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The Þrst will be last and the last will be Þrst 
Matthew 20:1-28 

Introduction 

A maxim is a short pithy statement expressing a general truth. For instance, “a stitch in time saves nine”. Do you 
know any maxims and how true are they? What about some of the following maxims do you think they are true? 

 A chain is only as strong as its weakest link 
 A little learning is a dangerous thing 
 A penny saved is a penny earned. 

In Matthew chapter 20 Jesus told the disciples a parable to explain why the maxim at the end of chapter 19 
which states; “Many who are Þrst will be last and the last will be Þrst” is true. This maxim stands between chapter 
19 and 20 influencing both these chapters. It’s the conclusion of what has gone on with the rich young man and 
the disciples in chapter 19 and it also is the introduction to chapter 20. The parable that Jesus told in verses 1 to 
15 of chapter 20 is all about explaining the truth of this saying. This is evident by the conclusion that Jesus draws 
from the parable in verse 16: “So the last will be Þrst, and the Þrst will be last”. 

The kingdom of heaven 

The reason why this maxim is true is on account of what the kingdom is like, and Jesus explained to the disciples 
what the kingdom is like using the parable of the landowner in verses 1 to 15. Please read these verses and 
answer the following questions. 

1. The story involves a landowner who hires day labourers/workers to work in his vineyard over the course of 
the day. Who does he hire and what arrangement does he make with them? 
 
 

2. It was normal for a day labourer to work from 6 am to 6 pm. Why do you think the landowner hired the 
workers at 5 pm, one hour before they were meant to knock off and go home? 
 
 

3. When it came to paying the workers their wages, why did those who were hired Þrst grumble and complain? 
 
 

4. Why did the landowner say that he paid a denarius to the workers that he had hired last? 
 
 

Think about it 

What difference did the workers’ starting time make? Was the landowner being unfair?  

 

The Lord said that this story reveals what the kingdom of heaven is like? What does it reveal about the kingdom 
of heaven? 

 

How does this justify or show the truth of the maxim? 

 

If you had been one of the ones who had started work at 6 am would you have felt unfairly treated? What type of 
person do you think would not have grumbled and complained about what the others received? 
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On the way to Jerusalem 

On the way to Jerusalem Jesus took the twelve aside once again and reminded them of what was going to take 
place in Jerusalem. Please read verses 17 to 19.  

5. This was the third time that the Lord Jesus told the disciples what was going to happen to him in Jerusalem. 
Have a look back at the other occasions looking at what information gets repeated and what gets added and 
explain what was going to Jesus in Jerusalem (see 16:21 & 17:22-23)? 

 

Think about it 

The Lord explained in these verses what would take place in Jerusalem, but it isn’t until verse 28 of chapter 20 
that he explained why this would take place. Please read verse 28 and explain the reason that all these things 
would take place. 
 

How does this explain how the Lord can be generous to those who don’t deserve it? 

 

On the way to Jerusalem one of things that the disciples had been doing was to argue about who would be the 
greatest in the kingdom of heaven (see 18:1). This argument about greatness emerged again with the mother of 
James and John asking a favour of Jesus. Please read verse 20 to 28.  

6. What was the favour that James and John’s mum asked Jesus for and why do you think she asked it? What 
do you think motivated her? 
 
 

7. Jesus told James, John and their mum that they didn’t understand what they were asking for. What didn’t 
they understand? 
 
 

8. Why do you think the ten were indignant when they found out about this? 
 
 

9. What were the rulers of the Gentiles like and why were the disciples to be different? 

 

Think about it 

Who are the great in the kingdom of God? What are we to understand about greatness? 

 

We don’t all aspire to be great in this world, but should we be aspiring to be great in the kingdom? If not, what is it 
that we should be aspiring to? 

 

What does it mean to drink from Jesus’ cup? Do all of us who follow Jesus drink from it? 

 

What does it mean for you to become a servant or slave (see also Philippians 2:1-11). What difference does it or 
should it make to your life and the way you relate to others? 

 

 


