4th Sunday in Lent, 3/2/08

Matthew 20:17-28

Clearly Understand Life in God’s Kingdom!

 I. It’s based on Jesus serving us.

II. It’s living in service to others


Recall the scene from the classic movie Wizard of Oz in which Dorothy finds herself in the middle of an apple orchard in the land of Oz. It’s one of the most comical scenes in the movie. Everything is fine as she picks up windfall apples from the ground. But she gets into trouble when she starts picking apples off of a tree. The tree complains and even strikes back at Dorothy and then begins to scold her like some old curmudgeon who has just witnessed you cutting across his prized front yard. Dorothy quickly learns the lesson that life in Oz is far different from life in Kansas where trees don’t talk.

Some people are under the impression that the transition from life in Satan’s kingdom to life in God’s kingdom is easy and smooth. All it takes is a few minor adjustments. In fact, if you try hard enough, you can even put a veneer of Christianity over the top of outright pagan activity and thinking and get away with it. Well, maybe before people, but not before God.

Even Jesus’ disciples fell into that way of thinking and our text this morning from Matthew 20 illustrates how. Life in the Spirit, or, in other words, life in God’s kingdom, is far different than life in this world. It requires a complete change in the way of thinking and living. Are you ready for that? Do you understand what that is?

Maybe not. The truth is that we could all use a little help and a refresher course on it if we learned it once upon a time. Jesus wants us to understand life in God’s kingdom and thus he shares this portion of his word with us this morning.

Clearly understand life in God’s kingdom. May the Holy Spirit supply us with that understanding through the words of Jesus this morning.

I.

Cindy is the mother of three young children. Since her childhood Cindy’s Uncle Charlie has always been near and dear to her and since Charlie’s health is poor, Cindy makes plans to visit him. She knows how much Uncle Charlie loves her children, so she plans to bring them with her. But her children don’t particularly care to visit Uncle Charlie. His house smells. He grows hair in funny places. He doesn’t have cable on his TV and there isn’t a toy in his house to play with. Every week for a month Cindy tells her children that they are going to visit Uncle Charlie with her, but her children don’t want to make this less-than enjoyable visit.

For months Jesus had been sharing the news with his disciples that they were going to visit Jerusalem where he would be crucified. 

He shares that information with them for what we know is the third time when he says, “We are going up to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man will be betrayed to the chief priests and the teachers of the law. They will condemn him to death and will turn him over to the Gentiles to be mocked and flogged and crucified. On the third day he will be raised to life!” 

The Bible doesn’t explicitly say it here, but we know from other portions of the Bible that this is not the trip the disciples wanted Jesus to take. They didn’t want to go to Jerusalem for Jesus to suffer and die. That’s because they didn’t get it. They still don’t understand that this is the reason Jesus came to this earth—to suffer and die.

And they don’t want him to do it. They don’t want a suffering and dying Jesus; they want a glorious, victorious Jesus. They want a Jesus who blows his way into Jerusalem and makes all his enemies shudder at his almighty power. They want him to crush any and all who oppose him. They want Jesus to establish a grand and glorious earthly kingdom. They don’t understand.

And they completely miss his final statement, “On the third day he will be raised to life.” If they had understood his purpose for coming to this earth—to save all people from sin by suffering and dying—then they would also have understood his resurrection from the dead as he plainly promised them. Jesus did not come to make the Jewish nation #1 in the world under his glorious leadership. He came to suffer, die and rise again.

And that’s how Jesus fulfills his work. He comes into this world not to force sinners to serve him, but to serve sinners by suffering, dying and rising again. And he’s not only willing to do that work, he is determined to complete it. He will let nothing get in the way of him fulfilling every detail of his Father’s plan of salvation. And he does it all not for his own personal glory, but for every sinner in the world. For you and me.

Clearly understand life in God’s kingdom. It’s based on Jesus serving us.

You know what happens when law enforcement officers forget that they are sworn to serve the public. Bad things happen. Brutal things. We’ve seen enough video evidence. But that’s what happens when they take matters into their own hands and ignore the rules or the laws.

You have a public Servant that never forgot the rules, never took matters into his own hands, never disregarded even for a second that he had come to serve all sinners. Jesus said about himself at the end of our text, “The Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve.” And that’s just the Savior we need. We need that Savior daily because not a day goes by in which don’t forget why we’re here. Every word of sinful impatience, every lustful thought, every inconsiderate act on our part is a reversal of why we’re here. We live here to serve Jesus who served us with his life. He served us with his death. He assures us with his resurrection. That’s why he came to this earth. Clearly understand life in God’s kingdom!

II.

If you work in the service industry, you’re sure to get all sorts of odd requests. Here’s one from the cruise ship industry. On a cruise ship belonging to Regent Seven Seas, one passenger asked the concierge to have the ship turned around. When asked why, the passenger replied, “The view from my window is not very good.”

Jesus, the greatest Servant of all, received an odd request in the event described for us in our text. The mother of Zebedee’s sons said, “Grant that one of these two sons of mine may sit at your right and the other at your left in your kingdom.” This woman’s name is Salome. Her sons are James and John. Salome was a devout follower of Jesus. She was at the foot of his cross and she was also among those women who went to his tomb on Easter to properly bury his body. She had the kind of love and devotion for Jesus that you admire.

But Jesus doesn’t admire her request, a request that appears to come from her sons. That’s apparent because, after she makes the request, Jesus immediately addresses James and John, not Salome. Salome makes the request, and I’m sure it’s what she wanted for her sons, but her sons are the real source of it.

The request sounds reasonable at first. If Jesus is going to establish his kingdom and he has promised that his disciples will rule with him in that kingdom, then why not put in an advanced request for one of the positions?

But it’s an odd request—odd because it reveals a misunderstanding of life in God’s kingdom. Again, the disciples were under the impression that life in this kingdom was one of endless glory here on earth in which they would want for nothing, in which their enemies would serve them, in which the skies are not cloudy all day.

Jesus set them straight. He asks them about drinking from the cup he will drink. He’s talking about suffering. He’s not saying they will serve as saviors with him by suffering with him. He’s telling them that, if they want to be part of his kingdom, then they must be ready to suffer for it. It’s not all glorious.

What’s more, he tells them, “To sit at my right or left is not for me to grant. These places belong to those for whom they have been prepared by my Father.” It almost sounds like Jesus is saying he is not equal to his Father. That’s not what he’s saying. He’s telling them that right now, while he is still in his state of humiliation in which he is under his Father’s will and command, he cannot grant these positions. Right now, that’s up to his Father.

But the real issue here is how they view life in God’s kingdom. His disciples are viewing it in terms of an earthly kingdom in which rulers exercise authority over their subjects and struggle for power over other rulers all in an effort to get all to serve one. Jesus said, “Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be your slave.”  Life in God’s kingdom is not about getting other people to serve you; it’s about serving them.

Clearly understand life in God’s kingdom. It’s living in service to others.

So, if you’re in God’s kingdom—and I surely hope that you know you are by faith in Jesus as your Savior—then how is your service-life? If life in his kingdom is about serving others, is that an apt description of your life? Not as often as it should? Maybe not? Probably not? Haven’t thought about it lately? Have you ever sat somewhere—even here in church—and noticed someone doing something you don’t particularly care for and said to yourself, “Man, they annoy me!” Why don’t they get with the program?” Well, the program is this—serving others. Instead of viewing people as problems, view them as Jesus did—people to be served. We all have problems. Every one of us has a problem with sin. Jesus dealt with our sins by suffering and dying. And now he has made us members of his eternal kingdom and empowered us with his love and bestowed each of us with gifts for one reason—to serve others. See what others need and work to fill those needs. Chiefly that involves our need for a Savior and we serve others best by sharing our Savior with them.

So, clearly understand life in God’s kingdom—your life in God’s kingdom. He’s calling you to serve Jesus by serving others. Let’s get together and do that. Amen.

