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Matthew 20:1-16 
Jesus said: 
“For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to hire 
workers for his vineyard. He agreed to pay them a denarius for the day and sent them into his 
vineyard. 

“About nine in the morning he went out and saw others standing in the marketplace doing 
nothing. He told them, ‘You also go and work in my vineyard, and I will pay you whatever is 
right.’ So they went. 

“He went out again about noon and about three in the afternoon and did the same thing. About 
five in the afternoon he went out and found still others standing around. He asked them, ‘Why 
have you been standing here all day long doing nothing?’ 

“‘Because no one has hired us,’ they answered. 

“He said to them, ‘You also go and work in my vineyard.’ 

“When evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his foreman, ‘Call the workers and pay 
them their wages, beginning with the last ones hired and going on to the first.’ 

“The workers who were hired about five in the afternoon came and each received a denarius.  So 
when those came who were hired first, they expected to receive more. But each one of them also 
received a denarius. When they received it, they began to grumble against the landowner. ‘These 
who were hired last worked only one hour,’ they said, ‘and you have made them equal to us who 
have borne the burden of the work and the heat of the day.’ 

“But he answered one of them, ‘I am not being unfair to you, friend. Didn’t you agree to work 
for a denarius? Take your pay and go. I want to give the one who was hired last the same as I 
gave you. Don’t I have the right to do what I want with my own money? Or are you envious 
because I am generous?’ 

“So the last will be first, and the first will be last.” 

 
 
This story isn’t fair. Like all the stories Jesus told, it portrays God’s grace in a way that unsettles 
us.  



A landowner hires day-laborers for a job in his vineyard, some at the very start of the morning, 
and some near sunset. He then has his foreman pay them the same wage, but, strangely, he starts 
with the ones who came last. That doesn’t seem like a way to make the day-long crew happy! 
And it doesn’t. They see the payment, and though they still receive what they agreed to, they 
grumble about it. “You’ve made those guys equal with us, and we did the bulk of the work!”  
 
Think about how you’d feel in that situation. Or, if this helps: think about how you’d feel if you 
were in a class where you did all the assigned work, showed up to class every day (early), paid 
attention, took notes, asked good questions, did the homework and the reading, studied hard, 
aced the pop quizzes, stressed and stayed up late studying for the final, and endured a grueling 
three-hour exam...and then, after all that, the teacher said that everyone gets an A: you, and the 
guy who never even remembered to bring a pen to class, much less his homework; and the girl 
who sat in the back and texted the whole semester; and the ones whose papers looked like they 
were written by kindergartners. Be honest--how would you feel? 
 
The landowner in the story rejects the workers’ complaint: “I paid you a fair day’s wage, the 
wage we agreed to. Are you envious because I’m generous with what I have? What’s it to you, 
really, if these guys get paid the same as you?” 
 
And Jesus says that the Kingdom of Heaven--God’s way--is like that. “The last will be first, and 
the first will be last.” 
 
Jesus told this story to the disciples right after he had promised them that they’d be rewarded for 
all the sacrifices they’d made in following him. The disciples had gotten it into their heads that 
because they got in on the ground floor of this movement, because they’d put in the hard dusty 
work of following Jesus all over East Nowheresville, they were superior to these Johanan-come-
lately folks who were just now showing up to jump on the Jesus bandwagon. They were worthy 
of more reward. But Jesus wants them to know that grace doesn’t work that way. 
 
Some of us have been working in God’s vineyard for a long time, and we have calculated to the 
last nickel how much God owes us for it. We went to Sunday School and Children’s Church, 
memorized the verses, sang the songs, colored the pages, ate the little cookies. Then we went to 
Youth Group or College Fellowship when other people were out getting blitzed. Now we come 
to church on Sundays, we give money and we volunteer; we have been reading our Bibles and 
praying and doing all the stuff we’re supposed to. It feels familiar and good, but it also feels kind 
of like a job, and we expect our fair pay from God at the end of the day. We have an unspoken 
contract with God that he will give us the pay we think we deserve: whether that pay is 
forgiveness for our sins, or health, or good fortune, or just a sense of being a successfully 
spiritual person. When God turns out to be “unfairly” gracious to other people, it can feel like we 



wasted our hard work for nothing...and this, of course, is Jesus’ point: to make you ask yourself 
what you were really doing all those things for.  
 
Others of us spent a lot of time doing the wrong things, and we’re really glad and grateful that 
God doesn’t just go out looking and inviting folks in the early morning, but that he comes again 
at 10AM and noon and 3 and at 5 PM, when the sun’s almost down, and says “It’s not too late! 
Help us finish the harvest, except by now most of the grapes are picked so it feels more like a 
party, and folks are starting to relax.” And then when we’re expecting crumbs, we still get 
everything the early-comers got! And then we get to church and find that some folks look at us 
like second-class citizens in God’s Kingdom. 
 
God’s Son told this story to show the disciples and me and you that God isn’t the Heavenly 
Timeclock-Tracker or the Great Test-Grading Professor in the Sky that we picture him as. God is 
generous and gracious, persistent in bringing people in, and not making separate contracts with 
different “classes” of people. Rather than giving us what we “deserve,” God does better than 
that. God loved us so much that He became the very last--a servant, and finally a condemned, 
despised criminal--in order to make us first.  
So this week: 
  --Instead of dwelling on what you think you’ve earned, start with all that God has given you. 
  --Don’t assume that God needed less grace to let you into the Kingdom than he needed to let 
others in. 
  --Let this perspective soften how you think about, talk about, and treat those who you think are 
“doing less” or “doing more” for God than you are.  
  
 
 


