
Bible Study  For 15th Sunday after Trinity  (Proper 20) 
 

Jonah 3.10-4.11  Philippians 1.21-30  Matthew 20.1-16 

 
 

Opening prayer 
We praise you, Lord, for all that you are, 
for the creation that is yours, 
for its beauty and wonder, its diversity and richness. 
 
We praise you for your presence and comfort 
that swaddle us in your purity and enrich us with your abundance. 
 
We praise you for your steadfastness 
that perseveres with us, faltering disciples and failing followers. 
 
We praise you that, day by day, you amaze and enrich us 
and reveal yourself in new and unexpected ways. 
 
We praise you that you are the same yesterday, 
today and for ever – and yet forever new. 
 
O Lord our God, you are indeed, 
from the depth of our being, 
highly to be praised. 
Amen. 
  



Old Testament: Jonah 3.10-4.11 

 

Jonah 3.10-4.11  
(New Revised Standard Version) 

Jonah 3.10-4.11  
(The Message) 

Jonah 3.10-4.11  
(Contemporary English Version) 

10 When God saw what they did, how they turned 
from their evil ways, God changed his mind about 
the calamity that he had said he would bring 
upon them; and he did not do it. 
4 But this was very displeasing to Jonah, and he 
became angry. 2 He prayed to the LORD and said, 
‘O LORD! Is not this what I said while I was still in 
my own country? That is why I fled to Tarshish at 
the beginning; for I knew that you are a gracious 
God and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding 
in steadfast love, and ready to relent from 
punishing. 3 And now, O LORD, please take my 
life from me, for it is better for me to die than to 
live.’ 4 And the LORD said, ‘Is it right for you to be 
angry?’ 5 Then Jonah went out of the city and sat 
down east of the city, and made a booth for 
himself there. He sat under it in the shade, 
waiting to see what would become of the city. 
6 The LORD God appointed a bush,[a] and made it 
come up over Jonah, to give shade over his 
head, to save him from his discomfort; so Jonah 
was very happy about the bush. 7 But when dawn 
came up the next day, God appointed a worm 
that attacked the bush, so that it withered. 8 When 
the sun rose, God prepared a sultry east wind, 
and the sun beat down on the head of Jonah so 
that he was faint and asked that he might die. He 
said, ‘It is better for me to die than to live.’ 
Jonah Is Reproved 
9 But God said to Jonah, ‘Is it right for you to be 
angry about the bush?’ And he said, ‘Yes, angry 
enough to die.’ 10 Then the LORD said, ‘You are 
concerned about the bush, for which you did not 
labour and which you did not grow; it came into 
being in a night and perished in a night. 11 And 

10 God saw what they had done, that they had 
turned away from their evil lives. He did change 
his mind about them. What he said he would do 
to them he didn’t do. 
4 1-2 Jonah was furious. He lost his temper. He 
yelled at GOD, “GOD! I knew it—when I was back 
home, I knew this was going to happen! That’s 
why I ran off to Tarshish! I knew you were sheer 
grace and mercy, not easily angered, rich in love, 
and ready at the drop of a hat to turn your plans 
of punishment into a program of forgiveness! 
3 “So, GOD, if you won’t kill them, kill me! I’m 
better off dead!” 
4 GOD said, “What do you have to be angry 
about?” 
5 But Jonah just left. He went out of the city to the 
east and sat down in a sulk. He put together a 
makeshift shelter of leafy branches and sat there 
in the shade to see what would happen to the 
city. 
6 GOD arranged for a broad-leafed tree to spring 
up. It grew over Jonah to cool him off and get him 
out of his angry sulk. Jonah was pleased and 
enjoyed the shade. Life was looking up. 
7-8 But then God sent a worm. By dawn of the 
next day, the worm had bored into the shade tree 
and it withered away. The sun came up and God 
sent a hot, blistering wind from the east. The sun 
beat down on Jonah’s head and he started to 
faint. He prayed to die: “I’m better off dead!” 
9 Then God said to Jonah, “What right do you 
have to get angry about this shade tree?” 
Jonah said, “Plenty of right. It’s made me angry 
enough to die!” 

10 When God saw that the people had stopped 
doing evil things, he had pity and did not destroy 
them as he had planned. 
4 Jonah was really upset and angry. 2 So he 
prayed: 
Our LORD, I knew from the very beginning that 
you wouldn’t destroy Nineveh. That’s why I left 
my own country and headed for Spain. You are a 
kind and merciful God, and you are very patient. 
You always show love, and you don’t like to 
punish anyone, not even foreigners. 
3 Now let me die! I’d be better off dead. 
4 The LORD replied, “What right do you have to be 
angry?” 
5 Jonah then left through the east gate of the city 
and made a shelter to protect himself from the 
sun. He sat under the shelter, waiting to see what 
would happen to Nineveh. 
6 The LORD made a vine grow up to shade 
Jonah’s head and protect him from the sun. 
Jonah was very happy to have the vine, 7 but 
early the next morning the LORD sent a worm to 
chew on the vine, and the vine dried up. 8 During 
the day the LORD sent a scorching wind, and the 
sun beat down on Jonah’s head, making him feel 
faint. Jonah was ready to die, and he shouted, “I 
wish I were dead!” 
9 But the LORD asked, “Jonah, do you have the 
right to be angry about the vine?” 
“Yes, I do,” he answered, “and I’m angry enough 
to die.” 
10 But the LORD said: 
You are concerned about a vine that you did not 
plant or take care of, a vine that grew up in one 
night and died the next. 11 In that city of Nineveh 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Jonah%204&version=NRSVA#fen-NRSVA-22575a


should I not be concerned about Nineveh, that 
great city, in which there are more than a 
hundred and twenty thousand people who do not 
know their right hand from their left, and also 
many animals?’ 
 

10-11 GOD said, “What’s this? How is it that you 
can change your feelings from pleasure to anger 
overnight about a mere shade tree that you did 
nothing to get? You neither planted nor watered 
it. It grew up one night and died the next night. 
So, why can’t I likewise change what I feel about 
Nineveh from anger to pleasure, this big city of 
more than 120,000 childlike people who don’t yet 
know right from wrong, to say nothing of all the 
innocent animals?” 

there are more than a hundred twenty thousand 
people who cannot tell right from wrong, and 
many cattle are also there. Don’t you think I 
should be concerned about that big city? 
 

 
 
  



Bible notes 

Old Testament: Jonah 3.10-4.11 

The ancient city of Nineveh was in modern-day Iraq (then Assyria), on the outskirts of Mosul. Jonah is not keen on his job as prophet and quite 

angry with God. At first, he didn’t believe the Gentile Ninevites were worth saving. But he was also pretty sure that God would forgive the 

people of Nineveh anyway (see Psalm 145.8) – so he thought his role was a bit of a waste of time, and he would be made to look a fool. Even 

so, God continued to interact with Jonah. A plant grew and Jonah became attached to it. Then the plant died. Jonah was sad, and angry with 

God again. But God still persisted with Jonah, and reproved him for being more upset about the fate of a plant than the 120,000 inhabitants of 

Nineveh. As the verse from Psalm 145 says, God is ever merciful, slow to anger and abounding in love. 

 

 

 

 

 

  



New Testament: Philippians 1.21-30 

Philippians 1.21-30   
(New Revised Standard Version) 

Philippians 1.21-30   
(The Message) 

Philippians 1.21-30   
(Contemporary English Version) 

For to me, living is Christ and dying is gain. 22 If I 
am to live in the flesh, that means fruitful labour 
for me; and I do not know which I prefer. 23 I am 
hard pressed between the two: my desire is to 
depart and be with Christ, for that is far 
better; 24 but to remain in the flesh is more 
necessary for you. 25 Since I am convinced of 
this, I know that I will remain and continue with all 
of you for your progress and joy in faith, 26 so that 
I may share abundantly in your boasting in Christ 
Jesus when I come to you again. 
27 Only, live your life in a manner worthy of the 
gospel of Christ, so that, whether I come and see 
you or am absent and hear about you, I will know 
that you are standing firm in one spirit, striving 
side by side with one mind for the faith of the 
gospel, 28 and are in no way intimidated by your 
opponents. For them this is evidence of their 
destruction, but of your salvation. And this is 
God’s doing. 29 For he has graciously granted you 
the privilege not only of believing in Christ, but of 
suffering for him as well— 30 since you are having 
the same struggle that you saw I had and now 
hear that I still have. 
 

18-21 So how am I to respond? I’ve decided that I 
really don’t care about their motives, whether 
mixed, bad, or indifferent. Every time one of them 
opens his mouth, Christ is proclaimed, so I just 
cheer them on! 
And I’m going to keep that celebration going 
because I know how it’s going to turn out. 
Through your faithful prayers and the generous 
response of the Spirit of Jesus Christ, everything 
he wants to do in and through me will be done. I 
can hardly wait to continue on my course. I don’t 
expect to be embarrassed in the least. On the 
contrary, everything happening to me in this jail 
only serves to make Christ more accurately 
known, regardless of whether I live or die. They 
didn’t shut me up; they gave me a pulpit! Alive, 
I’m Christ’s messenger; dead, I’m his bounty. Life 
versus even more life! I can’t lose. 
22-26 As long as I’m alive in this body, there is 
good work for me to do. If I had to choose right 
now, I hardly know which I’d choose. Hard 
choice! The desire to break camp here and be 
with Christ is powerful. Some days I can think of 
nothing better. But most days, because of what 
you are going through, I am sure that it’s better 
for me to stick it out here. So I plan to be around 
awhile, companion to you as your growth and joy 
in this life of trusting God continues. You can 
start looking forward to a great reunion when I 
come visit you again. We’ll be praising Christ, 
enjoying each other. 
27-30 Meanwhile, live in such a way that you are a 
credit to the Message of Christ. Let nothing in 
your conduct hang on whether I come or not. 
Your conduct must be the same whether I show 
up to see things for myself or hear of it from a 

21 If I live, it will be for Christ, and if I die, I will 
gain even more. 22 I don’t know what to choose. I 
could keep on living and doing something 
useful. 23 It is a hard choice to make. I want to die 
and be with Christ, because that would be much 
better. 24-25 But I know that all of you still need 
me. That’s why I am sure I will stay on to help 
you grow and be happy in your faith. 26 Then, 
when I visit you again, you will have good reason 
to take great pride in Christ Jesus because of 
me.[c] 
27 Above all else, you must live in a way that 
brings honor to the good news about Christ. 
Then, whether I visit you or not, I will hear that all 
of you think alike. I will know that you are working 
together and that you are struggling side by side 
to get others to believe the good news. 
28 Be brave when you face your enemies. Your 
courage will show them that they are going to be 
destroyed, and it will show you that you will be 
saved. God will make all of this happen, 29 and he 
has blessed you. Not only do you have faith in 
Christ, but you suffer for him. 30 You saw me 
suffer, and you still hear about my troubles. Now 
you must suffer in the same way. 
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distance. Stand united, singular in vision, 
contending for people’s trust in the Message, the 
good news, not flinching or dodging in the 
slightest before the opposition. Your courage and 
unity will show them what they’re up against: 
defeat for them, victory for you—and both 
because of God. There’s far more to this life than 
trusting in Christ. There’s also suffering for him. 
And the suffering is as much a gift as the trusting. 
You’re involved in the same kind of struggle you 
saw me go through, on which you are now 
getting an updated report in this letter. 
 

 
 
 

  



Bible notes 

New Testament: Philippians 1.21-30 

 
Philippians was written by Paul from prison, though we don’t know whether from Caesarea in the late AD 50s or Rome in the early 60s. As we 
have it now, it is a composite of at least two letters that he wrote – 3.1a is clearly the end of one of them. 
 
We pick up the letter after Paul’s greetings to the ‘saints’ in Philippi (v.1), and an assurance of his prayers for them. In the rest of the first 
chapter, Paul explains his personal struggles to the Philippians, and says that their struggles are like his (v.30). He wants to appear 
encouraging and commends them for their approach to life in the faith, even when he’s not sure himself if he should stick at it or not (v.22). 
Paul knows what these struggles are like and how intimidating opposition can be (v.28). He needs the support of the Philippians just as they 
need his. 
 
Paul makes a good contrast with Jonah. Jonah was afraid to look foolish; Paul presses on with complete fearlessness. Jonah is so miserable 
he wishes he could die; Paul is so happy in Christ he wishes he could die, in order to be with Christ. Jonah cared nothing for the people of 
Nineveh; Paul cares so much for the people of Philippi that he would prefer to put off his own final glory if only he can stand by them. 
 
There is also a similarity, for in both books God seeks to address those who have become enemies with a sign. In Jonah, it was Jonah 
himself, preaching in sackcloth. In Philippians it is the faithful church, confounding its enemies. Paul sees the church’s enemies as lost, but 
also believes that God is not abandoning them but addressing them through the unity of the church. 
 
 
  



Gospel: Matthew 20.1-16 

Matthew 20.1-16  
(New Revised Standard Version) 

Matthew 20.1-16  
(The Message) 

Matthew 20.1-16  
(Contemporary English Version) 

20 ‘For the kingdom of heaven is like a 
landowner who went out early in the morning to 
hire labourers for his vineyard. 2 After agreeing 
with the labourers for the usual daily wage,[a] he 
sent them into his vineyard. 3 When he went out 
about nine o’clock, he saw others standing idle in 
the market-place; 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 
labourers 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.[b] 10 Now when the 
first came, they thought they would receive more; 
but each of them also received the usual daily 
wage.[c] 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?[d] 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?”[e] 16 So the last will be 
first, and the first will be last.’[f] 

20 1-2 “God’s kingdom is like an estate manager 
who went out early in the morning to hire workers 
for his vineyard. They agreed on a wage of a 
dollar a day, and went to work. 
3-5 “Later, about nine o’clock, the manager saw 
some other men hanging around the town square 
unemployed. He told them to go to work in his 
vineyard and he would pay them a fair wage. 
They went. 
5-6 “He did the same thing at noon, and again at 
three o’clock. At five o’clock he went back and 
found still others standing around. He said, ‘Why 
are you standing around all day doing nothing?’ 
7 “They said, ‘Because no one hired us.’ 
“He told them to go to work in his vineyard. 
8 “When the day’s work was over, the owner of 
the vineyard instructed his foreman, ‘Call the 
workers in and pay them their wages. Start with 
the last hired and go on to the first.’ 
9-12 “Those hired at five o’clock came up and were 
each given a dollar. When those who were hired 
first saw that, they assumed they would get far 
more. But they got the same, each of them one 
dollar. Taking the dollar, they groused angrily to 
the manager, ‘These last workers put in only one 
easy hour, and you just made them equal to us, 
who slaved all day under a scorching sun.’ 
13-15 “He replied to the one speaking for the rest, 
‘Friend, I haven’t been unfair. We agreed on the 
wage of a dollar, didn’t we? So take it and go. I 
decided to give to the one who came last the 
same as you. Can’t I do what I want with my own 
money? Are you going to get stingy because I 
am generous?’ 
16 “Here it is again, the Great Reversal: many of 
the first ending up last, and the last first.” 

20 As Jesus was telling what the kingdom of 
heaven would be like, he said: 
Early one morning a man went out to hire some 
workers for his vineyard. 2 After he had agreed to 
pay them the usual amount for a day’s work, he 
sent them off to his vineyard. 
3 About nine that morning, the man saw some 
other people standing in the market with nothing 
to do. 4 He said he would pay them what was fair, 
if they would work in his vineyard. 5 So they went. 
At noon and again about three in the afternoon 
he returned to the market. And each time he 
made the same agreement with others who were 
loafing around with nothing to do. 
6 Finally, about five in the afternoon the man went 
back and found some others standing there. He 
asked them, “Why have you been standing here 
all day long doing nothing?” 
7 “Because no one has hired us,” they answered. 
Then he told them to go work in his vineyard. 
8 That evening the owner of the vineyard told the 
man in charge of the workers to call them in and 
give them their money. He also told the man to 
begin with the ones who were hired last. 9 When 
the workers arrived, the ones who had been 
hired at five in the afternoon were given a full 
day’s pay. 
10 The workers who had been hired first thought 
they would be given more than the others. But 
when they were given the same, 11 they began 
complaining to the owner of the vineyard. 12 They 
said, “The ones who were hired last worked for 
only one hour. But you paid them the same that 
you did us. And we worked in the hot sun all day 
long!” 
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 13 The owner answered one of them, “Friend, I 
didn’t cheat you. I paid you exactly what we 
agreed on. 14 Take your money now and go! 
What business is it of yours if I want to pay them 
the same that I paid you? 15 Don’t I have the right 
to do what I want with my own money? Why 
should you be jealous, if I want to be generous?” 
16 Jesus then said, “So it is. Everyone who is now 
first will be last, and everyone who is last will be 
first.” 
 

 
 
 
 

  



Bible notes 

Gospel: Matthew 18.21-35 

Matthew’s is the only Gospel to include this well-known story of Jesus’ about social and economic issues in first-century Palestine. The 
vineyard is a common symbol for Israel in the Hebrew Scriptures and in some of Jesus’ other parables, and the landowner is sometimes to be 
understood as God. But we do not need to make such direct links here. It is not an allegory, depicting life in heaven or on earth (Matthew uses 
‘kingdom of heaven’ where others say ‘kingdom (or reign) of God’). Rather, it is a story (a parable) using imagery familiar to the audience. 
 
The landowner hires workers according to the ‘steadfast love’ principle and generosity of Psalm 145, rather than the usual worldly/human way 
of treating workers at the time (or now). This undifferentiated pay policy makes some of the workers angry, and their reaction is just as 
understandable today. But this is not teaching on how to run a business, it is a parable to illustrate what true compassion means: that no 
worker’s family should be deprived of their food for the day. It is a message and a challenge as relevant to contemporary economics and ‘zero 
hours’ contracts as it was 2,000 years ago. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

The links between the lectionary readings 
Work links our three readings: Jonah isn’t keen on his job as a prophet, and some of the workers in the vineyard complain about theirs; 
meanwhile, Paul tries to encourage the Philippians even though they face struggles. The life to which we are called doesn’t always work out as 
we thought it would. The kingdom of God is generally midwifed by prophets. Who are the prophets doing this around us today? 
 
 
  



 

 

 

Does this image appear to be 
more about clarity, or confusion? 
 
 
When was the last time you 
really struggled to make a 
choice? 
 
 
How is it helpful to know that 
Paul struggled with choices, like 
we do? 
  



 

Prayers of intercession 
Eternal, ever-living, ever-present God, 
in the struggles and joys of this day, we pray: 
for those who are overburdened, weighed down, demoralised, 
fearful or desolate because of what life has thrown at them… 
For those engulfed in pain and anguish, facing illness and death… 
For those troubled in mind and spirit, who find no peace or calm… 
For those alone and lonely, without friend or comfort… 
For those frightened and bewildered, who see no direction 
or purpose in their lives… 
Eternal, ever-living God, 
bless them all in this and every hour, 
in this and every step of life’s journey.  
Amen. 
 
 
 

A personal prayer 
In trial and tribulation, God of comfort, be near me. 
In loss and devastation, God of grief, grieve with me. 
In uncertainty and confusion, God of the way, show me a path. 
In want and in need, God of provision, provide for me. 
In times of sluggishness and laziness, God of patience, wait for me. 
In comfort and in joy, God of love, let me not forget you. 
Amen. 
 
 

Live your faith 
Send a message (e.g. by letter, text, email, phone) of encouragement to someone (or to a group or cause dear to you) that 
needs support and encouragement to stand firm in the face of obstacles and challenges at this time. 
 


