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Tall Poppies

“The first shall be last…the last shall be first”

For those who are with us for the first time today, we have been studying the Gospel of Matthew. Each week we take a section or sections of the book and see if it has anything to say to us, as 21st century people. 

Tall poppies…I’d never heard of them before I came here in 1995. Poppies were the flowers from which opium came. Poppies were lovely and well, that was about it. But here in Aus as you know poppies that are tall are very defined. They are the stuff we love to chop. Not that most Aussies would do that, no… but we have this thing about knocking, about cutting down to size those who advance a bit too much. The Tall Poppy Syndrome is the recent name for it, but it’s little more than jealousy renamed. It’s little more than envy and wishful self vaunting. It’s a sin against God and neighbour. And it’s the theme that Y’shua uses in our chapter we study today.

Last week we were studying the weakest links again, with the children and the surrendering which would create the true power and the true greatness. Y’shua ended his sermon with “the first shall be last…the last shall be first.”  So let’s see how that ends and today’s begins as we read Matthew 20.
From this parable, we learn how “the last” person can become “first” (19:30)—by free unalterable grace. The parable begins with a typical scene and introduces atypical elements to surprise the reader and make a powerful point about the kingdom of heaven.

1-2 The normal working day was ten hours or so, not counting breaks. The landowner in the parable finds his first set of workers at about 6 A.M. and agrees to pay each one a denarius—the normal wage for a foot soldier or day laborer.

3-7 There were twelve “hours” from dawn to sundown. The third hour (v. 3) would be about 9:00 A.M., the sixth about 12:00 noon., and the eleventh about 5:00 P.M. The marketplace would be the central square, where all kinds of business was done and casual labor hired. The third-hour workers are promised “whatever is right”; and, trusting the landowner’s integrity, they work on that basis. There was no other contract, no superannuation, no employees benefit package. The last group were standing around because no one had hired them.

8-12 Laborers were customarily paid at the end of each day (cf. Lev 19:13). The foreman is told to pay each worker the standard day-laborer’s wage. Who gets paid first is crucial: it is only because the last hired receive a full day’s wage that those first hired expect to get more than they bargained for. They “grumble against” the owner because he has been generous to others and merely just to them. They have borne “the heat of the day” (v. 12, either direct sunlight or perhaps the Hamsim (Arabic for the 50 day hot wind), which could drive workers from the field; and, though fairly paid, they feel unfairly treated because others who worked much less received what they did.

13-15 The landowner insists, in a mild rebuke, that he is not cheating anyone. He has paid the agreed wage. Should he want to pay others more, that is his business. Provided he has been just in all his dealings, does he not have the right to do what he wants with his money? These rhetorical questions (vv.13b-15) show that God’s great gifts, simply because they are God’s, are distributed, not because they are earned, but because he is gracious. In the kingdom of God, the driving force is not merit and ability (as in the world) but grace.

16 Jesus makes a final statement that God’s grace makes some who are last first (see 19:30).

Doesn’t this describe something for you? Imagine you have like me been a worker in God’s fields for 30 years. You have sweat in Kansas and New York City. You’ve put up with crazy scenes of terror at the name of Jesus. You’ve endured hostility and pain, you’ve suffered rejection. You’ve managed to move house and set up evangelistic works in several major metropolitan areas and now live 10,000 miles away from your last assignment. You are noted in spiritual diaries. You have been quoted in other Christian leaders’ books. 

All that. 

Then someone comes along and you share Christ with them. They get saved. Then days later they die and go to heaven. And now, God decides that he is going to give them the same reward as He gives you. Wait a minute! This isn’t fair, is it? Didn’t he see what I’ve done for him the last 30 years? Who do these youngsters think they are… what do they deserve? The tall poppy scissors are in my hand, aren’t they?

See how easy it is to fall into the trap of ‘deservedness?’ See how easy it is to brag and boast about our specialness OVER AGAINST all the others? 

We as Jews have been God’s people for 4000 years. And now these young whippersnappers...these Christians come along and say they too are God’s people. How dare they? See what I mean? It’s the tall poppy thing all over again.

5. Third major passion prediction (20:17-19)


Here there is the first mention of the mode of Jesus’ death and of the Gentiles’ part in it (only the Romans could crucify people). These three verses may look back to the preceding parable by implying the grounds of God’s grace—i.e., what his Son did on the cross. [Also, just as 19:13-15 sets the stage for 19:16-30, so 20:17-19 sets it for 20:20-28.] While Jesus faces crucifixion, his disciples, still blind to the nature of his messiahship, squabble over their places in the kingdom.

17 Before setting out for Jerusalem, doubtless to attend the Passover, Jesus took the Twelve aside from the throngs of pilgrims choking the roads to Jerusalem at such times. It’s like peak hour traffic in Sydney during a rainy Friday afternoon. Only the Twelve were even remotely ready to hear this passion prediction.

18-19 Jerusalem was the focal point of Jewish worship. We are going there, Jesus says, because there the Son of Man will be betrayed and crucified. He will be “condemned”—his death will result from legal proceedings (v. 18). Mention of the Resurrection is brief (v. 19) and apparently not understood (cf. Lk 18:34)—though in Matthew the disciples’ misunderstanding is not spelled out as in Luke but exemplified by the succeeding story (vv. 20-28). It’s in Jerusalem the capital that Power is demonstrated. The power of Rome to give life or destroy it. And it’s in Jerusalem that God’s power to give life when men destroy it will be most evident.

6. Suffering and service (20:20-28)


Again the question of rank returns (cf. 18:1-5). Despite Jesus’ repeated predictions of his passion, two disciples and their mother are still thinking about privilege, status, and power.

20 The mother of James and John, along with her sons, approaches Jesus to ask a favor, with the mother as speaker. That the mother should be the one to approach Jesus becomes the more plausible if she is Jesus’ aunt on his mother’s side—not certain, but not unlikely (cf. 27:56; Jn 19:25). The “kneeling down” is not “worship” of Jesus as Deity but may imply homage to the one increasingly recognized as King Messiah (see 2:2).

21 The “right hand” and “left hand” suggest proximity to the King’s person and so a share in his prestige and power. Such positions increase as the King is esteemed and has absolute power (cf. Ps. 16:11; 45:9; 110:1; et al.). The kingdom here is the reign of Messiah at the consummation. The link with 19:28—a verse that speaks of both “throne” and “glory”—is unmistakable. What the sons of Zebedee want and their mother asks for is that they might share in the authority and preeminence of Jesus Messiah when his kingdom is fully consummated—something they think to be near at hand without the Cross or any inter-advent period.

Also right and left are very Talmudic and middle-eastern. Right is good, and mercy. Left is sinister and bad. You never shake a man’s left hand. You always put your shoes on and your trousers on…right leg first. James says, “Mercy triumphs over judgment”

22 Jesus’ answer is not severe but mingles firmness with probing. It is often ignorance that seeks leadership, power, and glory; the brothers do not know what they are asking. To ask to reign with Jesus is to ask to suffer with him; and not only do they not know what they are asking for (cf. 10:37-39), they have as yet no clear perceptions of Jesus’ sufferings. To ask for worldly wealth and honor is often to ask for anxiety, temptation, disappointment, and envy; and in the spiritual arena to ask for great usefulness and reward is often to ask for great suffering (cf. 2Co 11:23-33; Col 1:24; Rev 1:9). On the word “cup,”   Mk 10:38; 14:35-37.

23 Jesus answers them first on their own terms before speaking of his own death as a ransom (v. 28). In a sense they can and will drink from his cup of suffering. James would become the first apostolic martyr (Ac 12:2); and John would suffer exile (Rev 1:9). Yet it is not Jesus’ role but his Father’s to determine who sits on his right hand and his left. Here, as elsewhere (11:27; 24:36; 28:18), Jesus makes it clear that his authority is a derived authority.

24-27 The indignation of the ten doubtless sprang less from humility than this tall poppy jealousy plus the fear that they might lose out. These verses demonstrate that interest in egalitarianism may mask a jealousy whose deepest wellsprings are not concern for justice but “enlightened self-interest.” The disciples revert to the squabbling of an earlier period (Mk 9:33-37; cf. Mt 18:1). Jesus calls them together and draws a contrast between greatness among “Gentiles” and greatness among heirs of the kingdom. Power and authority characterized the Roman empire. Greatness among Jesus’ disciples is based on service. Anyone who wants to be great must become the “servant.” In the pagan world humility was regarded as a vice. Imagine a slave being given leadership! Jesus’ ethics of the leadership and power in his community of disciples is revolutionary.

28 At this point Jesus presents himself—the Son of Man (Mk 8:31)—as the supreme example of service to others. The verse is clearly important to our understanding of Jesus’ view of his death. 


It is natural to take “did not come” as presupposing at least a hint of Jesus’ preexistence, though the language does not require it. He came not to be served, like a king dependent on countless courtiers and attendants, but to “serve” others. The Son of Man had every right to expect to be served, but he served instead. Implicit is a self-conscious awareness of one who, because of his heavenly origin, possessed divine authority, but who humbled himself even to the point of undergoing an atoning death (cf. Phil. 2:6-9). The display of divine glory shines most brightly when it is set aside for the sake of redeeming humankind by a shameful death.


The Son of Man came “to give his life a ransom for many.” The word “ransom”  was most commonly used as the purchase price for freeing slaves; and there is good evidence that the notion of “purchase price” is always implied in the NT use of this word, even though there is never any mention of the one to whom the price is paid. The preposition “for” denotes substitution or exchange; Jesus took our place.


The “many” underlines the immeasurable effects of Jesus’ solitary death: the one dies, the many find their lives “ransomed, healed, restored, forgiven”—a great host no one can number. But it should be remembered that “many” can refer, in Jewish literature, to the elect community. This suggests Jesus’ substitutionary death is payment for and results in the eschatological people of God. This well suits the “many” of Isa 52:13-53:12 (a passage that seems to underlie this verse). Matthew has earlier explicitly related the “Servant Passage” of Isaiah to Jesus (see 12:15-21).

7. Healing two blind men (20:29-34)


Bartemaus and a friend. This miracle pictures Jesus still serving and again links his healing ministry with his death (v. 28; see comment on 8:17). Moreover it reminds us that the one going up to Jerusalem to give his life as a ransom for many is the Messiah, the Son of David, whose great power, used mercifully (v. 30) and compassionately (v. 34), is not used to save himself.

29 Jericho (see comment on Mk 10:46) was not only the home of Jesus’ ancestor Rahab (1:5) but was also a day’s journey from Jerusalem. The “large crowd” implies more than messianic excitement; it also reflects the multitudes of pilgrims from Galilee and elsewhere heading to Jerusalem for the feast.

30 The fact that Matthew refers to two blind men rather than one (cf. Mk 10:46-52; Lk 18:35-43) shows his personal knowledge of the events. There may have been many blind people in the Jericho area; for that region produced large quantities of balsam, believed to be beneficial for many eye defects. These two were sitting by the roadside, doubtless begging; and, hearing that Jesus was passing, cried out, “Lord, Son of David, have mercy on us!” They were saying Jesus is the Messiah, and He is the King, and we believe his mission includes me.

31-34 Matthew’s account is simple, stressing that Jesus mercifully healed the men despite the opposition of the crowds that, like the disciples (cf. 19:13-15), wanted to bask in his glory but not practice his compassion. After his healing, unlike 9:30, there is no command to be silent. That point in Jesus’ ministry has been reached when more public self-disclosure could not change the course of events. The two healed men joined the crowds following Jesus (v. 34), pressing on to the Passover they expected and the Cross they did not.

Invitation

So… let me ask you. Have you met the Healer of Men’s eyes?  Have you taken his yoke on you? Do you plan to drink of the cup he drank...that is his suffering and death? If not, pray this prayer and receive His love and grace. Father, forgive me in the name of Y’shua for all my sins. He was the Savior and the fulfillment of all prophecies about Messiah. He is the one and the only one who can save me from my selfishness, from my sin. I acknowledge Y’shua as that one who wants to free me, and who alone can free me. I repent of my sin and accept Y’shua as my deliverer. By faith I am now born again by the Holy Spirit. Amen.

If you prayed that prayer, please talk to me after the service is over, so we can talk about growing in this knowledge and this relationship with God.

For online folks only

For those reading this sermon online and who have just prayed that prayer, please email me straightaway so we can ‘talk.’ Also online folks, you get two extra features that the ones listening don’t get. One, the references in parentheses are not usually cited verbally. Hence you can do  further study more slowly. Second if you don’t have this Bible handy…here’s the actual text from New American Standard Bible (the one I like to use)

Words in [brackets] are usually for reference and not read aloud. 

You do have a disadvantage by reading and not attending, as often in the sermon I will add thoughts of Spirit-led information that seem to rise from the kishkes for the people present. I suppose someone could tape the sermons and fill in with those additions to (and sometimes subtractions from) the text, but that’s a noble work to which no one has offered himself and I doubt I would even do so myself. In the meantime, you have what is generally accurate. It’s the Torah without the Talmud, if you know what I mean. Enjoy! 

Matt. 20:1 ¶  “For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to hire laborers for his vineyard. 

Matt. 20:2  “And when he had agreed with the laborers for a denarius for the day, he sent them into his vineyard. 

Matt. 20:3  “And he went out about the third hour and saw others standing idle in the market place; 

Matt. 20:4 and to those he said,  ‘You too go into the vineyard, and whatever is right I will give you.’ And so they went. 

Matt. 20:5  “Again he went out about the sixth and the ninth hour, and did the same thing. 

Matt. 20:6  “And about the eleventh hour he went out, and found others standing; and he said to them,  ‘Why have you been standing here idle all day long?’ 

Matt. 20:7  “They said to him,  ‘Because no one hired us.’ He said to them,  ‘You too go into the vineyard.’ 

Matt. 20:8  “And when evening had come, 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.’ 

Matt. 20:9  “And when those hired about the eleventh hour came, each one received a denarius. 

Matt. 20:10  “And when those hired first came, they thought that they would receive more; and they also received each one a denarius. 

Matt. 20:11  “And when they received it, they grumbled at the landowner, 

Matt. 20:12 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.’ 

Matt. 20:13  “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? 

Matt. 20:14  ‘Take what is yours and go your way, but I wish to give to this last man the same as to you. 

Matt. 20:15  ‘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?’ 

Matt. 20:16  “Thus the last shall be first, and the first last.” 

Matt. 20:17 ¶ And as Jesus was about to go up to Jerusalem, He took the twelve disciples aside by themselves, and on the way He said to them, 

Matt. 20:18  “Behold, we are going up to Jerusalem; and the Son of Man will be delivered to the chief priests and scribes, and they will condemn Him to death, 

Matt. 20:19 and will deliver Him to the Gentiles to mock and scourge and crucify Him, and on the third day He will be raised up.” 

Matt. 20:20 ¶ Then the mother of the sons of Zebedee came to Him with her sons, bowing down, and making a request of Him. 

Matt. 20:21 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.” 

Matt. 20:22 But Jesus answered and said,  “You do not know what you are asking for. Are you able to drink the cup that I am about to drink?” They said to Him,  “We are able.” 

Matt. 20:23 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.” 

Matt. 20:24 And hearing this, the ten became indignant with the two brothers. 

Matt. 20:25 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. 

Matt. 20:26  “It is not so among you, but whoever wishes to become great among you shall be your servant, 

Matt. 20:27 and whoever wishes to be first among you shall be your slave; 

Matt. 20:28 just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom for many.” 

Matt. 20:29 ¶ And as they were going out from Jericho, a great multitude followed Him. 

Matt. 20:30 And behold, two blind men sitting by the road, hearing that Jesus was passing by, cried out, saying,  “Lord, have mercy on us, Son of David!” 

Matt. 20:31 And the multitude sternly told them to be quiet; but they cried out all the more, saying,  “Lord, have mercy on us, Son of David!” 

Matt. 20:32 And Jesus stopped and called them, and said,  “What do you want Me to do for you?” 

Matt. 20:33 They said to Him,  “Lord, we want our eyes to be opened.” 

Matt. 20:34 And moved with compassion, Jesus touched their eyes; and immediately they regained their sight and followed Him.

