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GET I N LI N E
Some days we spend a lot of time simply waiting in line. You know the 
drill. The DMV is crowded and you make your way to the desk. “Take a 
number and have a seat,” says the clerk. You know you’re in for a long 
morning when she calls 37 and you hold number 55. There are lines at 
the post office when you need to mail your Christmas package to the 
kids; lines at the grocery store when all you’re buying is a gallon of 
milk; and traffic jams when you’re anxious about getting to the airport.

We have feelings while waiting in line, especially if someone tries to 
cut in. We learned early to see whose turn it was and to say, “That’s not 
fair!” Then someone older and wiser gave us that unwelcome counsel: 
“Life isn’t fair. Get used to it.”

Matthew 20 brings us our Lord’s own wisdom about being last and 
first, about our place in line and our place in the heart of God. He tells 
a story about a payday in the vineyard that made some of the workers 
cry, “Unfair!” He deals with a mother who wanted her boys moved to the 
head of the line while onlookers seethed with resentment. As He does 
so, we see our own self-centeredness with painful clarity. Along the way, 
He shows that God is more than fair for those who will trust Him.

He shows that God is more than fair 
for those who will trust Him.

Matthew
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T H E L A B OR ER S I N T H E V I N EYA R D 
Matthew 20:1–16
Chapter 19 ended with the oft-quoted adage 
about life under God’s reign: “Many who are first 
will be last, and the last first” (v. 30). This chapter 
begins with a parable (unique to Matthew) that 
illustrates that principle and explains why it is 
true. At the end of that parable, the adage will be 
repeated, but reversed: “The last will be first, and 
the first last” (20:16).

Why is it this way in the kingdom of God? Ah, 
because that’s the way a gracious, generous God 
operates! Jesus invites us to watch a fascinating 
scene unfold: “The kingdom of heaven is like 
a master of a house who went out early in the 
morning to hire laborers for his vineyard” (v. 1). 
In the Old Testament, a vineyard is a familiar 
image for Israel itself. God brought His “vine” 
out of Egypt, drove out the nations, and planted 
it (Ps. 80:8). He looked for sweet grapes but was 
disappointed when it yielded bitter “wild grapes” 
instead (Is. 5:2). Isaiah went on to describe 
how God determined to punish His unproductive 
vineyard by breaking down its wall and letting 
it be “trampled” (v. 5), a prophecy powerfully 
fulfilled by the Babylonian conquest of Jerusalem 
in 586 BC, but now that vineyard’s master has 
arrived and given His vineyard a new lease on 
life. Fruit is setting on the vines. All that is needed 
is a sufficient number of workers for the harvest.

The first half of the parable describes the 
landowner’s diligent hiring process. The normal 
workday in Israel was from sunup to sundown, 
6 a.m. to 6 p.m. The master in the story is 
determined not only that there shall be an 
abundant harvest, but that everyone will be 
able to help. He goes out five separate times to 
recruit workers, starting at sunup, then again at 
9 a.m. (“the third hour”), noon (“the sixth hour”), 
and 3 p.m. (“the ninth hour”) and finally 5 p.m., 

just one hour before the workday ended. For the 
first group hired, he promises “a denarius,” the 
customary wage for a day laborer (Matt. 20:2). 
To the next groups he says, “Whatever is right I 
will give you” (v. 4). There is no discussion of pay 
with the last group, hired only one hour before 
sundown. They are simply told, “You go into the 
vineyard too” (v. 7).

The second half narrates the surprising end of 
that workday. According to Jewish law (Deut. 
24:14–15; Lev. 19:13), workers were to be paid at 
the end of each day so that poor men would not 
be burdened by having to wait for their money. It 
soon becomes obvious that this landowner is not 
calculating what will be best for his business! His 
eye is not on his “bottom line” but on the welfare 
of the men he brought to work.

We are the workers! All of us who have heard 
the master’s invitation into the vineyard are 
here invited to consider His summons and what 
we’ve been promised if we come. Who are the 
latecomers, those “five o’clock fellows” who 
barely get there before sunset and wind up first 
in line? Are they the Gentiles who were called 
after the Jews, as some commentators think? 
Or is Jesus simply describing the different and 
sometimes delayed responses of people to God’s 
call? Think of the thief on the cross, who came, 
we might say, one minute before the closing 
whistle blew! The story calls us to reflect on when 
we responded to the master’s invitation. Some of 
us came early; some came late.

The astonishing moment in this story is the 
moment each worker is paid. That moment can 
be taken as the Day of Judgment, the hour when 
each receives what God chooses to give, but it 
also demonstrates what life in God’s kingdom 
is at any and every moment and how people He 
has called react to one another. In the parable 
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the master instructs his foreman, “Call the 
laborers and pay them their wages, beginning 
with the last, up to the first” (Matt. 20:8). We 
can almost feel ourselves standing in line 
watching. “Each of them received a denarius” 
(v. 9). Then came “those hired first” who 
“thought they would receive more, but each of 
them also received a denarius” (v. 10).

First surprise; then shock. Those hired early 
grumble at the master: “These last worked 
only one hour, and you have made them equal 
to us who have borne the burden of the day” 
(v. 12). It’s NOT FAIR! That was the complaint 
of the prodigal son’s elder brother (Luke 
15:29–30). It’s the sort of complaint you might 
hear muttered under the breath of the charter 
members of a congregation who resent the 
fuss made over the newcomers. “We’ve been 
here for all these years.” The problem, of 
course, arises whenever we start comparing 
ourselves to others. Who was first in line? Who 
worked harder? Accomplished more?

In the kingdom of heaven, says Jesus, 
all such comparison must be forever put 
aside. For the heart of the Gospel is not the 
accomplishments of the workers, but the 
generosity and grace of the master! “In the 
kingdom of God the principles of merit and 
ability may be set aside so that grace can 
prevail” (Simon Kistemaker). God’s way of 
dealing with people is to “give to this last 
worker as I give to you” (Matt. 20:14). It is 
ALL HIS! The vineyard is His. The choice to 
call us was His. The decision to give to all 
alike is also His. “Or do you begrudge my 
generosity?” (v. 15). For those hired first, He 
is fair. For those hired last, He is more than 
fair. That’s the kind of master He is.

PA SSION PR EDICT ION A N D A 
MOT H ER’S R EQ U EST 
Matthew 20:17–28
The company sets off again toward Jerusalem; 
and for a third time, Jesus predicts His 
death. It is the longest, most explicit of the 
predictions. As with His second prediction 
(17:22–23), Jesus mentions His betrayal—
“delivered into” means to be given into 
another’s custody (v. 22). In 10:4, the same 
word is used to describe Judas as the one who 
“betrayed” Him. In this prediction, Matthew 
alone records Jesus’ word that the Gentiles 
are to carry out the execution. For the first 
time we read that He will be “crucified” after 
being “mocked” and “flogged” (20:19). It will 
be at the hands of the Romans, for the Romans 
alone had authority to crucify.

Remarkably, after EACH prediction, the 
disciples do or say something that indicates 
they have not understood it at all! After the 
first, Peter rebukes Jesus’ plan (16:22).

The second prediction provokes distress 
(17:23). That they have not understood is 
revealed by their ensuing question, “Who is 
the greatest?” (18:1). Now, after the third 
prediction, James and John, with their mother 
as a spokesperson, make a very self-serving 
request for the chief seats in the kingdom!

In Mark’s account, James and John approach 
Jesus by themselves (Mark 10:35). Here they 
approach with their mother, who speaks their 
request for them. Almost certainly, her sons 
had put her up to it. Jesus initially asks, “What 
do you [singular] want?” (Matt. 20:21). Later 
He says, “You [plural] do not know what you 
are asking” (v. 22).
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Was it because only days earlier He had spoken 
to the disciples about the “twelve thrones” they 
were to occupy at the judgment (19:28)? Or could 
this have been an attempt to gain a family favor?

Favoring the latter possibility, some Bible 
students guess that she was Jesus’ aunt, the 
sister mentioned in John 19:25. “The mother 
of the sons of Zebedee” (called Salome in Mark 
15:40) appears again at the cross (Matt. 27:56). 
If true, that would make James and John cousins 
of Jesus and would explain why they were bold 
to ask for special privileges as His relatives. But 
Jesus declines for two reasons. First of all, the 
brothers do not understand what they are asking 
for, since (as He has explained three times now) 
what awaits Him in Jerusalem is suffering and 
death: “Are you able to drink the cup that I am 
to drink?” (20:22). They think they are asking for 
prestige and prominence at the judgment. They 
do not realize what drinking from His cup entails!

The cup to which Jesus refers in v. 22 is a 
metaphor used 14 times in the Old Testament 
for the way God will deliver judgment and wrath 
to His enemies. Isaiah uses it to describe the 
wrath God makes disobedient Jerusalem, and 
later, Jerusalem’s “tormentors” (Is. 51:17–23) 
drink. Jeremiah employs the same imagery (Jer. 
25:15–29). Jesus Himself will use it again when 
He prays in Gethsemane for “this cup” to pass 
(Matt. 26:39, 42). Jesus is here saying He will 
travel to Jerusalem to receive God’s outpoured 
wrath against the sin of all God’s enemies . . . 
that includes us! Are the brothers ready to drink 
that cup? They respond impetuously, “We are 
able!” “You will drink my cup,” Jesus replies. 
James would become the first apostolic martyr 
(Acts 12:2), and John would be exiled to Patmos 
(Rev. 1:9).

Jesus then gives a second reason for refusing 
the request: “To sit at my right hand and at my 
left is not mine to grant, but it is for those for 
whom it has been prepared by my Father” (Matt. 
20:23). Those two places on His right and left, we 
shall see, will be occupied by two thieves while 
the placard over His head will proclaim that He is 
the very “King of the Jews” (27:37). This mother 
herself will see it (27:56)!

Their request provokes resentment among the 
other ten, who are just as ignorant of what is 
to come as James and John, and just as self-
absorbed. Will another argument about greatness 
erupt? Jesus heads it off by using this teachable 
moment to explain, once more, that greatness in 
the kingdom is not about position and privilege, 
but about service. The Gentiles, He explains, are 
busy jockeying for position, but “it shall not be so 
among you. But whoever would be great among 
you must be your servant [Greek, diakonos], 
and whoever would be first must be your slave 
[Greek, doulos]” (20:26–27). Jesus Himself, the 
rightful king, has come to do this very thing! “The 
Son of Man came not to be served but to serve 
[Greek, diakoneesai], and to give his life as a 
ransom for many” (v. 28).

The Greek noun lytron (“ransom”) occurs only 
here and in the parallel passage in Mark 10:45. 
It is a payment given to set someone free from 
slavery. Jesus is calling the disciples to have a 
new understanding of the way God reigns among 
people—Jesus has come to be the pattern, a king 
who rules by serving! What’s more, He Himself 
will drain the cup of wrath—the ransom payment 
that frees them from the old slavery to sin so that 
they willingly undertake a life of service to others. 
Slaves freed to serve—that’s what they and we 
are to be. It is a word especially pertinent to 
pastors and others who aspire to be leaders.
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B LI N D MEN CRY FOR H E A LI NG 
Matthew 20:29–34
The final act of Jesus before He enters 
Jerusalem is the healing of two blind men 
near Jericho. All three Synoptics record this 
story (see Mark 10:46–52; Luke 18:35–43), 
a fact that provides several insights into 
Matthew’s unique perspective. One point of 
tension between the three is the location. 
Were Jesus and His disciples headed “out 
of Jericho” (Matt. 20:29) or did this happen 
“as he drew near to Jericho” (Luke 18:35)? 
Strangely, Mark almost says both in the 
same verse: “And they came to Jericho. 
And as he was leaving Jericho” (Mark 
10:46). Another point of tension is the fact 
that Matthew’s story is about two men, 
while both others have a single man. Mark 
supplies a name (Bartimaeus) and describes 
him as a “beggar” (Matt. 20:46).

This tension is not just a modern problem. 
Saint Augustine (fourth century) held 
that there were two healings, one when 
Jesus entered the city, another as He left 
(Ulrich Luz). Lutheran professor Arthur 
Just, however, points out that there were 
actually two cities of Jericho in Jesus’ day, 
one the Old Testament site and the other, 
not far away, rebuilt by King Herod. He 
maintains that the tension “can be resolved 
by reference to the space between ‘old 
Jericho’ and Herod’s new Jericho.” Further, 

Matthew’s two blind men might certainly 
include one named Bartimaeus.

There is another reason for Matthew to 
emphasize the presence of both men while 
Mark and Luke do not. Matthew has earlier 
told of another healing of two blind men 
(9:27–31)! In both accounts, the men cry 
out for mercy. In both they address Jesus 
as “Son of David” and “Lord,” titles used 
only by believers in Matthew’s narrative. 
In both, finally, the men receive their sight. 
The deliberate comparison between the 
two accounts in Matthew displays the 
uniqueness of the present moment as Jesus 
approaches Jerusalem (Gibbs).

How so? In the earlier account, Jesus sternly 
charged the two blind men to keep silence 
about Him (9:30) because it was not yet 
the time for public confrontation with the 
authorities. But now there is no such charge. 
Even though the crowds rebuke the two and 
tell them to “be silent” (20:31), Jesus makes 
no such command, for His time has come. 
Jesus is about to enter Jerusalem for a final 
confrontation with His enemies.

The blind men, now healed, “followed him” 
on His way to Jerusalem (v. 34). They are not 
opportunists, but disciples. Where He goes, 
they will go. They are a model for us.

Where He goes, they will go. They are a model for us.
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PER SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Gracious Lord, as I study Your Word, grant me grace to follow You, my humble king, on Your 
way to the cross, and bear my simple witness to You. I ask it for Your name’s sake. Amen.

For Review
1. What does the parable of the vineyard workers teach us about God’s mysterious ways?

2. What evidence would you cite from the past two lessons that the disciples simply have not understood the 
mission or intentions of Jesus?

Matthew 21:1–11
3. Using a map of Jerusalem from your Bible or from the Internet, locate Bethany, Bethphage, the Mount of 

Olives, and the temple so that you can track the events of this chapter.

4. When do you jump on the bandwagon and when do you stand apart and critique popular political or 
religious gatherings?

5. At last another fulfillment (v. 4)! Where does Matthew’s citation come from? How does his quoted portion 
compare with the original? With John’s parallel citation (John 12:15)?

6. How many animals are involved in the original source? In Matthew 21? In John 12? Any significance in the 
KIND of animal Jesus used?

7. Do you think the “crowds” (Matt. 21:8–9) were Jerusalem residents or out-of-towners? (Read 20:29 and 
21:10–11.)

Matthew 21:12–17
8. Where was the first place Jesus went in Jerusalem? What’s the first thing He did? What Old Testament 

passage did He quote to explain His action?

9. What “little ones” did Jesus encounter in the temple? What reaction did they receive from Jesus? From the 
religious leaders? What passage does Jesus cite to those leaders?
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10. If Jesus made a visit to your church, would He have to turn over any tables? What about in your own home? 
Your own personal life?

Matthew 21:18–22
11. Most students think the cursing of the fig tree is not simply an expression of Jesus’ impatience or 

disappointment with a tree, but a symbolic act (or enacted parable) depicting Jerusalem. If so, what would 
the absence of fruit mean? What would the curse and withering communicate?

12. How does Jesus turn this incident into a teachable moment for the disciples?

13. What large “mountain” would you like to see God move in your own life?

Matthew 21:23–27
14. Rephrase the questions of the religious leaders in today’s language.

15. According to Jesus, what are the two possible sources of authority?

Matthew 21:28–46
16. Twice in this chapter, Jesus refers to John the Baptist (vv. 25, 32). How does the parable of the two sons 

explain the reactions John received?

17. As a child, which of these two sons typified you response to your parents? Which one more accurately 
describes your adult reaction to God?

18. In the parable of the tenants, who is the vineyard owner? Who are the tenants? The servants? The son? 
What is Jesus threatening in vv. 43–44?

19. What Scripture does Jesus quote to them? Who or what is the “stone the builders rejected”? What two 
purposes does the stone serve? (Read also 1 Peter 2:6–8; Rom. 9:32–33; 1 Cor. 1:23.)

20. In what ways, if any, do you see this second parable being enacted in the world around us?

MEMORY WORK
Use this week to review the verses you have committed to memory. Share with your small group those verses that 
have particular importance for you personally.

M A T T H E W  2 1 : 1 – 4 6

LWBS134

17


	Text49: 
	0: 
	1: 
	2: 
	3: 
	4: 
	5: 
	6: 
	7: 
	8: 

	Text50: 
	0: 
	1: 
	2: 
	3: 
	4: 
	5: 
	6: 
	7: 
	8: 
	9: 
	10: 



