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The Cross Shaped Life (Matthew 20:17-34) 
 
There are three phrases/sayings that sort of sum up our Western/American perspective of success/prominence  

• Survival of the fittest 
• Climb the corporate ladder 
• It’s not what you know but who you know 

 
I.e. If you want to succeed and have power/authority/influence… 

• = Be stronger than the competition; climb higher at all costs; it helps to have connections 
 
It wasn’t that different in first century Israel (all very human) (arguments about greatness; Cf. Mat 18:1) 

• (though a much more communal/familial society than our western individualistic perspective) 
• That only served to bolster James and John’s (Zebedee’s sons) ambitions here 
• Their mother was named Salome (see Mt 27:56; Mk 15:40), she was Mary’s sister (see Jn 19:25) 

o = Jesus’ earthly aunt and cousins (= who you know) 
o James and John were pretty aggressive dudes (Luke 9:54-56) (= fittest) 
o So, we are not surprised to see them doing this (we might do the same) (= climb the ladder)  
o See verse 21 

 
The tension that sits behind the text is that they did not understand The Way of Jesus (what it meant for them) 

• Frame = verses 17-19 
• “So, what about that promotion?” 

o We can’t be to hard on them… we know they were not getting the Cross thing yet (full picture) 
o But we do… and we often operate the same way—in the shadow of the Cross 

! Slow to forgive; demand justice; judge harshly; push others down; grab for power 
! But Jesus was the fittest, who climbed was nailed to the Cross, that we might know God 

 
The entire hope and basis for us to be able to know God is the Cross 

• So then, everything that follows is meant to be cut to that pattern (cruciform or shaped like the cross)  
• I.e. Since Jesus (fittest, highest, most connected) became weak and lowly and forsook exaltation for us.. 
• We out to approach life together differently (Philippians 2:3-8, NIV) 
• We are now part of a different kingdom that functions with a different set of values (cruciform)  

 
See verses 22-28 

• Sovereignty (23b) (not merely about fittest) 
• Suffering (23a) (not about climbing a ladder) 
• Service  (26) (not about leveraging connections) 
• = The shape of Christian relationships, church life, service and servant leadership  
• We live this way because of verse 28 (forms and informs and reforms us)  

 
But, what about in the real world? 
 
Jesus acknowledges the way it works in the world (verse 25b) 

• But, we have this existential tension in that we are children of His kingdom, and we live in this world 
o We are meant to live cruciformly in this world (existential tension) 

! We still live out of His sovereignty and we live out servant-hood 
• We have a higher king who directs our lives 
• Places he puts us are not meant to form our identities, but rather our opportunities  

! 1 Peter 2:9-12, 15-16, NLT 
• If your employer knew you were a Christian and asked, “How will your work be 

different because of your faith?” How would you respond? 
! Matthew 5:16, NASB 

 
There is always the temptation go the way of the world around us—but Jesus is always showing us a better way  
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Verses 29-34 
• Two things we can glean from that (1) toward others, (2) toward self 

(1) Jesus stopped for and had compassion on the ones the world wanted to ignore 
(2) Jesus granted the blind men’s request and not James and John’s because they appealed to His 
kingship rather than insisting upon their own 

 
• God is opposed to the proud, but gives grace to the humble. –James 4:8 & 1 Peter 5:5 

o Cf. Psalm 138:6, NLT 
• Jesus came for our healing, not our promotion (we fail to see need for healing and think we deserve prom.) 

o Cf. Isaiah 53:5-6, NASB 
• The blind men saw more than the strong men (knew their need rather than assuming their worthiness) 

o Cf. Deuteronomy 15:15a,b, NASB 
 

It was strange for James and John to act the way they did in the shadow of the Cross 
• Otherwise, it was perfectly normal 
• We can go on being normal, until we realize verse 28 

o Then we have to in humility realize: 
! We were bought with a price 
! We are subject to The King 
! We serve because we have been so wonderfully served  

 
It may cost us to live that way in this world 

• So, Jesus asks the question: verse 22b 
• James became the first martyr of the church (Acts 12:2) and John, though he lived the longest, experienced 

persecution and exile (Rev 1:9) 
 
 
 


