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BIBLE STUDY on Matthew 20 v 1 – 16
(For group use or adapted for individual use)

Icebreaker  (to warm up)

What are your pet hates or grumbles?  Go round the group.

Looking at the text  (for exploration and understanding)

· Look back at the preceding chapter to see what this passage follows.  At the end of this section of the study you might like to consider whether this parable is related to what has gone before.

· A denarius was the standard daily wage.  A Roman soldier received a denarius for a day’s work.  The 3rd hour was 9am.  So, think about how early the vineyard owner had gone out.  And when was the 6th, 9th and 11th hour?

· Put into your own words the point Jesus was making in this parable.

· Find other instances where Jesus talks about the first being last and the last first.  Why do you think this is so important to him?

Applying it to ourselves  (for discussion)   
1. Discuss whether the workers hired first were justified in their grumbling.  Do you sympathise with them?  Is it ok to grumble?!  What would Jesus say to us today about our pet hates and grumbles?
2. Think of other examples in the Bible where God is generous and not necessarily ‘fair’.  Do you sometimes find God’s generosity difficult?  Share experience and examples.  Then explore whether things being fair is always the ideal.

OR

What are the implications of this story for people becoming Christians?  Does it matter how early, or late, in life people embark on a relationship with Jesus?  

3. How should the ‘first and last’ sayings of Jesus affect us in our own lives?

Action  (for thinking about)

Take time, individually, to think of one action or thought or change in attitude that you are going to leave the group with.  Then move into prayer.  
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Sunday in the lectionary:  Twenty-fifth Sunday in Ordinary Time YEAR A
For use in connection with the gospel for the twenty-fifth Sunday in Ordinary Time. 

This is the third Sunday in Creation Time which runs from 1st September to 4th October. 

Today’s ‘Call to Worship’, and the first Hymn, reflect this season of the year.

Call to Worship

You have made them (human beings) a little lower than the angels and crowned them with glory and honour. You made them rulers over the works of your hands; you put everything under their feet.  Psalm 8 v 5 & 6 (NIV)
Hymn StF 727 ‘God in his love us lent us this planet’ by Fred Pratt Green (1903 – 2000)

Opening Prayers

Use this hymn to say thank you to God for what he has done for us as a human race, and what he has given to us similarly.  Then use it to say sorry for all the ways our planet has been spoiled by humankind. Finish by reading the last verse as a prayer of commitment.

Hymn StF 495 ‘Dear Lord and Father of mankind’ by John Greenleaf Whittier (1807 – 1892) 

Psalm set for today: Psalm 105 v 1 – 6, 37 – 45 AND/OR Philippians 1 v 21 – 30  
To think about

Take one of these passages and note the different points that the author is making.
Gospel Reading set for today: Matthew 20 v 1 – 16
Hymn StF 686 ‘Jesus, Lord, we look to thee’ by Charles Wesley (1707 – 1788)

Reflection  
This section of Matthew’s Gospel precedes the Triumphal Entry into Jerusalem and, in many ways, Jesus is preparing his disciples for what is to come the following week. Jesus has just had an important conversation with a young man who is very rich and he is sad that this potential follower is allowing his wealth to get in the way. This conversation about what it takes to get into the Kingdom of Heaven ends with a sentence that Jesus often employs: “But many who are first will be last, and the last will be first.” Although a new chapter then begins (chapter divisions were only added in the year 1205 however), it seems as though Jesus is wanting to illustrate his point – particularly, as he repeats the ‘first and last’ phrase at the end of the parable. To understand this, we need to look at Peter’s reaction to the young man’s refusal to give up his riches (ch. 19 v 27). Peter exclaims, “But we have left everything!”, and he wants to know what the disciples “will get.” Jesus had offered the young man ‘treasure in heaven’ (ch. 19 v 21) and now tells his disciples that they will be richly rewarded, as will anyone who gives things up to follow him. BUT, and here we come to the parable, Jesus wants his followers to know that rewards in heaven will not be dealt out on a transactional basis and may not be seen to be ‘fair’.  God is an overwhelmingly generous God and the rewards will come to all who make the sacrifice of following Jesus – regardless of how early, or late, in the day that followership comes.

Prayers of Intercession and Lord’s Prayer

We pray for our world…  for the church…  for our local community…  for families & friends…

Say the Lord’s Prayer…

Hymn StF 449 ‘Lord of creation, to you be all praise!’ by Jack Copley Winslow (1882 – 1974) 

Blessing

May the blessing of God: Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, be with us, and with all those whom we love and care for, this day and for evermore. Amen.

EXTRA RESOURCE ON MATTHEW 20 v 1 – 16  

EXERCISE for groups or individuals
In a group, divide into three (or four, if you can) groups.  The first group must imagine that they have been hired by the owner of the vineyard first thing in the morning.  6 am?  7 or 8 am?  For this group:

How do you feel when you have been hired?  How hard is it working until 6 in the evening?  Is a denarius a fair wage for you?  N.B. A denarius was an average day’s wage for a common agricultural labourer.

The second group must imagine that they have been waiting an hour or two and are hired at 9 am.  Questions for this group:

How do you feel when you have been hired?  What will you expect to be paid?  N.B. A denarius was an average day’s wage for a common agricultural labourer.

The third group (if there are enough for 4 groups) must imagine that they have been waiting a few hours and are hired at 12 noon.  Questions for this group:

What has it been like waiting for the morning? How do you feel when you have been hired?  How do you feel about working until 6 in the evening?  What will you expect to be paid?  N.B. A denarius was an average day’s wage for a common agricultural labourer.

The last group must imagine that they have been waiting all day and are hired at 5 pm.  Questions for this group:

What has it been like ‘Standing round’ (NIV) all day?  How do you feel when you have been hired?  How do you feel about only working for an hour?  What will you expect to be paid?  N.B. A denarius was an average day’s wage for a common agricultural labourer.

After 5 – 8 minutes discussion in the groups, the leader or co-ordinator should now tell them that the first group was hired for the pay of a denarius. Let each group discuss separately what they are thinking.

After 2 – 3 minutes, the leader should tell everyone that all the workers are going to get a denarius.  Each group should discuss separately their feelings and reactions.

Come back together as a larger group and share how the day has gone for you (as it were!)
Then think about anything that has been learned from this exercise about a. human nature and b. the generosity of God (which is the point of the parable, of course). You may like to look back at chapter 19 v 23 – 30 to see what made Jesus tell this parable in the first place.
If you are on your own, go through the exercise, imagining yourself as part of each group.
If you are using this in worship, split the congregation into three or four groups, and talk the story through with each group thinking about the time they have been hired and then what they have been paid.  Ask for one or two reactions from each group.  N.B. A fully worked through exercise in worship here will probably take up most of the sermon slot….
