before Jesus, appropriately. She wants their best. She wants them 

to be seen as the best in this group. Of course, it may not be the best group-

building exercise, because apparently the others of the twelve disciples hear 

her request. Indeed, the two sons for whom she has requested preferred 

seating are right there listening to the request. How do we know this? Jesus 

turns to them, and asks them if they know what she is requesting. Jesus turns 

to James and John and asks them if they can drink the cup that Jesus is going 

to drink. 

 

And you may be asking yourself what does drinking a drink have to do with 

getting preferred seating in heaven? So we can guess that James and John 

have asked Jesus through their mother to be acknowledged as the two best of 

the twelve disciples, the leaders of the leaders. It is interesting, given that 

Jesus did take them and Peter to the mount of Transfiguration, (Matt. 17) 

and also brought them in the garden of Gethsemane (Matt. 26:36ff), where 

he asked them to support Him in prayer. These were already pointed out in 

Scripture as the inner three, but I guess their mom wanted to secure them as 

the inner two. We don’t know all the motivation for this. We do know that 

Jesus was being asked to promise high positions for these brothers. So Jesus 

asked them if they can drink that cup. What cup? The one Jesus was asking 

the Father to relieve Him from drinking in the garden of Gethsemane. Jesus 
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was facing bearing the sin of the whole world. But humanly, he was facing 

being tortured to death by his own people, and his disciples mostly running 

away. So likely Jesus was asking James and John if they were willing to be 

tortured to death for their faith. What would you say to that question this 

morning? Would you be willing to be tortured to death for your faith? Or 

would you renounce it instead? I’ve told you the Soviet story a couple of 

times where the KGB agent comes into the secret worship service and gives 

everyone a chance to not be executed for their faith. That story is lived out in 

many cultures in many ways today throughout the world, where Christianity 

is not a welcome religion or spirituality. What would you say this morning 

to this difficult question? Would you die for your faith? It is an extremely 

difficult question. 

 

James and John seem to quickly answer this difficult question in the 

affirmative. And Jesus agrees with them, that they will indeed drink the cup 

He is about to drink. And we know through history that both James and John 

suffered and died for their faith as central church leaders, following Jesus’ 

earthly ministry. So Jesus is able to agree with their willingness to drink the 

cup. 

 

But the preferred seating is the Father’s business, and Jesus does not get into 

what will happen in the life to come, in regard to these two disciples taking a 

place higher than the rest. Jesus probably knew that this request would not 

be building up his small group, but bring stress and division, even as 

Matthew records that the others were “indignant.” You can hear the 

murmurs, “Who do you think you are?” Jesus takes a moment to teach on 

Church leadership. 

 

Let me put 20:25 in my own words: You know how many leaders in 

governments, Gentile and otherwise, like to take advantage of the power of 

those positions, exercising their authority over many, thinking about how 

important they are, dressing accordingly. You can think about the military 

that way. You can think about the government and opposition that way in 

both the federal and provincial levels. You know how people can abuse their 

power. That’s not what I’m calling you to be as a Church leader. It’s actually 

the opposite. 

 

In the upside down Kingdom of God, those who want to lead, need to learn 

how to serve. Serving is greatness, generosity is greatness; not forcing 

someone else to do something. You want to be first… serve someone else as 
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if you were their slave…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. (20:28) It’s not the 

limelight, or the power, or being seen as a highly honoured leader, it’s your 

serving heart that counts most to God. Remember Philippians 2: 6ff: 

 

…Jesus, who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God 

something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of 

a servant (a slave=doulos), being made in human likeness. And being found 

in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to 

death—even death on a cross! (NIV) 

 

Jesus is your leadership example. It is not that you will be tortured to death, 

but you must remember it is a serving position, rather than being served. If 

anyone deserved to be served, it was Jesus, King of Kings, Lord of Lords. 

But he gave that up, and served us instead. Please take a moment to see the 

beauty of that. Service and generosity change lives. 

 

Now I need to get to 1 Peter 5: 1ff., and listen with you to what Peter said to 

the elders from his letter. If you have in mind what Peter said and who Peter 

was, it is important to take a few notes on Church leadership from Peter’s 

hand. First of all notice that Peter talks to us who are Church elders as a 

“fellow elder.” Remember who Peter is. He was: the main speaker in Acts 2; 

one of the inner three of Jesus disciples, and an apostle. In later history, he 

was the first bishop of Rome. For our Roman Catholic friends, he was the 

first pope. But he doesn’t talk like a pope, or even an exalted leader. He talks 

to you who are church elders today and to me, as “fellow elders.” We are in 

this together. We testify to Jesus’ sufferings on our behalf and also know 

that we will share in the glory to be revealed, the new life in heaven, 

extending from this life with Jesus now. Peter wants to get the tone just 

right. He tells us we are serving together, and Jesus is the model. 

 

Peter reminds us that we elders are together the overseers, the shepherds, the 

pastoral care givers who want to see God’s flock flourish. We are not forced 

into this work, but voluntarily take it up. We want to serve and not be lords 

or masters. We are here to help the followers of the Good Shepherd, the 

Lord and Saviour we all follow. It’s not about gain, financial or reputational, 

it’s about loving and serving. If that’s your heart for Jesus’ Church, then that 

is a good sign for your qualifying as an elder here. We are under-shepherds 

to Jesus the Good Shepherd. We are the helpers of the servants of God. 

Because all believers are all called to serve. Those leading may get special 
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rewards in heaven (“the crown of glory” v. 4), but we don’t serve for that 

reason. We serve because a serving heart is Jesus’ heart. We help others 

know Jesus, as we have been helped to know Jesus. 

 

Younger and older serve together. Respect is due to those with more life 

experience. But everyone should humble themselves before one another. 

Younger thoughts and ideas should be valued. Remember God is giving 

grace to the humble, but letting the proud, who think they know better than 

God to be wrecked until they acknowledge their need anew for God. 

 

So the leadership position humbles you. You know you are not perfect, and 

possibly not qualified, but you are willing to talk about it, and submit to 

others’ opinions of you. Some of you will be asked to consider becoming 

elders. This may cause some anxiety, and much wondering. Peter says, “Cast 

all our anxiety on Jesus, because he cares for you.” (5:7) That’s for leaders 

and for followers. 

 

There is suffering in leadership, because you care for the body. There is 

spiritual warfare in church leadership, as the devil is like a lion ready to bite 

and eat people, ready to wreck their lives in many ways. But we do not fear 

him, but trust Jesus, remembering it will all turn out well, as Jesus goes 

ahead of us in so many ways. Church leaders must remember this. 

 

And the God of all grace, who called you to his eternal glory in Christ, after 

you have suffered a little while, will himself restore you and make you 

strong, firm and steadfast. To him be the power for ever and ever. Amen. 

(1 Peter 5: 10-11) 

 

This benediction from Peter’s hand is for all believers, but especially for 

church leaders. Let us trust Jesus together anew. Let us open our hearts anew 

to become leaders, to recommend leaders and to pray for leaders. 

 

Let us pray. 
 


