
The Parables of Jesus #14 
Leadership is Last in the Kingdom of Heaven  

(Matthew 20:1-16) 
 

As is so often the case, the parables of Jesus can only be understood within their larger contexts. The parable 
now before us is definitely no exception. In the bible, this parable (Matthew 20:1-16) is sandwiched between 
the following two passages (Matthew 19:27-28 and Matthew 20:20-28), but to capture the natural flow of the 
narrative we have placed the parable following these two passages. 
 
Matthew 19:27-30 
“Then Peter said to Him, “Behold, we have left everything and followed You; what then will there be for us?” And Jesus 
said to them, “Truly I say to you, that you who have followed Me, in the regeneration when the Son of Man will sit 
on His glorious throne, you also shall sit upon twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel. And everyone who has left 
houses or brothers or sisters or father or mother or children or farms for My name’s sake, will receive many 
times as much, and will inherit eternal life. But many who are first will be last; and the last, first.” 
 
Matthew 20:20-28 
“Then the mother of the sons of Zebedee came to Jesus with her sons, bowing down and making a request 
of Him. And He said to her, “What do you wish?” She said to Him, “Command that in Your kingdom these two 
sons of mine may sit one on Your right and one on Your left.” But Jesus answered, “You do not know what you are 
asking. Are you able to drink the cup that I am about to drink?” They said to Him, “We are able. He said 
to them, “My cup you shall drink; but to sit on My right and on My left, this is not Mine to give, but it is 
for those for whom it has been prepared by My Father. And hearing this the ten became indignant with the two 
brothers. But Jesus called them to Himself and said, “You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and 
their great men exercise authority over them. It is not this way among you, but whoever wishes to become great among you 
shall be your servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you shall be your slave; just as the Son of Man did not come to be 
served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom for many.” 
 
What are your thoughts on these two passages? 
What was Jesus revealing to his apostles concerning their roles in the kingdom? 
It is in this context that Jesus speaks this parable….  
 
Matthew 20:1-16 
“For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to hire laborers for his vineyard. When he 
had agreed with the laborers for a denarius for the day, he sent them into his vineyard. And he went out about the third 
hour and saw others standing idle in the market place; and to those he said, ‘You also go into the vineyard, 
and whatever is right I will give you.’ And so they went. Again, he went out about the sixth and the ninth hour, 
and did the same thing. And about the eleventh hour he went out and found others standing around, and he 
said to them, ‘Why have you been standing here idle all day long?’ They said to him, ‘Because no one hired us.’ 
He said to them, ‘You go into the vineyard too. When evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his 
foreman, ‘Call the laborers and pay them their wages, beginning with the last group to the first.’ When those hired 
about the eleventh hour came, each one received a denarius. When those hired first came, they thought that they 
would receive more; but each of them also received a denarius. When they received it, they grumbled at the landowner, 
saying, ‘These last men have worked only one hour, and you have made them equal to us who have borne the burden and the 
scorching heat of the day.’ But he answered and said to one of them, ‘Friend, I am doing you no wrong; did you 
not agree with me for a denarius? Take what is yours and go, but I wish to give to this last man the same as to you. Is it 
not lawful for me to do what I wish with what is my own? Or is your eye envious because I am generous?’ 
So the last shall be first, and the first last.” 
 
In the light of its context (Matthew 19:27-30 and 20:20-28), what are your thoughts concerning this parable? 



I suggest the following as guidelines for interpretation: 
-The landowner/owner of the vineyard is Jesus. 
-The laborers who went out to the vineyard early are the apostles (those of authority) and the first fruits of Israel. 
-The laborers who went out to the vineyard at the eleventh hour are the Gentiles. 
-The same reward (a denarius - a day’s wage) for all the laborers represents equality in the kingdom. 
-The phrase, “so the last shall be first, and the first last” reveals the role of leadership in the growth of the kingdom of 
heaven.  
 
Interpretation of this parable: 
Jesus was correcting his apostles concerning their understanding of their roles in the kingdom. Although the apostles 
had been placed in positions of honor and authority, they were to use their position to serve rather than to 
enslave. In contrast to the kingdom of Rome who governed with the “spirit of the sword” and lorded 
authority over its people, the kingdom heaven would be governed by a “spirit of servitude” and an equality 
among its citizens. Those who were first (the apostles) must become last (servants of all), so that those who 
were last (the Gentiles) might become first (be recognized as equals and honored in the kingdom). Just like 
Jesus, the apostles were not chosen to be served, but to serve, and to give their life a ransom for many.  
 
Notice how the “role of leadership in the kingdom” was lived out in the life of the apostle Paul….  
 
1 Corinthians 9:1-12 (NLT) 
Am I not as free as anyone else? Am I not an apostle? Haven’t I seen Jesus our Lord with my own eyes? Isn’t 
it because of my work that you belong to the Lord? Even if others think I am not an apostle, I certainly am 
to you. You yourselves are proof that I am the Lord’s apostle. This is my answer to those who question my 
authority. Don’t we have the right to live in your homes and share your meals? Don’t we have the right to bring a 
Christian wife with us as the other apostles and the Lord’s brothers do, and as Peter does? Or is it only 
Barnabas and I who have to work to support ourselves? What soldier has to pay his own expenses? What farmer 
plants a vineyard and doesn’t have the right to eat some of its fruit? What shepherd cares for a flock of sheep 
and isn’t allowed to drink some of the milk? Am I expressing merely a human opinion, or does the law say 
the same thing? For the law of Moses says, “You must not muzzle an ox to keep it from eating as it treads 
out the grain.” [Deuteronomy 25:4] Was God thinking only about oxen when he said this? Wasn’t he 
actually speaking to us? Yes, it was written for us, so that the one who plows and the one who threshes the 
grain might both expect a share of the harvest. Since we have planted spiritual seed among you, aren’t we 
entitled to a harvest of physical food and drink? If you support others who preach to you, shouldn’t we have an even 
greater right to be supported? But we have never used this right. We would rather put up with anything than be an obstacle to 
the Good News about Christ. 
 
1 Corinthians 8:9-13 
But take care that this liberty of yours does not somehow become a stumbling block to the weak. For if someone sees you, 
who have knowledge, dining in an idol’s temple, will not his conscience, if he is weak, be strengthened to 
eat things sacrificed to idols? For through your knowledge he who is weak is ruined, the brother for whose 
sake Christ died. And so, by sinning against the brethren and wounding their conscience when it is weak, 
you sin against Christ. Therefore, if food causes my brother to stumble, I will never eat meat again, so that I will not 
cause my brother to stumble. 
 
1 Corinthians 9:19-22 
For though I am free from all men, I have made myself a slave to all, so that I may win more. To the Jews I became as a 
Jew, so that I might win Jews; to those who are under the Law, as under the Law though not being myself 
under the Law, so that I might win those who are under the Law; to those who are without law, as without 
law, though not being without the law of God but under the law of Christ, so that I might win those who 
are without law. To the weak I became weak, that I might win the weak; I have become all things to all men, so 
that I may by all means save some. 



Paul beautifully sums up the role of leadership in the following passage….  
 
1 Corinthians 12:12-27 (NLT) 
The human body has many parts, but the many parts make up one whole body. So it is with the body of Christ. Some of us 
are Jews, some are Gentiles, some are slaves, and some are free. But we have all been baptized into one 
body by one Spirit, and we all share the same Spirit. Yes, the body has many different parts, not just one 
part. If the foot says, “I am not a part of the body because I am not a hand,” that does not make it any less 
a part of the body. And if the ear says, “I am not part of the body because I am not an eye,” would that 
make it any less a part of the body? If the whole body were an eye, how would you hear? Or if your whole 
body were an ear, how would you smell anything? But our bodies have many parts, and God has put each 
part just where he wants it. How strange a body would be if it had only one part! Yes, there are many parts, 
but only one body. The eye can never say to the hand, “I don’t need you.” The head can’t say to the feet, 
“I don’t need you.” In fact, some parts of the body that seem weakest and least important are actually the 
most necessary. And the parts we regard as less honorable are those we clothe with the greatest care. So we 
carefully protect those parts that should not be seen, while the more honorable parts do not require this 
special care. So God has put the body together such that extra honor and care are given to those parts that have less dignity. 
This makes for harmony among the members, so that all the members care for each other. If one part suffers, all the parts suffer 
with it, and if one part is honored, all the parts are glad. All of you together are Christ’s body, and each of you is a part of it. 
 
In your own words, how would you explain what this text is teaching? 
How does it summarize this parable of Jesus? 
 
In conclusion: 
The apostles of Christ (and by extension all leadership) were to understand their role in the kingdom as that of a 
servant. Although they were honored through their “positions”, they were to humble themselves by giving 
up their lives for their brethren, specifically the Gentiles. In this sense, those who were first would become last, and 
those who were last would become first; that there would be no division in the body, and that the body of Christ 
would be honored equally. 
 
How does this parable apply to those in the church today who hold positions of leadership? 
How does this parable apply to you within your own sphere of leadership which God has given you? 


