
BEGIN this time in prayer, confessing any 
Sins you know of, thanking the Lord for 
the gift of his Word, and asking the Holy 
Spirit to guide your study.

MEMORY VERSE

MAIN IDEA OF TEXT

“Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the 

Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have 

commanded you. And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age.”

(Matthew 28:19–20)

Status in the kingdom is not about position and authority; it is about living as a servant 

with Jesus as our example.

LESSON 4
TITLE | The Example of the King

SCRIPTURE | Matthew 20



1   GRAB THEIR ATTENTION

OPTION 1    - Competitiveness

Americans love competitions and they love winning. Our sports culture 
is all about winning and doing what it takes. The book and its movie 
adaptation Moneyball show just how far that competitiveness can go. Let’s 
watch a short scene. (play clip)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SsaFFG85Bq4 

POTENTIAL DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:

1. What do you think of the quotation about hating to lose more
than liking to win?

2. Do you know anyone who has that mindset of hating losing?
What is it like to play a game with someone like that?

3. What does competitiveness reveal about our human nature?

Transition Statement from Attention Grabber to Text: We all know that 
super competitive person. You might even know someone that hates 
losing more than they like to win. Competitiveness reveals our nature and 
desire to be first and to be great. Losing reminds us that we are not great. 
But in Jesus’s kingdom, first and last, winning and losing are reversed. As 
we will see in our passage, Jesus wants us to know that serving others is 
greater than being first.

OPTION 2    -  Service Oriented Jobs

Service oriented jobs range in style. Foodservice, health care, and 
education are classics. And technology has increased the field. Today, the 
service sector accounts for around 70-80% of employment in modern 
economies.

POTENTIAL DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:

1. Who among us has or has worked a service oriented job? What
is/was it?

2. What type of people enjoy working service jobs? Are you that
person? Why or why not?

3. What are required character traits for people to have success in a
service job?

Transition Statement from Attention Grabber to Text: People who 
earn a good wage doing service oriented jobs are people focused and 

TEACHER TIP

Start your lesson 
by telling a story 
that relates to the 
main idea of the 
lesson to grab the 
attention of your 
participants. In this 
section, we have 
provided you with 
two options, but 
feel free to develop 
your own.



care about details. It takes a particular mindset for a person to be great 
at serving. Jesus gave the best example of service, and we will see in 
Matthew 20 that greatness in Jesus’s kingdom is all about serving others.



TEACHER TIP

In this section, 
you will find the 
historical, cultural, 
and literary context 
you need to properly 
interpret and apply 
the text. 

2   SET THE STAGE

OUTLINE

I. Workers in the Vineyard (20:1–16)
II, Death Foretold (20:17–19)
III. A Mother’s Request (20:20–28)
IV. Blind Men and Jesus (20:29–34)

Context

The larger section of Matthew where we find our text is focused on 
the people and community of Jesus. Last week, we looked at people 
who came to Jesus to confirm what they wanted—to be about their 
perspective. But Jesus the king is greater than our individual perspectives.

Fallen Condition and Gospel Response

Fallen Condition Focus

We want to be able to earn our way into God’s kingdom. We want our 
work on our status to influence God. But in the end, we cannot make it 
into the kingdom through works or status.

Gospel Response

The gospel is not for those who earn their way into good standing; the 
gospel is for those who cannot earn their way. Only Christ can save us and 
make us right with God. Therefore we serve others the way Christ served 
us.



Matthew 20 shows us the parables and realities of the kingdom. It begins 
with workers in the vineyard. Those who work the whole time judge the 
master for welcoming workers at the end. Then the story of the blind men 
shows that the crowds thought they could tell Jesus what to do. But, in 
the kingdom, no one tells Jesus who gets healed or who is welcomed.

20 
1 “For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in 
the morning to hire workers for his vineyard. 
2 He agreed to pay them a denarius for the day and sent them into his 
vineyard.
3 “About nine in the morning he went out and saw others standing in 
the marketplace doing nothing. 
4 He told them, ‘You also go and work in my vineyard, and I will pay 
you whatever is right.’ 
5 So they went.
“He went out again about noon and about three in the afternoon and 
did the same thing. 
6 About five in the afternoon he went out and found still others 
standing around. He asked them, ‘Why have you been standing here all 
day long doing nothing?’
7 “‘Because no one has hired us,’ they answered.
“He said to them, ‘You also go and work in my vineyard.’
8 “When evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his foreman, 
‘Call the workers and pay them their wages, beginning with the last 
ones hired and going on to the first.’
9 “The workers who were hired about five in the afternoon came and 
each received a denarius. 
10 So when those came who were hired first, they expected to receive 
more. But each one of them also received a denarius. 
11 When they received it, they began to grumble against the landowner. 
12 ‘These who were hired last worked only one hour,’ they said, ‘and 
you have made them equal to us who have borne the burden of the 
work and the heat of the day.’
13 “But he answered one of them, ‘I am not being unfair to you, friend. 
Didn’t you agree to work for a denarius? 
14 Take your pay and go. I want to give the one who was hired last the 
same as I gave you. 
15 Don’t I have the right to do what I want with my own money? Or are 
you envious because I am generous?’
16 “So the last will be first, and the first will be last.”
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.

3   LOOK AT THE BOOK

TEACHER TIP

In this section, you 
will find exercises 
you can use to 
lead your class 
through the process 
of Observation, 
Interpretation, and 
Application. As 
the teacher, work 
through all the 
exercises below to 
ensure you gain a 
good understanding 
of the text. 



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.”
29 As Jesus and his disciples were leaving Jericho, a large crowd 
followed him. 
30 Two blind men were sitting by the roadside, and when they heard 
that Jesus was going by, they shouted, “Lord, Son of David, have 
mercy on us!”
31 The crowd rebuked them and told them to be quiet, but they 
shouted all the louder, “Lord, Son of David, have mercy on us!”
32 Jesus stopped and called them. “What do you want me to do for 
you?” he asked.
33 “Lord,” they answered, “we want our sight.”
34 Jesus had compassion on them and touched their eyes. 
Immediately they received their sight and followed him.

OBSERVATION: WHAT DOES IT SAY?

OBSERVATION EXERCISE 1:  CHART THE PEOPLE

In Matthew 20 we find people in parables and stories. The way the 
different people interact with Jesus drives the story. Chart the different 
individuals and groups and note how they relate to Jesus (or the 
master in the parable).

People Interaction Jesus’s Response

Workers

Mother of Zebedees

Other Ten Disciples

Crowds

Blind men



OBSERVATION EXERCISE 2: IDENTIFY KEY THEMES

A primary theme is the big idea, the central truth, or command that 
the passage focuses on, such as greatness in the recent chapters. 
After reading the passage, write your themes as single words or short 
phrases. Identifying these themes at the beginning of your study will 
help you develop a good overall grasp of the passage.

OBSERVATION EXERCISE 3: PARALLEL PASSAGES

Both miracles in this chapter are found in other Gospel accounts. 
Read through the parallels and note the similarities and what makes 
Matthew’s account unique. 

Foretelling Death: Mark 10:32–34; Luke 18:31–34. 

Notes:

RETAT
ION

Authority in the Kingdom: Mark 10:35–45.

Notes:

INTERPRETATION: WHAT DOES IT MEAN?

INTERPRETATION EXERCISE 1: FROM CHART TO EMPHASIS

Using the chart from the observation section, determine the focus of 

the story. Answer the following questions:

1. What was the concern of the workers? What did the first workers
want?

2. What is the concern of John and James’s mother? How is it similar
to the workers’ concern?

3. How do the crowds at the end remind you of the earlier groups
who are worried about their standing?

INTERPRETATION EXERCISE 2: COMPARE TRANSLATIONS

Our study material uses the New International Version (NIV) which 

translates ideas. It can often be helpful to compare how different 

translations word a passage or story. The New American Standard 



Bible (NASB) is a word-to-word translation that is a more direct 

translation of each word in the original language. The Christian 

Standard Bible (CSB) attempts to find a middle ground between 

word-to-word and idea-to-idea translating. The New Living Translation 

(NLT) chooses readability and can help bring the main idea of a 

passage to our time. wwww.biblegateway.com is a helpful tool when 

looking up the different translations.

INTERPRETATION EXERCISE 3: CROSS-REFERENCING EXERCISE

Read Mark 10:32–52 and answer the following questions:

1. How are the Mark and the Matthew accounts similar? How are they
different?

2. Why do both focus on the way the Gentiles rule?

3. How is Jesus’s authority characterized? How is that different from
typical worldly power and authority?

APPLICATION: HOW DO I RESPOND?

QUESTION 1: Why might someone today complain about fairness when it 
comes to time work? Do you think that would ever happen in the church?  

QUESTION 2: What would happen at a sports game or a game night 
if you said, “The first will be last, and the last will be first?” How do you 
think people would react?

QUESTION 3: What are some ways that we seek greatness or notoriety 
in the church? How can that be dangerous for both an individual and the 
whole congregation? 

QUESTION 4: Why does Jesus describe greatness in terms of his 
mission? What does that tell you about how we can be great as a part of 
God’s kingdom today?

QUESTION 5: What is the difference in the way the crowds of Jericho 
saw people and the way the blind men thought about people? What 
should we learn and do based on the different perspectives?

TEACHER TIP

In this section, you 
will find questions 
to choose from that 
will help your group 
consider how God 
is calling them to 
respond to the text. 
Help your group set 
measurable action 
steps. 



TEACHER TIP

End your time of 
study with one 
final challenge and 
prayer. Your final 
challenge should 
pull together 
everything you 
covered in this 
lesson and call 
your participants to 
action.

4   CHALLENGE

Matthew 20 has a structure that can seem disjointed. But when we look at 
the start (servants who bicker over who is first) and the end (crowds who 
judge the blind people crying for mercy), we get a better picture of what 
is happening. At the heart of each section, Jesus reverses the worldly idea 
of greatness—of who has a great status in his kingdom. It isn’t about who 
is first or who is physically right. Greatness in the kingdom is based on 
humility and service. No one is a better example of this than Jesus.

Jesus told us in the middle that to be great in the kingdom is not about 
sitting in the right place. It is about choosing to serve. Jesus did not come 
to be served; he came to serve. And nowhere is his service clearer than 
when he gave himself up as a ransom to save sinners. We have a great 
example in Jesus for how we can serve others with humility.

It is not easy to serve others. We are wired to want greatness and good 
standing. But in the kingdom, that can only come by being like Jesus. 
Therefore, we serve others. We serve others because we know that we do 
not deserve to be served as Jesus serves us. We then need to compete—
not for greatness—but to serve one another. When we fight to out-serve 
each other, we will build strong marriages, stronger families, better workers, 
and, most importantly, a healthy church.

LET’S PRAY



MATTHEW 20:1–16   

The Parable of the Workers in the Vineyard is unique to Matthew. It explains the principles of who is 
great in the kingdom of God. The Bible Knowledge Commentary explains:

Continuing this discussion, Jesus told a parable in which a landowner ... went out early in the 

morning and hired men to work in his vineyard for the day, at an agreed price of one denarius, 

the normal daily pay for a laborer. Later, about the third hour (around 9 A.M.) the landowner 

encouraged others in the marketplace also to work in the vineyard, not for a stipulated wage but 

for whatever is right. The landowner employed more laborers about the sixth hour (about noon) 

and at the ninth hour (3 P.M.), and even some at the eleventh hour (5 P.M.) when only one hour 

was left for labor.

When it came time (evening, i.e., 6 P.M.) for the landowner to pay the workers, he began 

with those who had worked the shortest amount of time and paid each of them one denarius. 

When those who had worked the entire day came for their reckoning, they thought they would 

receive more than a denarius. They had labored all day and borne the burden of the work and the 

heat of the day. They had agreed, however, to work for a stipulated amount and that is what they 

received (v. 13). The landowner argued that he had the right to do what he chose with his money. 

He reminded them they should not be envious of his generosity toward those who had labored 

only briefly.

By this illustration, Jesus was teaching that the matter of rewards is under the sovereign 

control of God, the “Landowner” in the parable. God is the One before whom all accounts will 

be settled. Many who have prominent places will someday find themselves demoted. And many 

who often find themselves at the end of the line will find themselves promoted to the head of the 

line: The last will be first, and the first will be last. (This supports what Jesus had said in 19:28-30.) 

In the final accounting, the Lord’s analysis will carry the greatest and only important weight.

MATTHEW 20:17–28

The short interlude in the chapter connects Jesus’s position and status to his impending death. The 

following is from The Bible Knowledge Speaks Today:
Greatness is measured by service. That is the heart of this next element in Jesus’ judgment on 

contemporary attitudes. Peter had been thinking about greatness in the kingdom (19:27) and 

Jesus followed it with his parable of the vineyard. Now the sons of Zebedee with their mother 

come to discuss top seats in the kingdom (20). The other disciples are angry, not because they 

have a different attitude to greatness, but because they want the top seats themselves (24)! 

Achievement, merit, is a very difficult root to weed out. And so Jesus delivers some arresting 

teaching on the subject. First, he deals with his own fate, then with the fate of James and John, 

and then with pagan ideas of greatness, which lead him to reflect on its true nature. All three 

assert the same thing: the royalty of service. ‘The Son of Man did not come to be served, but 

to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many’ (28). Service is the mark of greatness in the 

Master. It must characterize the disciple too. ‘Whoever wants to become great among you must 

be your servant, and whoever wants to be first among you must be your slave’ (26–27).

First of all, Jesus applies this principle to himself. He must practice what he preaches, and 

he will. ‘The Son of Man will be betrayed to the chief priests and the teachers of the law. They 

COMMENTARY



will condemn him to death and turn him over to the Gentiles to be mocked and flogged and 

crucified. On the third day he will be raised to life’ (18–19). There you have the ideal expression 

of the nature of greatness: service of others, endurance of hardship, opposition, even agonizing 

death for those you serve. And God will vindicate such an attitude. It is the very life of heaven. 

‘On the third day he will be raised to life!’ (19).

 This third prediction of the passion is a little more specific than either of the first two 

(16:21; 17:22–23). It was a time of increasing strain for Jesus. Mark tells us that he was walking 

ahead of the disciples on his own, and that they were amazed and afraid as they sensed the 

turmoil in his soul. He now sensed that he was to be betrayed, condemned by the leaders of his 

own people, turned over to the Gentiles, mocked, flogged and crucified. It was a horrific filling in 

of the picture sketched on the other two occasions. How much of this growing awareness came 

from spiritual insight, how much from musing on the Old Testament, how much from political 

wisdom and an understanding of what Romans did with messianic pretenders, it is impossible to 

say. It is not given to us to penetrate the mind of Jesus. But his greatness stands out in clearer 

relief against so dark a background, an outcome he realized would happen and still went to meet: 

‘We are going up to Jerusalem’ (18).

 We begin to glimpse what that ghastly concentration of rejection and pain on the cross 

will achieve. Why should it happen, and to one as good as he, of all people? The answer is that 

he was about to give his life as a ransom for many (28). A ransom is the money paid to gain the 

liberation of those in captivity. Usually that captivity is alienating and dangerous. Jesus clearly 

sensed, from his reading of the prophets, if from no other source, that there was to be something 

special about his death. It would not only entail the pain of betrayal, of unjust condemnation, of 

surrender to an alien power, of mockery, of the ghastly cat-o’-nine-tails shod with lead, and the 

shame and excruciating agony of crucifixion. It would actually do something. It would rescue a 

world of people in chains, like hostages on a hijacked aircraft—not perished yet, but in imminent 

danger of perishing. His death was the price God paid for sinners to go free.

 No image is perfect. If we go round asking to whom the ransom is paid, we get into big 

trouble, as the church fathers found. It is simply a powerful image to say that sin is dangerous 

and hard to deal with; that it cost nothing less than the sacrifice of God’s Son; that it achieved the 

rescue of a whole world that was out of touch with God; and that his greatness was never seen 

more clearly than when he was hoisted up in degradation on that cross.

MATTHEW 20:29–34

The crowds in Jericho illustrate the attitude Jesus is rejecting. Warren Wiersbe from The BE Series writes 

this:

The closing event of Matthew 20 is the healing of Bartimaeus and his friend, both of whom were 

blind (see Mark 10:46–52). Here Jesus put into practice what He had just taught the disciples. He 

became a servant to two rejected blind beggars. The crowds around Jesus tried to silence the 

two men. After all, what claim did they have on the great Teacher? But Jesus had compassion on 

them and healed them. He was the servant even of beggars.

 This chapter contains some hard things for us to receive and practice. If we love the 

things of this world, we cannot love God supremely. If we are not yielded completely to His will, 

we cannot obey Him unreservedly. If we seek glory for ourselves, or if we compare ourselves with 

other believers, then we cannot glorify Him.
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