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Matthew 20

As we move to chapter 20, what’s the first word of this chapter?  “For.”  Since we are all students of the scriptures, who can tell me what that one word instructs us to do?  The word “for” is a bridge word, connecting the words before it with the words after it.  It instructs us to look back and see what came before it, in order to correctly understand what comes after it.  In other words, this parable that Jesus is about to tell doesn’t stand alone, in isolation.  It’s an illustration of what just went before it.  It’s a story that will explain WHY it’s hard for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven.  As we read it, see if you can figure out the answer.  

Read v. 1


When I lived in North Carolina for three years I would occasionally go to downtown Durham early in the morning, and I’d see this same exact thing happening.  Every few minutes a farm guy in a big pick up truck would pull up next to this low wall downtown where a collection of whites, blacks and Hispanics were sitting.  And he’d point his finger to 5-6 of them, and they’d hop in the back of the pick up truck, and he’d drive off.  What was going on?  He was hiring them for the day.  I’m sure they knew what he was going to pay them for a full day’s work, and they agreed.  They had a verbal contract, just like the workers in this parable.  Verse 2.


Read vv. 2-3


In your Bible, do you see the word “early” in verse 1?  Write “6am” next to it.  And next to the words “third hour” in verse 3 write “9am”.  So, the farmer is hiring additional farm workers three hours after he’s hired the first batch.  But he doesn’t specify the amount that he’ll pay them.  That’s real important to see.  He simply says, “I’ll pay you whatever is right.”  Verse 4.


Read vv. 4-5

Next to the words “sixth hour” write “Noon”.  Next to “ninth hour” write “3pm”.  Again, no mention of how much he’ll pay them.


Then he hires one more group of workers towards the end of the day, at the “eleventh hour” in verse 6.  And that’s “5pm”, near quitting time.  It’s real important to see that.  This last group isn’t going to be working much at all.  So, surely, they’ll hardly make any money at all.  But they hop in the truck and drive off to the farm, right near quittin’ time.  Verse 6. 


Read vv. 6-9

What?  Are we reading this right?  The ones who got hired at 5pm got a denarius?  A full day’s wages?  For an hour’s work?  Remember that he promised the guys that he hired at 6am that he’d pay them a denarius for a full day’s work, and they agreed.  They hopped in his truck, and worked a full day.  Well, guess what those guys are thinking now that see how much the group that worked only 1 hour got paid!  They’re thinking, “They got paid a denarius for an hour’s work?  Man, we gotta be getting’ 8 denarii.  Maybe 10.  That’s only fair, because we worked 8-10 times as long as they did.”  Verse 10.


Read vv. 10-12


Okay.  Let’s remember why Jesus told this parable – the bridge word “for”.  Jesus is answering the question, “WHY is it so hard for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven?”  Did you see the answer yet?  


Who does the farmer represent in this story?  He represents God.  Let’s see how the God figure answers the men’s question about fairness.  Verse 13.


Read vv. 13-16


This parable somehow answers the question, “WHY is it so hard for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven?”  Did you get the answer yet?  
Let’s see if you can come up with the answer with the people who are sitting around you:


Q:  How does the parable of the workers answer the question, “Why is it so hard for a rich person to enter the kingdom of heaven?”

A:  


[Let them work on it.  Clue:  It has to do with rich peoples’ idea of what “fair” means.]


What’s the answer?  The answer is this:  


Q:  How does the parable of the workers answer the question, “Why is it so hard for a rich person to enter the kingdom of heaven?”


A:  This parable shows us that we instinctively don’t like that God cares more about being loving and generous to EVERYONE than he cares about what’s fair and about giving us what we deserve.


Many people believe that life should be fair, and that we should “get what we deserve” in life.  Their thinking goes like this:  if a person is rich it’s because they deserve to be rich.  They’ve studied hard, they’ve worked hard, and it’s only fair that they should be rewarded for their effort.  And, their thinking goes, if a person is poor it’s because they deserve to be poor.  They didn’t put their time in at school.  They didn’t work hard.  It’s only fair that they should be punished for their lack of effort.  Life should be fair.  We should get what we deserve in life.  And many people take this philosophy a step further.  They look at the world from their comfortable homes, or riding around in their comfortable cars; they see the vast difference between the way they live and the way others live – the west side of Erie vs. the east side of Erie; Erie vs. Harlem; America vs. Bangladesh.  And they make this conclusion:  life not only should be fair, life IS fair.  We do get what we deserve in life.  The world is exactly the way it should be.

But here are two problems with this philosophy:

A.  It’s not necessarily true that all of us “get what we deserve” in life.  The rich aren’t rich necessarily because they deserve all that they have.  Many people are rich because they were handed opportunities in life, or they inherited money, or they got a lucky break in life.  They don’t deserve any credit at all for their wealth.  And poor people aren’t poor necessarily because they deserve it.  Many people are poor because they were born into a poor country, or a poor family, and didn’t have the means to better themselves.  It’s not their fault at all that they are poor.  Our mind likes to make neat packages of reality, like, “You get what you deserve.”  But it aint necessarily so.  There are exceptions.

B.  This parable shows us that God cares more about being loving and generous to EVERYONE than he cares about what’s fair and about giving us what we deserve.  Now, at first, you may disagree with me on this.  You may be thinking, “Of course God cares about fairness.  Of course God wants people to get what they deserve.”


But consider this – do any of us deserve to go to heaven when we die?  What do we deserve instead?  Our sin makes us deserve to go to hell.  Is it fair that we sinners get to go to heaven?  No.  It’s not fair.  It’s not fair at all that any of us should go to heaven.  Instead, we should all be punished for our sins.  But God cares more about what is loving than he cares about what is fair and what we deserve.  Out of love for this children, God wants every person to be with him in heaven.  All of us.  Even you and me.  And aren’t we glad he does?  Aren’t we glad that he cares more about what is loving than he cares about what is fair?

But here’s the thing – our worldly way of thinking about fairness prevents us from thinking like God thinks.  For instance, the world teaches us that it’s not fair that someone who works 1 hour should get paid the same amount of money as someone who works a full day.  We all know that.  Any child knows that.  But God cares more about what is loving than he cares about what is fair.  Notice that this farmer is never described as “fair”.  Instead of using the word “fair”, Jesus uses the word “generous” to describe the farmer, to describe God:  “Don’t I have the right to do what I want with my own money?  (A)re you envious because I am generous?”  Just as the farmer wants to be equally generous and equally loving to all of the workers who harvested his grapes that day, no matter how long they worked in his fields, God wants to be equally loving and generous to who?  To EVERYONE!  No matter what we’ve done in the past.  No matter how late in life we jump into the heaven truck.  

But, until you can accept this “kingdom” way of thinking, it’s hard for you to enter the kingdom of heaven, because being in the kingdom of heaven means thinking like God thinks, so you can do God’s will.  For instance, it was God’s will for the rich man back in the last chapter to sell his possessions and give the money to the poor.  The rich man couldn’t do it.  Why not?  Because in his mind it wasn’t fair.  He deserved his riches.  The poor did not.  Why should he just give them away?  So, in sadness, he walked away from Jesus.  He couldn’t accept the unfairness of being asked to sell all of his possessions and giving the money to the poor.  He couldn’t do God’s will.  Could you?


What do you think?

Like all great parables, this parable has other meanings to it as well.  Here are four of them that I’ve seen, as I’ve studied it over the years:

A.  The reward in heaven is the same whether you’ve been following Jesus for 60 years, or for 60 seconds.  Again, this goes against our worldly understanding of what is fair.  In our minds we may think things like, “Do you mean someone who lives a horrible sinful life for 100 years and accepts Christ a second before they die will have the same reward in heaven as me?”  Yes.  But why?


B.  The reward in heaven is the same whether you’ve been following Jesus for 60 years, or for 60 seconds because of God’s love and generosity towards all mankind.  God wants all people to be in heaven with him, no matter how long it took them in life to believe in his Son.


C.  Our reward in heaven is not based on the amount of good works that we do here on earth.  What is our reward based on?  It’s based on the love and generosity of God.  All people get the same reward – eternal life in heaven.

D.  Our resentment over God’s generosity is a mirror that shows us the kind of un-loving and un-generous person that we are.

Now, isn’t it interesting what happens next – Jesus talking about his impending death for a third time?  It’s like, “Do you disciples really want to complain to me about fairness?  Is it fair that I’m about to die for your sins?  Wouldn’t it be more fair if YOU died for your own sins?”  Verse 17.


Read vv. 17-19

Jesus gave six descriptions of what he will endure for us.  Let’s look at the six words.  Will you circle each one in your Bible?


A.  Betrayed.  Who are the only people who can betray us?  Our friends.  One of the people he is talking with that day, Judas, will betray him.  And all of the others will act like they didn’t even know him.  That hurts emotionally.


B.  Condemn.  What kind of people get legally condemned?  Criminals.  Jesus, who only went around loving others, will be treated like a common criminal by both his Jewish leaders and the Roman government.  That hurts.


C.  Mocked.  Jesus will be laughed at, ridiculed, made fun of.  Emotional pain.


D.  Flogged.  Jesus will be whipped by a scourge.  Physical pain.


E.  Crucified.  A slow and agonizing way to die, as you literally suffocate to death by hanging on a cross bar until your diaphragm cannot lift up your lungs anymore.  


These are the things that Jesus endured for us.  And they were totally unfair.  Jesus did not get what he deserved.  Good thing for us that God cares more about what is loving than he cares about what is fair and what we deserve.  Out of love for his children, God wants every person to be with him in heaven – even if the sacrifice of his son was the only way to make this happen.


Will you skip to verse 28.


Read v. 28


What does the word “ransom” mean?  A “ransom” was the price that had to be paid to release someone from slavery.  We are all in slavery to sin.  And the price of our release was the life of God’s Son.  His life for ours.  Not fair for him.  He didn’t get what he deserved at all.  But God cares more about what is loving than he cares about what is fair and what we deserve.  Out of love for us all, he gave his one and only Son for us, so that we could live forever in heaven.  


Are you ready to go on?  Let’s back track to verse 20.


Read v. 20

Who are the sons that Zebedee’s wife brought to Jesus?  Do you have a reference in your Bible there to Matthew 4:21?  Will you circle that reference?  And let’s turn there?


Read Matthew 4:21


So, the mother of James and John, two of Jesus’ first disciples, brought James and John to Jesus to ask him a favor.  Verse 21.


Read v. 21


These were the places of honor, to sit at your leader’s right and left hands.  Why did she think they deserved this honor?  And why did they?  (After all, they’re right there when their mom asks this of Jesus – and they didn’t object.)  Maybe they thought they deserved it because (except for Peter) they had been Jesus’ disciples the oldest.


Does anyone see an irony here?  Remember the parable of the workers?  Jesus used this parable to teach us that the reward in heaven is the same whether you’ve been following Jesus for 60 years, or for 60 seconds.  It’s ironic that, just after hearing this parable, James and John want to cash in their seniority for seats of honor in heaven.  This shows how hard it is to overcome our worldly ideas of what is fair, and what we deserve.  (It reminds me of what Lucy says in “A Charlie Brown Christmas”:  “I just want what’s coming to me.  I just want my fair share.”)

Notice the posture of the mother as she asks Jesus for this selfish request.  She’s kneeling down at Jesus’ feet.  What’s that?  That’s a posture of worship.  In fact, the King James Version words verse 20 in this way:  
“Then came to him the mother of Zebedee’s children with her sons, worshipping him, and desiring a certain thing of him.”

How many times do we ask God for selfish things WHILE we worship him?  Well, we may BE at a worship service.  But are we truly worshipping God when our eyes are on us, on what we want?  Not really.  Real worship is a spiritual and truthful encounter with God that moves us to give God our praise, our money, our time, our attention and our wills.


Worship isn’t about our wants (“The service is too long.  The pews are too hard.  The choir is too soft.  The organ is too loud.”)  Worship is about meeting God and giving him everything we have.

But Jesus doesn’t give her a 20 minute lecture about the nature of true worship.  Instead, he asks the Zebedee boys a question.  Verse 22.


Read v. 22


What is the “cup” that Jesus is going to drink?  Most scholars see the cup as a symbol of the suffering that Jesus will be going through for us in his upcoming torture and crucifixion.  But Dr. James Fleming is more specific.  He believes Jesus is referring to the cup of tears that Jews in Jesus’ day had, that looked like this.  One blog I read about these said:
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 In Biblical days, Jews would store their tears in a tear cup (also called a tear vase). The bottles had a small rim around the top to hold under your eye when you cried so your tears would flow into the bottle through a long, narrow neck. Once it was full, you corked the vase and saved it. People often filled these vases when they mourned a loved one and would place the full vases on a small shelf outside the tomb. The larger the collection of tear vases, the more loved and missed the person was. 


The bottom line is that Jesus is reminding James and John that to be close to Jesus (as their mother is asking) means to suffer like he will suffer.  Now, boys, do you still want what’s coming to you?  Do you still want your fair share of . . . suffering?  Verse 23.

Read v. 23


Despite their selfish request, Jesus continued to believe in James and John.  He trusted that they would stick to the faith even when they will suffer too.  Will you write “Acts 12:2” and “Rev. 1:9” next to verse 23?  Let’s turn there.


Read Acts 12:2


James was the first of the 12 apostles to be put to death for the faith.  Now, let’s go to Revelation 1:9.


Read Rev. 1:9


John wasn’t put to death for the faith.  But he was imprisoned, exiled, on the remote island of Patmos.  John was not killed for the faith.  Tradition has it that John lived a long life.


Noting the difference between James’ short life and quick suffering, versus John’s long life, and long-term suffering as an exile, William Barclay writes:


“. . . life treated James and John very differently.  James was the first of the apostolic band to die a martyr (Ac.12:2).  For him the cup was martyrdom.  On the other hand, by far the greater weight of tradition goes to show that John lived to a great old age in Ephesus and died a natural death when he must have been close on a hundred years old.  For him the cup was the constant discipline and struggle of the Christian life throughout the years.


“It is quite wrong to think that for the Christian the cup must always mean the short, sharp, bitter, agonizing struggle of martyrdom; the cup may well be the long routine of the Christian life, with all its daily sacrifice, is daily struggle, and its heart-breaks and its disappointments and its tears.  A Roman coin was once found with the picture of an ox on it; the ox was facing two things--an altar and a plough; and the inscription read: "Ready for either."  The ox had to be ready either for the supreme moment of sacrifice on the altar or the long labour of the plough on the farm.  There is no one cup for the Christian to drink.  His cup may be drunk in one great moment; his cup may be drunk throughout a lifetime of Christian living.”

Let’s go on to v. 24

Read v. 24


What does the word “indignant” mean?  It means to be angry at something that is wrong and/or unjust.  So why were the other 10 apostles “indignant” that James and John’s mother asked for her sons to have the places of honor in Jesus’ kingdom?  Because they all thought that they deserved to sit there!  Doesn’t make the apostles look very good, does it?


Now, if you were one of these apostles, like Matthew (our author) was, and you were totally making up these chapters, totally fabricating them out of thin air, would you have told this story about yourself?  No way!  The apostles are shown to be less than perfect followers of Jesus so many times in the gospels – which to me is another indicator that all that they wrote in the gospels is true.  

Pride has slipped into their thinking about themselves.  They honestly thought they were pretty hot stuff.  (Remember that back in 18:1 they asked Jesus “Who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven?”)  Jesus knew that they had this tendency, so he brought them down a peg, or two, in verse 25.


Read vv. 25-28


I recently heard of a Japanese Christian named Toyohiko Kagawa.  Sit back and enjoy this story of this amazing man of God:


After he became a Christian he moved into the Shinkawa district of Kobe. These slums were some of the worst--if not the absolute worst--in all of Japan. He lived in a three-walled dwelling so filthy and small (only six feet wide by six feet long) that it would be an overstatement to call it a shack. For nearly fifteen years he tended to the sick, suffering, hungry, poor, and dying in Shinkawa. Toyohiko was able to make a little money (not nearly as much as he would have been able to if he had moved out of Shinkawa, though) but he spent it all on medicine, food, and clothing for those who came to him asking for it. He was regularly abused and beaten for his love and compassion. At one point, a band of thugs accosted him knowing him as an "easy mark" who would give over anything to them not out of fear but out of love. They demanded his clothing and mentioned that they knew he was a Christian. He took off his clothing and handed it over to the criminals and they walked away with filthy rags and an increasing awareness of the goodness of Toyohiko's God and their own inherent sinfulness shown by their willingness to beat and strip a poor and loving man in the slums.

Toyohiko spent nearly every night for nearly fifteen years tending for the sick and homeless in his own meager dwelling. He gave over his bed to the sick and filthy people he loved and slept in the cold with little to protect himself from the elements. He gave over his food and drink with such regularity that he was regularly ill from hunger.

He organized workers in the slums and shipyards all while fighting for increased voting rights in Japan. Eventually, he was arrested and held in prison for organizing those without a voice so that they might speak in unison to those with power and be heard.


A terrible earthquake hit Tokyo and Yokohama in 1923. The ruins of those cities were flooded with the sick, suffering, hungry, poor, and dying. The government was overwhelmed by the need and was uninitiated into taking care of its citizens since it had been so long practicing power and control and forsaking compassion and mercy. So they came to Toyohiko in prison and released him. They knew he had made a difference in the lives of those needing help and they also knew that it was Toyohiko who would be able to do it again. They made him Chief of Social Welfare and offered him a home and a sizable salary. He rejected them and insisted that he could neither help the poor from a position of comfort nor allow his Christian duty to be purchased. He slowly helped rebuild cities devastated by earthquake, neglect, and need.

Kagawa himself wrote: "God dwells among the lowliest of men.  He sits on the dust heap among the prison convicts.  He stands with the juvenile delinquents. He is there with the beggars.  He is among the sick, he stands with the unemployed.  Therefore let him who would meet God visit the prison cell before going to the temple.  Before he goes to Church let him visit the hospital.  Before he reads his Bible let him help the beggar."

Referring to Kagawa, William Barclay writes:  

Therein is greatness.  The world may assess a man's greatness by the number of people whom he controls and who are at his beck and call; or by his intellectual standing and his academic eminence; or by the number of committees of which he is a member; or by the size of his bank balance and the material possessions which he has amassed; but in the assessment of Jesus Christ these things are irrelevant.  His assessment is quite simply--how many people has he helped?

Let’s go on.  Verse 29.

Read vv. 29-32


How does that question illustrate what Jesus just told the apostles in verse 28?  Because he came to serve, one question that Jesus asked people a lot was, “What do you want me to do for you?”  How many times a week do you ask people that question?  Every time the phone rings may be a chance to serve someone.  Every email may be an act of service waiting to happen.  Cleaning up someone’s dinner table, helping with meal preparation, sweeping the kitchen floor, are all ways to serve others.  My parent’s generation of Christians believed that a wife’s duty was to serve their husbands in the home.  Now that we live in a culture where both partners are usually working outside of the home we’re seeing a cultural shift – that it is both partners’ duty to serve one another.  This may be about the only benefit of having dual-income families.  Both wives and husbands are being servants, like Christ called us to be 2,000 years ago.  Verse 32.


Read vv. 32-34


There’s another reason, too, that Jesus asked them, “What do you want me to do for you?”  John Wesley used to say, “God does nothing except in response to prayer.”  That’s another way of saying what James 4:2 says:  “You do not have because you do not ask.”  Jesus himself said 13 chapters earlier, “Ask and it will be given you.” (Matthew 7:7)  

God needs us to do three things when we pray, to get our prayers answered.  Can you fill in these blanks?


1.  Ask.


2.  Ask with faith.


3.  Ask with faith in God’s will for our lives.
.
