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Illuminate uses New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) for the printed 
lesson text. The scholarship of this translation along with the use of 
gender-inclusive language make NRSV a good basis for these studies. 
Churches and individuals are encouraged to use their preferred Bible 
translation when studying these passages.
Scripture texts have been selected with attention given to providing a 
comprehensive, although limited, study of the Bible. The outlines for 
these Bible studies and the lesson materials are prepared to support 
and reflect the faith and practice of evangelical Friends.
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God’s Ways
Matthew 20:1–16; Proverbs 14:21–31; Romans 9:14–29
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Focus on the Word
 � Key Verses

“So the last will be first, and the first will be last” 
(Matthew 20:16). Jesus tells a parable to help 
demonstrate God’s compassionate generosity, and 
caution against rewards-based thinking. This is really 
a story that illustrates the problem of thinking we 
can earn God’s favor. Had his listeners been open to 
receive it, this parable would have prepared religious 
leaders to include everyone.

“Those who oppress the poor insult their Maker, 
but those who are kind to the needy honor him” (Proverbs 14:31). In his wisdom, 
Solomon extols the value of kindness, truthfulness, and patience. He includes two 
clear instructions about generosity toward those in need.

“So it depends not on human will or exertion, but on God who shows mercy” 
(Romans 9:16). The thrust of Paul’s words in this passage is not to assert that God 
predestines people for acceptance or rejection, but to emphatically remind his 
audience that God, as sovereign, has the right to offer mercy and generosity to 
whomever he chooses. God can do whatever God wants, but God’s actions will 
always be consistent with his unconditional love.

Beyond the 
Selected Text

• Matthew 19:23–30

• Galatians 5:13–15

• Ephesians 2:1–10

• Ephesians 4:26–32

• Jeremiah 18:1–11

• Titus 3:1–8

• James 4:11–17
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 1 “For the kingdom of heaven 
is like a landowner who went 
out early in the morning to hire 
laborers for his vineyard.

 2 After agreeing with the laborers 
for the usual daily wage, he sent 
them into his vineyard.

 3 When he went out about nine 
o’clock, he saw others standing 
idle in the marketplace;

 4 and he said to them, ‘You also 
go into the vineyard, and I will 
pay you whatever is right.’ So 
they went.

 5 When he went out again about 
noon and about three o’clock, he 
did the same.

 6 And about five o’clock he went 
out and found others standing 
around; and he said to them, 
‘Why are you standing here idle 
all day?’

 7 They said to him, ‘Because no 
one has hired us.’ He said to 
them, ‘You also go into the 
vineyard.’

 8 When evening came, the owner 
of the vineyard said to his 
manager, ‘Call the laborers and 
give them their pay, beginning 
with the last and then going to 
the first.’

 9 When those hired about five 
o’clock came, each of them 
received the usual daily wage.

 10 Now when the first came, they 
thought they would receive 
more; but each of them also 
received the usual daily wage.

 11 And when they received it, they 
grumbled against the landowner,

 12 saying, ‘These last worked only 
one hour, and you have made 
them equal to us who have 
borne the burden of the day and 
the scorching heat.’

 13 But he replied to one of them, 
‘Friend, I am doing you no 
wrong; did you not agree with 
me for the usual daily wage?

 14 Take what belongs to you and 
go; I choose to give to this last 
the same as I give to you.

 15 Am I not allowed to do what I 
choose with what belongs to 
me? Or are you envious because 
I am generous?’

 16 So the last will be first, and the 
first will be last.’”

Matthew 20:1–16



June 3, 2018
God’s Ways /5

 � Questions for Comprehension

1. Why do you think the vineyard owner went five times to the place 
where unemployed workers waited, hoping to be hired for the day?

2. What do you think the second, third, and fourth groups of workers 
thought when the owner promised to pay them “whatever is 
right”? Why do you think the last group of workers went to the 
vineyard even though the owner did not promise them payment?

3. Why did the vineyard owner pay the last workers first? What might 
have been different had he paid them in order of their hiring?

 � Questions for Reflection

1. What was Jesus’ main point in telling this parable? In what way was 
he trying to correct the thinking of his disciples? What does it reveal 
about God’s attitude toward those who are in need?

2. Why do you think the first set of workers felt cheated, even though 
they received a day’s wage as promised? Was anyone underpaid in 
this story? Do you think the owner was fair or unfair to the workers?

3. What kingdom values are reflected in this parable?

 � Application

In what circumstances might you feel similarly cheated and think 
God is not fair toward you? Maybe financial situations? Deathbed 
conversions? Take time to consider whether there are areas in 
which your values are connected to earning rewards or getting 
your fair share. Ask the Spirit to help you learn to serve out of love 
and gratitude, rather than for reward or favor.
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 21 Those who despise their 
neighbors are sinners, but happy 
are those who are kind to the 
poor.

 22 Do they not err that plan evil? 
Those who plan good find 
loyalty and faithfulness.

 23 In all toil there is profit, but mere 
talk leads only to poverty.

 24 The crown of the wise is their 
wisdom, but folly is the garland 
of fools.

 25 A truthful witness saves lives, but 
one who utters lies is a betrayer.

 26 In the fear of the Lord one has 
strong confidence, and one’s 
children will have a refuge.

 27 The fear of the Lord is a fountain 
of life, so that one may avoid the 
snares of death.

 28 The glory of a king is a multitude 
of people; without people a 
prince is ruined.

 29 Whoever is slow to anger has 
great understanding, but one 
who has a hasty temper exalts 
folly.

 30 A tranquil mind gives life to the 
flesh, but passion makes the 
bones rot.

 31 Those who oppress the poor 
insult their Maker, but those who 
are kind to the needy honor him.

Proverbs 14:21–31
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 � Questions for Comprehension

1. The first and last verses in this text address our treatment of the 
poor and needy. How do the verses in between teach us to care for 
others as well?

2. Why does Solomon include work rather than inactivity in this list 
(v. 23)? How does that relate to this week’s parable in Matthew?

3. What is the fear of the Lord (vv. 26–27)? Why do you think it is 
included in this list?

 � Questions for Reflection

1. Why do you think God (revealed through Jesus) has a tender heart 
toward the poor? Do you think it’s possible to love God and follow 
Jesus and not care about people who are oppressed and in need?

2. Think of areas other than finances in which people can be poor and 
needy. Can someone be rich and needy at the same time? What is 
our responsibility to those in need?

3. What obstacles make it difficult for us to be kind, truthful, patient, 
and understanding? What is the remedy?

 � Application

In what area(s) have you experienced poverty or need? Did you 
let anyone know? If so, how did others respond? Think about your 
experiences, and invite the Spirit to reveal to you how they might 
help you grow to be more kind and compassionate toward others 
without looking for reward or benefit for yourself.
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 14 What then are we to say? Is there 
injustice on God’s part? By no 
means!

 15 For he says to Moses, “I will have 
mercy on whom I have mercy, 
and I will have compassion on 
whom I have compassion.”

 16 So it depends not on human will 
or exertion, but on God who 
shows mercy.

 17 For the scripture says to Pharaoh, 
“I have raised you up for the very 
purpose of showing my power 
in you, so that my name may be 
proclaimed in all the earth.”

 18 So then he has mercy on 
whomever he chooses, and he 
hardens the heart of whomever 
he chooses.

 19 You will say to me then, “Why 
then does he still find fault? For 
who can resist his will?”

 20 But who indeed are you, a 
human being, to argue with 
God? Will what is molded say 
to the one who molds it, “Why 
have you made me like this?”

 21 Has the potter no right over the 
clay, to make out of the same 
lump one object for special use 
and another for ordinary use?

 22 What if God, desiring to show 
his wrath and to make known his 
power, has endured with much 
patience the objects of wrath 
that are made for destruction;

 23 and what if he has done so in 
order to make known the riches 
of his glory for the objects of 
mercy, which he has prepared 
beforehand for glory—

 24 including us whom he has called, 
not from the Jews only but also 
from the Gentiles?

 25 As indeed he says in Hosea, 
“Those who were not my people 
I will call ‘my people,’ and her 
who was not beloved I will call 
‘beloved.’”

 26 “And in the very place where it 
was said to them, ‘You are not 
my people,’ there they shall 
be called children of the living 
God.”

 27 And Isaiah cries out concerning 
Israel, “Though the number 
of the children of Israel were 
like the sand of the sea, only a 
remnant of them will be saved;

 28 for the Lord will execute his 
sentence on the earth quickly 
and decisively.”

 29 And as Isaiah predicted, “If 
the Lord of hosts had not left 
survivors to us, we would have 
fared like Sodom and been made 
like Gomorrah.”

Romans 9:14–29
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 � Questions for Comprehension

1. Based on verses earlier in Romans 14, why did the Jews say that 
God was unjust? Explain Paul’s response (vv. 14–18).

2. Why did Paul say that their objections to the gentiles being 
favored—while they were “rejected” by God—were inappropriate?

3. Why do you think Paul quoted Old Testament prophets (Hosea and 
Isaiah)?

 � Questions for Reflection

1. Try to imagine yourself in the position of Paul's audience. How 
might you have responded to Paul's message at that time?

2. Like Paul, have you ever been in anguish over someone you love 
being unwilling to consider something that was important to you? 
How did you handle it?

3. How might Christians today resemble the people of Paul’s time 
who were earnestly seeking God? How can believers discern when 
someone is speaking for God?

 � Application

Spend some time this week pondering ways in which you might 
have a sense of entitlement or superiority as a Christian, and 
expectations of what you can rightfully demand from God because 
you are chosen. If each person comes to God through God’s mercy 
and not their own merit, what would be an appropriate attitude 
toward every other human being? How can we learn to live in 
humility while being confident about our place with God?
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Friendly 
Perspective
by Priscilla Hochhalter

Recently I heard a sermon on 
Matthew 20:1–16. The speaker stood 
up and said, “I hate this parable!” 
Why? Because, she said, she wants 
God to be fair. And in this parable, he 
doesn’t seem to be.

I actually love this parable. I love 
that the landowner made the jobless 
workers participants with him: he 
invited them to join him in his work 
instead of leaving them where they 
were and just giving them a handout. 
And I love that he shared out of his 
own generosity, so there was no 
justification for earlybirds to feel 
envious (or latecomers to feel guilty) 
about apparent pay inequities. Any 
employer following his example today 
would be sued—but only because 
we don’t see things God’s way. The 
parable ends with Jesus’ point: “So 
the last will be first, and the first will 
be last” (Matthew 20:16).

God’s crazy upside-down econ-
omy reminds me of a pineapple 
upside-down cake. To make this clas-
sic dessert, cover the inside of a cake 
pan with melted butter and brown 
sugar, add a layer of pineapple rings 
(each ring filled with a maraschino 
cherry), then a layer of cake batter. 
Bake it, cool it, and turn it upside 
down on the serving platter so the 
parts that were on the bottom—the 
yummy butter-sugar drizzle and the 
pretty pineapple rings—are now on 
top, soaking down into the cake and 
making it moist and delicious.

What was on the bottom is now 
on top. Who knew that so much 
beauty and goodness was there all 
along—much like those patiently 
waiting for the day God would reveal 
who his children really are!


