
Mar. 17, 2019 – (Lent 2, The Workers in the Vineyard) 

Sermon Text – Matthew 20:1-16 
 

- [Jesus said], "For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the 

morning to hire laborers for his vineyard.  After agreeing with the laborers for the usual 

daily wage, he sent them into his vineyard…When those hired about five o'clock came, 

each of them received the usual daily wage.  Now when the first came, they thought 

they would receive more; but each of them also received the usual daily wage.  And 

when they received it, they grumbled against the landowner…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?  Take what belongs to you and go; I choose to give to this last the same as I give 

to you.  Am I not allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me?  Or are you 

envious because I am generous?” -  

 

 

Of all of Jesus’ parables, this one is my favorite.  I like it because, of all his teaching 

stories, this one seems to be the most irritating.  People hear it and immediately cry 

“Foul!  That’s not fair!”  I’ve even heard of people staying home intentionally on 

Sundays when they knew this story would be the subject of the sermon!  It just gets to 

us in a way Jesus’ other stories don’t seem to connect.  Maybe that’s because we 

understand the principle of getting paid a fair wage.  Almost all of Jesus’ parables 

have a significant twist in them.  Take the guy who leaves ninety-nine sheep to fend for 

themselves and goes after the one that was dumb enough to get itself lost in the first 

place.  Who does that?  But we don’t get so excited.  They’re only sheep, and we don’t 

really understand shepherding anyway.  Or what about Peter’s question in last week’s 

text about forgiveness.  “How many times must I forgive?  Seven times?”  “No, seventy-

seven times, or seven times seven times,” whichever reading you like better.  But who 

does that?  Unlimited forgiveness!  Forgiveness for as many times as forgiveness is 

needed!  That’s not fair either.  But remember, I’ve been telling you that Jesus is trying 

to paint a picture of what the kingdom of heaven is all about.  When God rules, the 

rules are different.  So, let’s take a closer look at the Parable of the Workers in the 

Vineyard. 

 

 The story begins with a landowner going out at dawn to hire workers for his 

vineyard.  This was, and still is, a common practice where a highly variable workforce 

is needed to complete certain tasks.  The landowner doesn’t need a large workforce 

every day; but, when the grapes are ready to be picked, they need to be picked now.  

So, out he goes to find workers for the day.  If he needs more tomorrow, he’ll get more 

tomorrow.  If he doesn’t, there are no cost overruns for paying idle workers.  At the 

same time, not everyone has a steady job or long-term employment.  In order to feed 
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their families, they are up and about before dawn, assembling in the marketplaces, at 

the spots where they know overseers will come to hire workers for the day.  Normally, 

they are hardworking and ambitious.  They know that they’re family depends upon 

them to find daily work, so that they can earn the typical denarius, which will be 

enough to put food on the table for another night.  No work.  No food.  It’s that simple.  

At six in the morning, there are plenty of interested workers from which to choose.  The 

landowner makes his choices and the harvest begins.  Before long, he realizes that he 

has underestimate the work to be done.  He will need more workers.  Back to the 

marketplace at 9:00 o’clock to hire more.  And again, the process is repeated, at 

noon.  By now, there is unease building among the workers who have not yet been 

hired for the day.  They have been waiting for a long time, but no one has hired them.  

What are they going to do?  How will they feed their families?  Some of them get antsy.  

“Let’s try a different marketplace,” they suggest to their companions, who have been 

waiting with them since morning.  They wander over to another spot, and they are in 

luck.  Again, the landowner comes at 3:00 o’clock to hire more workers.  What will a 

quarter day’s pay buy them?  Maybe a small piece of cheese, if the cheesemakers 

are generous, or a tiny piece of meat to go with the bit of rice they have left in the 

pantry, if the butchers are kind.  And, once more at 5:00 o’clock, almost the end of the 

day, still more workers are hired.  Now, we are down to only one hour of work.  What 

might a twelfth of a day’s pay get them?  A tiny jar of honey to sweeten the meal they 

can mix into cakes?  I don’t know.  But these workers have been waiting all day.  

Anything is better than nothing! 

 

 Now, here comes the twist.  At the end of the day, typically 6:00 o’clock, the 

chief steward calls the workers in from the vineyard to be paid.  The landowner has 

instructed him to begin with the last who were hired and to pay them a full day’s 

wages.  The workers who began at 5:00 are thrilled.  They had never expected such 

bounty.  Now, they can stop on their way home and buy a full meal for their family.  

The workers who have worked a longer time, see this and begin to calculate.  They 

have worked longer hours in the vineyard; and, if one hour is worth a full denarius, then 

three hours, or six hours, or nine hours would be worth how many more?  You get the 

idea.  If one hour is worth a full day’s wages, then those who worked a full day should 

get twelve denarii.  They’re going to be rich!  That’s like two full weeks of wages.  They 

also are overjoyed … until they are paid.  Like the workers hired at the end of the day, 

they also get one denarius, just as they had agreed upon in the morning.  They are not 

happy.  They file a complaint.  “This isn’t fair!” they argue, just as many today complain 

about the entire parable.  And it’s not, admits the landowner.  He has been generous 
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with his money and with his workers.  All of them have gone home with exactly what 

they needed, enough to put food on the table and provide for their families.   

 

 And now, we need to remember that this is a story about the kingdom of 

heaven.  This is a story about God’s rules and how God chooses to do things.  Paying 

equal wages for unequal work may not work in our world.  After all, when word gets 

out, no one will want to come to work for the landowner in the morning.  They will all 

want to wait until the last hour of the day, or there will be riots and protests over the 

fact that the landowner is not fair in his practice of paying wages.  But, that’s ok.  In 

fact, for us, that’s good news.  In the kingdom of heaven, God doesn’t give us what we 

deserve.  If God did, we would all be in trouble.  If we all had to settle up at the end of 

the day, we would never have enough to pay what we owed, given our shoddy 

workmanship, our loafing among the grapevines and our picking of the wrong grapes.  

Our work is not perfect.  And we have to be willing to admit that.  We don’t deserve 

God’s mercy or God’s grace.  But that is exactly Jesus’ point.  In the kingdom of 

heaven, the economy does not count on the worth of the workers’ labor.  It relies on 

the generosity of the one who makes the rules.  And God is generous.  God is far more 

generous than any of us deserves!  And that’s a good thing for us! Amen. 


