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   MATTHEW CHAPTERS 20-21 NOTES 
 
        No Turning Back: The Pharisees on the War Path 
 What accounts for the furious reaction of the Pharisees to Jesus? Why were they so 
bent on killing him no matter what it took? Keep in mind that a Jew never, ever turned a fellow 
Jew over to the Gentiles for punishment. Never. The fact that the Jewish leadership 
collaborated with the hated Gentile occupiers and sympathizers (Herod, Pilate, Romans) for 
Jesus’ demise was extraordinarily rare. 
 So what are the dynamics here? 
 Jesus did serious things which challenged their understanding of God’s law and included 
teachings directed against them as well. “He went on healing on the Sabbath, for instance—
that Sabbath on which the scribes taught that even God rested. He told the parable of the 
Pharisee and the publican, embarrassing to the Apostle Matthew who had been a publican, but 
infuriating to any Pharisee who took it for granted that he was not as other men. 
 It was a moderate parable, really. The Pharisee was not described as a bad man, only as 
a man too pleased with himself. And Jesus did not say that he had gained condemnation by his 
visit to the Temple, only that the publican had been justified more (Luke 18:14). But even that 
was an intolerable insult, especially since he went on drawing publicans and sinners to him, 
went on receiving them and eating with them. 
 What was far worse was the reiteration of the teaching that the Jews had forfeited their 
place of eminence, and that Gentiles would be their equals in the Kingdom. There could hardly 
have been any phrase which more surely sealed Jesus’ fate than: ‘There shall be weeping and 
gnashing of teeth, when you shall see Abraham and Isaac and Jacob, and all the prophets in the 
Kingdom of God, and you yourselves thrust out. And they shall come from the east and the 
west, and the north and the south; and shall sit down in the Kingdom of God. And they are last 
that shall be first; and they are first that shall be last” (Luke 13:28-30). 
 The same truth was embodied in the parable of the laborers in the vineyard (Matt 20), 
with those who came in at the eleventh hour receiving the same payment as those who had 
been there from the beginning. In the Old Testament, we remember, the vineyard was the 
established figure of Israel, God’s people on earth; and the Lord of the vineyard was God. 
 Yet even this parable did not carry the shock of one he was to give some weeks later 
(Luke 20, Mark 12, Matt 21)—how the Jews, with the vineyard left in their charge, had failed in 
their duty and ended by killing the Lord of the vineyard’s Son. Just three days after the parable 
was uttered they did kill the Lord of the vineyard’s Son.”1 
 
Matt 20:1-16: God’s Wide Mercy: The Vineyard Workers 
 What light does Ephesians 2:11-18 shed on this parable? _________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 As a Gentile, are you grateful for God’s kind generosity for adopting you into His 
kingdom? How do you express your gratitude for this beautiful “access in one spirit to the 
Father? _______________________________________________________________________ 

                                                      
1 Sheed, Frank. To Know Christ Jesus. (c) 1980 by Ignatius Press, San Francisco, CA, pp 298-299. 
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 “The door to heaven is the heart of Jesus. The key to this door is prayer and love”- St 
Andre Bessette.2 
 
 Why would the landowner do such a thing as be generous to all of the workers? 
“Perhaps he saw something that the first workers didn’t see. Perhaps he saw, in his 
compassion, that their day spent waiting for work to feed their families was a terrible one, 
marked by anxiety and a sense of failure. Or perhaps he knew that they were poorer, more 
desperate, less gifted. Maybe he knew they needed a bit more encouragement. 
 Here’s a second perspective on this mysterious story. We sinners are very susceptible to 
a reward-centered understanding of our relationship to God. Tit for tat; I do this, then you 
better do that. But this is very juvenile. 
 We’ve been invited to work in the vineyard of the Lord. That is the greatest privilege 
imaginable, to participate in the Lord’s work of saving the world. Why are we fussing about 
rewards? And how liberating this is! I don’t have to spend my life fussing and spying and 
worrying and comparing. I can live.”3 
 
 “Using the hours of the day in the parable as an analogy for the time in your life when 
you first responded to Jesus, where do you think you would fit? The parable talks about what 
the workers get paid; what is Jesus offering you?”4 ____________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Note: A denarius was a standard daily wage. (This silver coin boasted the image of Caesar 
Augustus/ see Mt 22:19-21). The kind landowner was ensuring that all the men, even those 
who came in the 11th hour, had sufficient funds to feed their families. 
 The Jews divided “the day into four nighttime ‘watches’ and several daytime ‘hours’ 
(6am to 6pm). The early laborers begin around 6am, and those hired at the ‘third’ (9am), ‘sixth’ 
(noon), and ‘ninth’ (3pm) hours each agree to a fair wage. The group hired at the 11th hour only 
work about one hour since the Law commanded that workers receive their wages by sundown 
(Deut 24: 14-15).”5 
 
Principle: We are not to begrudge the generosity of God. How do you see this principle working 
out in the Parable of the Prodigal Son (with the older brother’s reaction) and with the repentant 
thief crucified beside Jesus? _______________________________________________________ 
 
Matt 20:17-19: Passion Prediction #3 
 What two new details of His Passion does Jesus include here, as compared to His prior 
two predictions in 16:21 and 17:22-23? _____________________________________________ 

                                                      
2 E-Spirations: Franciscan Steubenville Conferences daily email inspirations. Sent by Franciscan and accessed online 
Feb 16, 2023 from webmaster@steubenville.org.   
3 Barron, Bishop Robert. Daily Gospel Reflections: Matthew 20:1-16.  August 17, 2022. Accessed online at 
wof@wordonfire.org . 
4 Ignatius Catholic Study Bible: The Gospel of Matthew. Study Questions, pp 82. 
5 Ignatius Catholic Study Bible: The Gospel of Matthew. Commentary, Notes, and Study Questions by Scott Hahn 
and Curtis Mitch. (c) 2000 by Ignatius Press, San Francisco, CA, pp 40. 
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 How would both predictions be horrifying to the disciples? ________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Matt 20:20-28: Honor in the Kingdom of God 
 Competition. It can really cause division and strife. Evidently James and John ‘put their 
mother up to’ asking Jesus for this honor, as when the other disciples discover the request, they 
become indignant with James and John, not Salome. 
 Jesus must have sighed deeply. They still seemed oblivious to the true nature of the 
Kingdom He was trying to establish. In this new Kingdom, how are those in authority to rule? 
How is this so antithetical to how earthly governments operate? _________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 We may roll our eyes at the clueless disciples and move right onto the next verses. But 
wait! Look interiorly. How much do you ‘work’ for Jesus for praise and recognition? How much 
need do you have to ‘be noticed’? What is your motivation for doing ministry? Peter had just 
bluntly asked Jesus: ‘What’s in it for us?’ (Mt 19:27) How has Jesus used you as you are, mixed 
motives and all, and patiently taught you over time how He wants you to operate? __________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 How did Jesus answer James and John in Matt 20:22? ____________________________ 
 Review your last petition to Jesus. How might keeping in mind that “God has bigger 
issues at stake than the particular things you’re asking of Him right now” cause you to back 
down your urgent petitions? ______________________________________________________ 
  
 How did James eventually drink of Jesus’ chalice- Acts 12:2? How did John suffer in 
exile? What have you suffered for Jesus thus far? _____________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
Note that it wasn’t James or John on either side of Him at Calvary, but two thieves. God is 
always full of surprises! 
 
 Why did Jesus ‘come’? Matt 20:28 ___________________________________________ 
 Do you resemble your Master? Do you consider service a privilege? _________________ 
 
Matt 20:29-34- Jesus, Son of David, Heals the Blind Outside Jerusalem 
 Compare this account to Mark 10:46-52. 
  
 Why did the crowd consider Bartimaeus a loud pest? Do we look at the needs of others  
in the same way? Remember that the Jews considered blindness a curse by God for sin. ______ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 If you knew you were on your way to imminent death, would you stop to talk to a 
beggar? What does this tell you about Jesus’ kindness? _________________________________ 
Also: Interesting fact: There are no recorded healings of the blind in the Old Testament. It was 
expected that healing specifically of the blind would be a sign and signal that the messianic age 
had begun (Isaiah 29:18; 35:5). What statement would Jesus have implicitly been making here? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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 The healing of the blind men (Bartimaeus) was “the final event before the Passion 
Week.  Why does Mark (and Matthew) include this particular miracle? Perhaps it was to 
demonstrate the need for boldness in coming to Jesus. 
 The distance to Jerusalem from Jericho was about 18 miles, a walk culminating in the 
triumphal entry. The Old Testament city of Jericho had been destroyed by the Israelites (Joshua 
6:20). But during Herod the Great’s rule over Palestine, he had rebuilt the city (about a mile 
south of the original city) as a site for his winter palace. Jericho was a popular and wealthy city, 
not far from the Jordan River, about 18 miles northeast of Jerusalem. Jesus was on his way to 
Jerusalem (10:32), and after crossing over from Perea, he would naturally enter Jericho. Jesus 
passed through the city, accompanied by his disciples and a large crowd (probably made up of 
Jews also on their way to Jerusalem for Passover).”6 
  
Cultural note: “The title ‘Son of David’ may reflect an early belief that the Messiah would 
possess powers of healing and exorcism, as did the original son of David, King Solomon 
(Wisdom 7:20).”7 
 

    MATTHEW 21 
 And so the curtain opens on Passion Week. “The first actions of Jesus on Passion 
Week—the triumphal entry (21:1-11), the cleansing of the Temple (21:12-17), and the cursing 
of the fig tree (21:18-22)—are all symbolic gestures. Jesus performs them as prophetic acts to 
demonstrate that he is the Messiah and that his coming marks the end of the Old Covenant. 
This provokes Jerusalem’s leadership to conspire and have him crucified (26:3-4; 27:1-2; CCC 
559-60).”8 
 
Matt 21:1-11: The Entry into Jerusalem 
 Five hundred years after King Solomon enters Jerusalem on a donkey for his coronation, 
Jesus does the same. What does the prophet Zechariah foretell in Zec 9:9? _________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 “The Hebrew word ‘Hosanna’ was originally an appeal to God meaning ‘Save us.’ Later it 
was used as a shout of joy, an acclamation, meaning something like ‘Long live…’  The people are 
demonstrating their enthusiasm by shouting ‘Long live the Son of David!’ The phrase ‘Blessed is 
he who comes in the name of the Lord’ comes from Psalm 118:26 and is a jubilant and 
appreciative greeting to someone entrusted with a mission from God. The Church takes up 
these acclamations, incorporating them into the preface of the Mass, to proclaim the Kingship 
of Christ.”9 
 

                                                      
6 Barton, Bruce. Mark:  Life Application Bible Commentary. (c) 1994 by Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., Wheaton, IL, 
pp 306-307. 
7 Ignatius Catholic Study Bible: The Gospel of Matthew, pp 37, 53. 
8 Ignatius Catholic Study Bible: The Gospel of Matthew, pp 53. 
9 The Navarre Bible: St Matthew: Texts and Commentaries. (c) 1998 by Four Courts Press, Dublin, Ireland, pp 180. 
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Matt 21:12-17: Cleansing of the Temple 
 Solomon, the son of David, “built the first Temple, and ever afterward, the royal sons of 
David had the responsibility for maintaining it. Jesus’ first act upon entering Jerusalem in royal 
procession is to go inspect the Temple. He finds it defiled by unscrupulous merchants, so he 
kicks them all out.”10 
 Pilgrims to the Temple, traveling far distances, would find it more convenient to buy 
their sacrificial offering (animal) at the Temple. However, they were being cheated by exchange 
rate discrepancies, etc. The animals were herded into the exterior Court of Gentiles, and their 
ruckus would make it impossible for Gentile proselytes to pray and worship, as they could go no  
further for threat of death. How does Jesus’ cleansing of the Temple show concern for the 
Gentiles present? _______________________________________________________________ 
 
 “Since you are the temple of the Holy Spirit, what ‘robbers’ do you think Jesus wants to 
drive out?”11 ___________________________________________________________________ 
  
Matt 21:18-22: Cursing of the Fig Tree 
 If you were a fig tree and Jesus walked by you today, what would He say? ____________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 “This is a standard trope in the theological literature of Israel: the tree that bears no 
fruit is evocative of the moral person who bears no spiritual fruit. Every single person has a 
mission: to be a conduit of the divine grace into the world. Planted in God—think of Jesus’ 
image of the vine and the branches—they are meant to bring forth the fruits of love, peace, 
compassion, justice, and nonviolence. 
 And notice that this should be effortless. The closer God gets, the more alive we 
become. But the mystery of sin is that we resist the invasion of God; we prefer to go our own 
way; we cling to our own prerogatives and our own narrow freedom. And the result is 
lifelessness. It feels like depression, like your life is going nowhere—in Dante’s language, like 
being ‘lost in a dark wood.’ 
 In Jesus’ parable, the one caring for the tree begs the owner for one more chance to 
manure the tree and hoe around it, hoping to bring it back to life. But if no life comes, the tree 
will be cut down. This is the note of urgency that is struck over and again in the Bible. We can 
run out of time. We can become so resistant to God’s grace that our leaves dry up. This is not 
divine vengeance; it is spiritual physics. 
 So don’t be afraid of God! Surrender to him.”12 
 
 Does Jesus cursing a tree make you uneasy? Why does Matthew include this incident as 
Jesus is on the cusp of entering Jerusalem? __________________________________________ 

                                                      
10 Bergsma, John. New Testament Basics for Catholics. (c) 2015 by Ave Maria Press, Notre Dame, IN, pp 61. 
11 Ignatius Catholic Study Bible: The Gospel of Matthew. Study Questions, pp 83. 
12 Barron, Bishop Robert. Daily Gospel Reflections: Luke 13:1-9: October 22, 2022. Accessed online at 
wof@wordonfire.org.  
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Note: “The cursing of the fig tree is the only miraculous action of Jesus that does any harm or 
works destruction. In fact, it is best seen as a symbolic or prophetic action: When the Messiah 
came to search for the fruits of righteousness in the holy city, he found nothing there. The 
action prefigures the fall of Jerusalem and the destruction of the temple in AD 70.”13  
 
Matt 21:28-32: Parable of the Two Sons 
 Today, which son are you? __________________________________________________ 
 “Perhaps you’ve pushed aside a calling from God—whatever that calling might have 
been—out of fear of inconvenience or a desire to go a different direction. Though the original 
opportunity may have passed you by, remember that God’s will is not so much tied to a place 
or a position as to the condition of your heart. God cannot bless the fearful or willful choices of 
your past, but He can—and He will—bless a repentant heart, a heart that now says, ‘Yes, 
Lord.’”14 
 
Matt 21:33-46- Parable of the Tenants 
 Who are the- *Workers in the vineyard ______________________ 
              *Owner’s messengers _________________________ 
               *Owner ____________________________________ 
               *Owner’s Son _______________________________ 
The leaders of Jerusalem are furious because Jesus is implying the kingdom will be taken from 
them and transferred to the apostles and their successors, as well as Gentiles. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(c) Glenda Canfield, Feb 2023. 
 

                                                      
13 Karris, Robert, OFM- editor. The Collegeville Bible Commentary: New Testament. (c) 1992 by The Liturgical Press, 
Collegeville, MN, pp 891. 
14 DeMoss, Nancy Leigh. The Quiet Place: Daily Devotional Readings. (c) 2012 by Nancy DeMoss, Chicago, IL, August 
14.  


