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17 Now Jesus was going up to Jerusalem.  On the way, he took the Twelve aside and said 

to them, 18 “We are going up to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man will be delivered over to the 

chief priests and the teachers of the law.  They will condemn him to death 19 and will hand 

him over to the Gentiles to be mocked and flogged and crucified.  On the third day he will 

be raised to life!”  
20 Then the mother of Zebedee’s sons came to Jesus with her sons and, kneeling down, 

asked a favor of him.  
21 “What is it you want?” he asked.  

She said, “Grant that one of these two sons of mine may sit at your right and the other at 

your left in your kingdom.”  
22 “You don’t know what you are asking,” Jesus said to them.  “Can you drink the cup I 

am going to drink?”  

“We can,” they answered.  
23 Jesus said to them, “You will indeed drink from my cup, but 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.”  
24 When the ten heard about this, they were indignant with the two brothers.  25 Jesus 

called them together and said, “You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, 

and their high officials exercise authority over them.  26 Not so with you.  Instead, whoever 

wants to become great among you must be your servant, 27 and whoever wants to be first 

must be your slave—28 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.” 

 

In your worship folders this morning, there is an insert that gives you a look at the 

mailing we sent out to the surrounding neighborhoods this past week. There’s a stack of the 

actual fliers on the information table in the entry way; feel free to grab some to hand out to your 

friends this week.  The theme of our mailing campaign is Easter Foretold.  Each one of our 

mailings shows an Old Testament prophecy where God foretold a part of what was going to take 

place on Easter and in the days leading up to it, and then they show how those prophecies were 

fulfilled by the events recorded for us in the New Testament.  I would encourage all of you to say 

a prayer that God would bless our mailing campaign by using the message of His Word to touch 

the hearts of the people in our community and letting them know that we are a church that can 

continue to serve them with that gospel message. 

The Old Testament isn’t the only place where you will find prophecies in which God 

predicts the events of Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection; there are a number of them in the 

Gospel accounts as well.  We heard one just a few minutes ago, in our Gospel lesson.  Jesus 

foretold to the disciples in no uncertain terms that when they reached Jerusalem He would be 

handed over to the Jewish leaders, who would condemn Him to death and deliver Him to the 

Romans to be mocked and beaten and crucified; after which, on the third day, He would be 

raised to life. 
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But as plainly and clearly as Jesus laid it out for them, just as every time He had told 

them before, it went right over their heads.  I’m not sure why that message was so hard for the 

Twelve to understand, but I’m thankful that it was.  I’m thankful because each time Jesus 

predicted His death and resurrection only to be met by another foolish response from the 

disciples which proved they hadn’t been listening, it provided yet another opportunity for Him to 

teach them a valuable lesson.  And those lessons are just as valuable for us today as they were for 

the Twelve. 

In Matthew 20, the foolish response comes from James and John who are accompanied 

by their mother.  They want to know if they can have the seats of honor at Jesus’ side in His 

kingdom.  Now it isn’t that crazy of a question, is it?  We may not be bold enough to ask for the 

seats of highest honor, but how many of us regularly pray that Jesus would grant us the honor of 

sitting with Him one day in His kingdom.  Every night since I was little, I say a prayer before 

going to sleep: “Now I lay me down to sleep, I pray you, Lord, my soul to keep.  If I should die 

before I wake, I pray you, Lord, my soul to take.”  I want Jesus to take me to be with Him in 

heaven as, I believe, you also do. 

But before He answered the request from James and John and before He answers our 

prayers to be taken to heaven, Jesus has a question for us: Can you drink the cup I am going to 

drink?  And before we jump in with an answer like the disciples did, let’s take a moment to 

think about just what that question means. 

Jesus had just explained to the disciples what the “cup” was that He was going to be 

drinking.  It was the cup of God’s wrath, the full anger of God for every sin ever committed 

against Him.  Jesus had just predicted that He was going to drink that cup when they arrived in 

Jerusalem where He would be handed over to be crucified.  By enduring God’s wrath on the 

cross and sacrificing His sinless life, Jesus would satisfy the debt our sins have incurred.  He 

would give His life as the ransom that would free us from our slavery to sin and to death.   

When Jesus asks, Can you drink the cup I am going to drink? He’s asking whether 

you can pay the ransom price that will save you from your sins.  Is there anything within your 

power that can make you perfect and holy again?  Is there anything you can do that will wash 

away your multitude of sins?  The answer He wants to hear from us is “No, that is a price I 

cannot pay.  That is a cup I cannot drink.”   

Satan will try to tempt us to say, “Yes!  I can drink it.  I can make up for the bad I’ve 

done with good.  But the Bible does not tell us that the penalty for sin is to make up for it with an 

equal amount of good, it tells us that the penalty for sin is death.  If we were to drink from the 

cup of God’s wrath, we would not be able to endure it.  And that is why Jesus came into this 

world and became a human being like us in every way: to live the perfect life which we have 

failed to live and then to offer it in death as a sacrifice to satisfy God’s wrath over our sins.  Our 

verse of the day summarized that message for us like this: God so loved the world that He gave 

His one and only Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish but have eternal life.  

Jesus drank the cup that we couldn’t drink so that through faith in Him we can look forward to 

sitting by His side one day in heaven. 

That brings up an interesting question then, doesn’t it?  If Jesus knew that there was no 

way John or James could drink the cup of suffering that He was about to drink which would set 
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them free from their sins, then why—when they foolishly said they could drink it—did He 

respond by saying, You will indeed drink from it?   

With that response, Jesus was able to teach a second lesson to the disciples.  While it was 

impossible for them to satisfy God’s wrath for their own sins, if they truly believed that Jesus 

had paid that ransom on the cross and if they lived out their faith by sharing the message of that 

forgiveness with others, they would be met with suffering of their own.  It’s the same message 

He had shared with them the first time He predicted His death and resurrection when He said, If 

anyone would be My disciple, he must deny himself, take up his cross, and follow Me (Mt. 

16:24).   

The suffering and rejection of God’s wrath which Jesus subjected Himself to on the cross 

is a cup of suffering we could not endure, and He promises us we will not ever have to because 

He drank it for us.  The suffering and rejection that Jesus endured at the hands of the Romans, 

from His own country men, and even among His family and friends because of who He was and 

because of the mission He had come to carry out is one that He promises we will share in.   

If they had understood that that was what Jesus was telling them, it would have been a 

wake-up call for James and John.  They were blinded by the thought that following Jesus was 

going to lead them to glory and honor without any kind of suffering.  They may well have 

thought that they were going to see that realized in just a few days when they arrived in 

Jerusalem.  But Jesus’ lesson for them was that they would share in His glory only after they had 

shared in His suffering. 

James and John may have failed to see what exactly Jesus was heading to Jerusalem to 

accomplish, and they may have been in the dark as to what life as Jesus’ disciples was going to 

be like after His crucifixion, resurrection, and ascension but they at least recognized that if they 

were going to have glory and honor it was going to come from Jesus. 

I used to shake my head at how thick the disciples were, that after three years of listening 

to Jesus they still didn’t understand what He had been teaching them.  But after a lifetime of 

listening to Jesus and studying His Word, can we say that we’re doing much better?  Just like the 

disciples, that “me first” attitude of our sinful nature still rears its ugly head every single day. 

Just like the disciples we want success and glory without ever having to suffer.  And we 

don’t even turn to God to find it.  We try to get it on our own.  We spend so much of our limited 

time here on earth trying to build up our reputations and our 401ks, or trying to improve our 

looks or our status and for what?  To feel good about ourselves!  To make ourselves more 

impressive and likeable in the eyes of others! 

But that kind of earthly success is fleeting; it’s transient; you can’t take it with you!  

What Jesus offers us is a cup of spiritual success: glory and honor that will last forever.  He 

offers us the same cup He offered to that Samaritan woman at the well, living water which wells 

up to eternal life!  Drinking that water means trusting that Jesus paid the ransom we could not, 

and putting that faith into action as we live out our lives in service to God and to the people He 

places around us. 

And that life of service is going to translate into suffering in your life.  Your reputation 

will suffer as you tell people the message of God’s law that they do not want to hear and offer 

the message of a gospel that sounds complete foolishness to them.  That 401k might suffer as 

you take time away from your career or schedule time into a busy work week to study God’s 
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Word and to serve His kingdom by sharing it with others.  A life as a disciple of Christ will end 

in greatness and in glory but it will be filled with sacrifice and suffering and crosses of your own.  

You will be attacked by Satan at every turn as you walk the walk of faith but Jesus, who suffered 

the wrath of God for you and has already been raised to glory, promises to be with you all the 

way until, at last, He calls you to be with Him.  So when He asks, Can you drink from My 

cup? we can answer, “Yes, Lord, with your help I can.”   

If you continue reading in Matthew 20, you’ll find that as Jesus and His disciples 

continued toward Jerusalem they came upon two blind men sitting by the roadside.  As Jesus 

came up to them they cried out Lord, Son of David, have mercy on us! (Mt 20:30).  The crowd 

told them to be quiet, to stop their cries for help, But they shouted all the louder, “Lord, Son 

of David, have mercy on us! (Mt 20:31).  So Jesus turned to them and asked the same question 

he had asked James and John and their mother, What is it that you want?  ‘Lord,’ they 

answered, ‘open our eyes, we want our sight.’  Jesus had compassion on them and touched 

their eyes.  Immediately they received their sight and followed Him (Mt. 20:33-34). 

As James and John grew in their faith their eyes were opened too.  After Jesus had risen 

from death they remembered what He had told them that day and it finally made sense to them.  

They embraced the life of service Jesus had won for them and gladly shared in His suffering.  

James was the first of the Twelve to give his life for Jesus and John lived out his years in exile, 

but they persevered because they knew that the cup they were privileged to drink was the cup of 

Christ.  He had opened their eyes to see that He would hold their hands through all the suffering 

and pain and lead them through it to the eternal life He had won for them by enduring God’s 

wrath in their place.  As we live lives of Christian service, may our prayers be like those of the 

blind men, and may our faith be like that of His faithful disciples.  Open our eyes, precious Lord, 

give us sight to see what You have done for us and the confidence to serve you boldly.  And in 

the face of worldly suffering, take my hand, precious Lord, and lead me home.  Amen. 

 

 


