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Matthew 20:20-28 
 

This passage was chosen for our sermon this morning because this is a leadership passage, and today is 
the Sunday when we install elders and deacons. So, it seemed good to hear what Jesus has to say about 
leadership on a Sunday like this. And in this passage Jesus wants us to think about the motivation of a leader in 
the church. Read Matthew 20:20-28 

So, a couple of Bible quiz questions to get us oriented to this story. First an easy one: who are the sons 
of Zebedee? James and John. Two of the three disciples who formed Jesus’ inner circle. Question 2 is a little 
harder: What was the nickname of the sons of Zebedee? They were called the sons of Thunder. That’s a great 
nickname. It sounds like the name of a biker gang. The Sons of Thunder! We aren’t completely sure why they 
are called the sons of thunder, but most scholars speculate that it had to do with their character. They were 
called sons of thunder because they had forceful personalities. They were bold and assertive. 

I’m guessing they got it from their Mom. I don’t know whose idea it was to approach Jesus with this 
request. James, John and Mom were all there, but Mom does all the talking, which makes me wonder if it was 
her idea. Mother Zebedee is the original Tiger Mom. She’s the original helicopter parent. Mother Zebedee has 
big ambitions for her boys. She comes to Jesus, gets down on her knees and makes her plea.  ‘Jesus make my 
boys cabinet members. They’re good boys. Seat them on your right and your left in the kingdom.’ Make one of 
them your vice president and the other one your secretary of state. 

Jesus rebukes her and her boys. “You have no idea what you’re asking,” he says. And of course they 
don’t. Jesus knows, and we the reader know that asking to be on Jesus’ left and Jesus’ right when he comes 
into his kingdom is effectively asking to be crucified with Jesus, one on the right and one on the left. 

The other disciples hear about the ambitions of the Sons of Thunder, and they are outraged. But they 
are not outraged because they think the request is inappropriate; they are outraged because they want to be 
the head guys. They want the place of honor. Jesus has to step in. “Guys, knock it off. Your ambition is 
inappropriate. This is not how leadership works in my kingdom!” ‘That’s not what it’s about. Your ambition is 
leading you all in the wrong direction.’ All 12 of these men wanted to be king of the castle and Jesus had to set 
them straight. 

I chose this passage because I thought that it would be a good word for the leaders here. I thought it 
would help us all get perspective on our place in the Kingdom. But as I thought about things this week, I 
realized that the situations aren’t completely parallel. The mindset of James and John and the mindset of the 
12 people becoming elders and deacons are not completely aligned. 

How so? Well, James and John were eager for leadership in the Kingdom. They were clamoring for high 
positions. But is that how people feel about being on council today? Not so much. Every year many members 
of our congregation are nominated for office. Do you know how many names appeared in nomination across 
the 4 categories of council members? 200 of them. Your ballot was considerably smaller than that. Only 30 
accepted their nominations. So, 85% of the nominations were declined for various reasons. All this to say 
people are not elbowing each other out of the way to get into the council room. I promise you that the people 
who were installed today did not campaign for their positions. There were no yard signs, no town halls, no 
stump speeches. And you will be happy to know that on one’s Mother came to the executive committee and 
said, “My daughter is the person for the job, please make her clerk. Please make her vice president of 
council!”   

All of our new council members have agreed to serve. They are willing. I’m sure there’s some 
excitement and some nervousness as they begin their task, but they had no ambition for these positions. So 
that’s definitely different than the Sons of Thunder. 



 

So, is that good? Does this lack of ambition mean we’ve heard the word of the Lord on this score? Is 
our low ambition a sign of obedience and faithfulness? That’s hard to say. Ambition is a tricky thing. It’s hard 
to tell if it’s good or bad. I remember being in a group setting once where one of my seminary professors 
asked, “Is ambition an appropriate thing for a minister or not.” I raised my hand and said, “No! Ambition is 
entirely inappropriate for a person in ministry!” I remember believing what I said, but I remember thinking 
later that as I said it, I had some ambition to win the good opinion of my professors. You could say, I denied 
ambition ambitiously.  

I will say: I was at least partly right in the answer I gave, even if the spirit was wrong. Ambition is often 
bad and there are many Bible passages which say so. In our passage, the ambition that the sons of Zebedee 
showed in this passage was bad. In another place, Jesus criticizes the ambition of the scribes and Pharisees. 
They love to be noticed! They love to be greeted in the street. They love the high places at banquets. When 
the people of Babel built a tower with an ambition to make a name for themselves, God confronted their 
ambition. At still another time, Jesus was at a banquet and he saw everyone competing for the seats of honor. 
You remember how he reacted to that ambition. He spoke out against it. In the New Testament letters, I 
counted at least 5 different warnings against ambition: “Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit!” 
Philippians 2:3. There is lots of Biblical material warning us against ambition. 

But on the other hand, doesn’t ambition have a positive function too? Don’t we need some ambition in 
this world? Without ambition would anything ever get done? Without ambition would students ever finish 
school? Without ambition would medical researchers ever find new cures for diseases? Without ambition 
would a person like Martin Luther King ever have worked as hard as he did to bring change to the world? 
Without ambition would any new business ever get started? Would a preacher ever finish writing a sermon?   
As Neal Plantinga points out in an essay he wrote on the subject years ago, “Say what you want about 
ambition, but do any of us want our daughters to marry someone who lacks it?” ‘Hey everyone! Let me 
introduce you to my new son-in-law Joe. He’s a wonderful Christian. He’s totally lacking in ambition.’ 

And isn’t there ambition in the Bible? Paul setting out on all those missionary journeys enduring 
beatings and prisons and shipwrecks all so that others could hear about Jesus, isn’t that ambitious? When 
David said he was willing to face Goliath, wasn’t he showing ambition? And how about Jesus? In his own 
selfless way, wasn’t he deeply ambitious. When he came to this world to save it, when he set his face toward 
Jerusalem and went to that city knowing that he would die, wasn’t that a kind of ambition to do the will of his 
Father in Heaven? Jesus was ambitious and his ambition saved us. When you really dig into it, you realize that 
the Bible’s message on ambition is complicated. Like so many of the moral issues in Scripture, the way of Jesus 
is suspended between two poles, two extremes.  

What do we say about this? Let us notice that in this passage Jesus does not say that the problem with 
the sons of Zebedee is their ambition. The problem with the sons of Zebedee is not their ambition, it is the 
direction of their ambition. The problem with the sons of Zebedee is not their desire for greatness, the 
problem is how they define greatness.   

In fact, Jesus leaves room and comes close to encouraging ambition, encouraging a desire for greatness 
of a certain kind. “Whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant. Whoever wants to be 
first must be your slave.” Be ambitious, sure, says Jesus. But be ambitious for servanthood. Be ambitious in 
sacrifice. Set your heart and soul on building the Kingdom and bringing peace, justice and righteousness in the 
earth. If that is your ambition - don’t hold back. Let your ambition lead you to great service. Selfish ambition, 
ambition directed at yourself and your success is pretty consistently frowned upon in the Bible. Kingdom 
ambition, ambition for God and neighbor, that’s good stuff. 

Think of ambition as a fire. It is a powerful God-given fire that burns in the bellies of human beings. 
When that fire is burning for the right things, we are a force for good. When that fire is burning for the wrong 
things, we are dangerous.   

You can see how this works most clearly in the life of someone like Chuck Colson. Colson was always an 
ambitious man. The fire of his ambition always burned very hot. He was a man of vision and action. Early in his 



 

life Colson used his ambition for evil. By his own account, he was in the middle of the corrupt Nixon 
administration and its ambition for power. He led smear campaigns. He ordered wire taps. He obstructed 
justice. Finally, the Watergate scandal brought Nixon down and landed Colson in prison.   

In prison Colson was converted and so were his ambitions. He came out a new man eager to serve.   
He started Prison Fellowship a ministry that tries to give hope and a future, a ministry that tries to serve 
prisoners. His ambition for this ministry was strong enough that, at its height, Prison Fellowship was active in 
60 countries employing 50,000 volunteers. That’s ambition rightly directed. Chuck Colson became a great 
figure in the church world. He didn’t start out trying to become great, he just wanted to help prisoners. But his 
service has been so faithful and effective that people couldn’t help but give him their respect. So, the Zebedee 
boys, the Sons of Thunder had an excess of wrongly directed kingdom ambition and Jesus had to set them 
straight. Is that our problem? Do we have an excess of wrongly directed kingdom ambition? I wonder if most 
of us here aren’t struggling with a different ambition problem. I wonder if the problem for most of us isn’t that 
the fire is burning for the wrong things, I wonder if the problem isn’t that the fire is burning a little low. I 
wonder if for many of us the problem is that we have no strong passion, no sense of eagerness or urgency 
when it comes to life, no great urgency when it comes to Christ and his church.  

C.S. Lewis has famously observed that perhaps when God looks at the church he “finds our desires not 
too strong, but too weak.” Maybe we’re just not that excited anymore about the work of the church and the 
work of the Kingdom. We’re Ok with Jesus and his stuff, but we’re way more interested in our work, or the 
sports team we play on, or our renovation project, or our next vacation. Is the problem of the modern western 
church suffering from an excess of zeal for Kingdom service? Or are the fires a little low? 

If the fire is a little low, Jesus is here to stoke our fire. Jesus is here to fill us with the fire of the holy 
ambition. Because there is a lot happening here – lots of reasons for us to get fired up. There is so much going 
on in this congregation. We have been blessed. Every week we get to come to this beautiful place and 
worship. Every week we get to sing great hymns and have our hearts refreshed by the good news of the 
gospel. Worship is the part you all see, but the Spirit is doing so much more than that. We have been placed in 
a neighborhood full of both need and opportunity. Right now our connection to the neighborhood and your 
engagement with the neighborhood is as strong and deep as it has ever been. We have all kinds of ministries 
of care going on. Ministries to the sick, regular visits to shut-ins, care for the grieving. Every week some of you 
are making meals to bless someone in our church family who’s in a pinch. Every week hundreds of cards are 
sent out to offer sympathy encouragement, thanks. Every week thousands of prayers are lifted to heaven – 
sometimes coming from prayer teams and most often just coming from ordinary people who care. Every week 
children are told Bible stories, offered advice, pointed towards Jesus. Every week church friends gather to 
spend time with each other – making bread in the MPR, arranging flowers, having dinner together, grabbing 
coffee. There are so many exciting things going on! 

We sent out the gift survey last month. It listed all the volunteer opportunities at LaGrave, all the 
places where you might exercise some holy ambition. There were over 100 opportunities listed, more than 
100 places for you to get involved. Somewhere in that list is an opportunity that fits your gifts, a place where, 
if you got involved, the Spirit would stoke the fire of your holy ambition. 

We had our last council meeting a couple of weeks ago. The retiring council members went around the 
room and reflected on their three years of service. One of the retiring members got emotional when he 
reflected on his service, ‘It wasn’t always easy he said, but it was great! I wish I could serve for another year!’ 
What happened there? The Holy Spirit lit the fire of holy ambition in his heart. And it was good.  

Of course not everyone feels that way getting off council – individual results may vary. Maybe council 
is not your thing. But somewhere in those 100 volunteer opportunities, I think there is something that could 
set your heart ablaze. The fire is burning people. The Spirit is moving. Open your hearts. Open your hands, and 
let yourself be filled with Holy Ambition.            ©Rev. Peter Jonker 
 
 


