
Matthew 20:1–16 

20‘For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to 

hire laborers for his vineyard. 2After agreeing with the laborers for the usual daily wage, he sent 

them into his vineyard. 3When he went out about nine o’clock, he saw others standing idle in the 

market-place; 4and he said to them, “You also go into the vineyard, and I will pay you whatever 

is right.” So they went. 5When he went out again about noon and about three o’clock, he did the 

same. 6And 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?” 7They said to him, “Because no one has hired 

us.” He said to them, “You also go into the vineyard.” 8When evening came, the owner of the 

vineyard said to his manager, “Call the laborers and give them their pay, beginning with the last 

and then going to the first.” 9When those hired about five o’clock came, each of them received 

the usual daily wage. 10Now when the first came, they thought they would receive more; but 

each of them also received the usual daily wage. 11And when they received it, they grumbled 

against the landowner, 12saying, “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.” 13But he replied to 

one of them, “Friend, I am doing you no wrong; did you not agree with me for the usual daily 

wage? 14Take what belongs to you and go; I choose to give to this last the same as I give to you. 

15Am I not allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me? Or are you envious because I 

am generous?” 16So the last will be first, and the first will be last.’ 

 

Faithful God, how blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness. Sanctify us 

by your Word and Spirit so that we may glorify you in the company of the faithful; through Jesus 

Christ our Lord. Amen.  

 Fred Craddock once observed that there are two kinds of sermons that are difficult to 

hear: bad sermons and good sermons. I think we know what he means on the latter. Because 

sometimes the good sermon is the one that gets under people’s skin and bothers them.  

Sometimes preachers (myself included) even want to do this, Part of being a pastor is being 

prophetic. Which is why it can be disappointing in its own way some weeks to have people at the 

church door say, “I really enjoyed that sermon, pastor!” I want to reply, “I was hoping it would 

bother you!”  

In Matthew 20, Jesus is trying to bug us a little. It is one of those times in the Bible when 

if Jesus can get us a little upset, it creates a teachable moment. This story is calculated to offend.  

Educators call it cognitive dissonance. Walter Brueggemann—reflecting mostly on the effect of 

some psalms—calls it disorientation designed to lead to a new reorientation. 

Like most parables, the basic story is very simple and very mundane. A vintner is 

desperate to get his crop of grapes harvested. Maybe the weather is threatening to turn bad the 

next day, or maybe the grapes are so bursting with juice that if they aren’t picked today, they will 

be rotten very quickly. Whatever the situation, the work needs to be done in a day. So at the 

crack of dawn he finds some eager folks lined up, so he hires them, promising a denarius for 

their trouble. 

These people work literally from sun-up to sundown, a solid twelve hours of labor 

including right through the heat of the day. Apparently, however, despite the diligent work of 

these folks, the picking is not proceeding fast enough to satisfy the farmer. So all day long at 

9am, noon, 3pm, and even as late as 5pm (a scant hour before quitting time) the farmer keeps 

hiring more folks, handing them empty bushel baskets and telling them to fill ’em up with 

grapes. 



Jesus purposely lingers a bit over those last folks hired. These were not the eager beavers 

who had been waiting in the market for work at dawn. For whatever the reason they had slept in. 

Maybe these were the ne’er-do-wells of the community–the kind of people who were 

unemployed but seemed to lack the gumption to do a whole lot about it. All day they had sat 

around on the fringes of the town square, sipping cheap beer maybe and just watching passively 

as over and over the farmer came looking for new workers. But they had not leapt to their feet 

each time he came to the square calling for more pickers. 

Finally it got to the point where there were no other folks left in the square and so long 

about the time these lollygaggers were getting ready to head on home to sit on the sofa and 

channel surf the evening away while munching on the frozen pizza they had bought with their 

unemployment checks, the farmer comes back one last time. 

“Why have you people been lazing around this town square all day doing nothing?” the 

farmer asks. 

“We dunno,” they reply, “guess it’s cuz no one hired us.” 

Well, there was a reason for that, too, of course, but when the farmer tells them to get to 

work at last, they readily agree. Shucks, for an hour they could put up with most anything. “A 

little hard work never hurt anybody” the old adage says, and a little hard work was precisely 

what these folks would be doing. Jesus is setting us up. 

We are already looking at these folks through squinty eyes. Examples of the Protestant 

work ethic they aren’t! But then Jesus pulls a narrative fast one: he makes sure that these one-

hour pickers get paid first. Had they been paid last after the crack-of-dawn folks had already left 

with their hard-earned denarius tucked into their wallets, there would not have been much punch 

to this parable. But instead Jesus’ fictional vintner makes a point of ensuring that the people who 

worked the longest witnessed the fact that these lazy bums got paid one whole denarius each as 

well. (There would not be much to this parable had it not been for this move.) 

Actually, however, that was not the moment that brought about the anger. Being fair-

minded people with a firm sense of right and wrong and of what they had coming to them, they 

assumed that maybe as it turned out the going rate for this vineyard was one denarius per hour.  

And oh, what a happy evening it would be in their households if they could come home with 

twelve denarii in their pocket! How wonderful it would be to swing by the store on the way 

home and at long last be able to afford a special candy bar for each of the kids, maybe even some 

flowers for the dinner table and one of those better brands of wine to go with dinner for once. 

Except that of course it didn’t happen that way at all. Everyone got the same pay. Most 

people have a certain look that involuntarily sweeps across the face the moment they feel 

cheated. It is a kind of pursed lips, sideways glance, head-shaking expression utterly transparent 

to the anger that is rising in the throat. That’s how I picture these 12-hour workers the moment 

the master’s payroll man plopped a single denarius into their sweaty palms. They stared at the 

coin in disbelief and then looked askance. One of them finally whispers, “Can you even believe 

this!?” 

 This attitude is very prevalent today as well. We all want fairness and what we’ve earned.  

It’s like Charlie Brown’s little sister, Sally, in the classic “Charlie Brown Christmas Special.” 

You may recall that at one-point Sally is writing a letter to Santa Claus and in the process 

generates an enormous list of toys she wants. Then at the conclusion of her letter she writes, “But 

if that is too much to carry, just send cash.” When Charlie Brown sees this and despairs over his 

own sister’s greed, Sally indignantly responds, “All I want is my fair share. All I want is what I 

have coming to me.”   



Apparently, that’s all that most of us want, including long after we become much older 

than Sally Brown. We want our fair share. We’ve got rights and the number one right we have in 

life is the right to have our rights met. So, we chafe, we champ at the bit, we stomp our feet and 

wag our heads when we spy apparent unfairness in life.   

When I worked for Volunteers of America there were basically two levels of 

employment, hourly shift managers and kitchen staff, and salaried case managers and support 

unit workers. Hourly workers had assigned shifts and received overtime pay. Salaried staff were 

expected to complete their assigned tasks, which were generally designed to fit within a 40-hour 

work week, but if it was more, you did more, but got paid the same. If it took less time you still 

were expected to be available at the office, but you could do other things while you were there 

The important thing was that the work was done.  

 Some of the case managers looked down on shift staff because it took less education, but 

I guarantee that it was a much more stressful job. They also looked down on us support staffers 

because it seemed that we didn’t “do anything” or always seemed to be goofing off. The truth 

was that many times we had completed our assigned tasks and were waiting for the next thing, 

which if it happened to be a problem with their computer they were mighty glad to have one of 

us there to fix it quickly. They were quick to complain about us seemingly doing nothing yet 

thought nothing of having long non-work-related conversations, or socializing at meetings, or 

taking long lunches. By focusing on the splinter in our eye they conveniently missed the board in 

their own. 

 Another example of this is the idea of a minimum wage. The idea originally came from 

Franklin Delano Roosevelt that if someone works 40 hours a week, they should be able to 

support a family. Minimum wage has not kept up with this ideal and when someone suggested a 

few years ago that minimum wage should be raised to $15 an hour many people were upset.  

People that oppose a higher minimum wage claim that it is for kids or those with no 

education, and they don’t “need” to earn more money, they are receiving training and learning 

important life skills. Certainly, those who would have to pay that increased wage were upset, but 

the ones that were really upset were the folks that were making around that amount already. 

They screamed that it wasn’t fair that a burger flipper should make near the same amount as they 

do. First, there was an assumption that their wages would stay stagnant and not be raised, and 

second, somehow the idea has taken root that menial jobs are worth less than “thinking” jobs, or 

skilled jobs. Having been a janitor, a burger flipper, a factory worker, and a convenience store 

clerk I can tell you that those jobs can take just as much out of you as any other job. The stresses 

and wear may be different, but they are still there. Work is work, and what I’ve noticed is that 

some of the people who complain the loudest about menial workers receiving better pay are the 

same people that would never do those jobs. 

The master overhears the workers grumbling and so reminds them that he had cheated no 

one. This was the contract they agreed to at dawn that day. “And as for the rest,” he goes on, 

“what’s that to you? You’re not out anything. I can do what I want with my own money. So, 

don’t cut your eyes at me and scorn my generosity!” 

And that’s grace, Jesus says. It turns everything on its head. But we don’t like it. And that 

is the rub of this parable. 

Without meaning to do it, we peg a lot of our spiritual worth, our spiritual self-

assessment, to how much work we do for the church, or how good a Christian we are. We are the 

ones that are on the committees, we are the ones who are in the pews or watching online each 

week. We see ourselves as the examples of what a good Christian is and does, and before we 



realize it, we slowly begin to assume that maybe we need less grace than some other folks. 

We’ve earned our spot with God. We’re assume we are getting to heaven on the installment plan 

as much as by grace. Maybe God does grade on the curve after all, and if so, we are determined 

to be well out ahead of that curve. 

But as a matter of fact, if we have work to do and the talents to do it, this needs to 

become not a point of comparison with anyone else but a lifelong exercise in gracious gratitude 

to the God who enables our work in the first place. Grace called us to work in the kingdom, 

grace lets us perform ministry, grace compensates for our shortcomings in that work, and grace, 

not our own hard-won merits, is what crowns the work at the end of the day. 

There is a last point to be made, and it is made poignantly by Barbara Brown Taylor. In a 

sermon she asked the key question: When we read this parable, why do we tend to immediately 

identify with the folks hired at the crack of dawn? Why do we so readily assume that when 

God’s kingdom fully comes, we will be the ones tempted to feel upset in that we will be shown 

to have been the hardest workers of them all? Who told you or me that we’ve been working for 

the metaphorical 12 hours? Maybe our work only totals the measly one hour after all? 

Barbara Brown Taylor imagines that in the parable, when the farmer improbably hands 

the one-hour pickers a whole day’s wage, there must have been hoots of laughter and some 

“Ain’t we the lucky ones!” good-natured back-slapping going on. But on that great and final day 

when Christ shall come again, we should pray not only that we will indeed discover that the 

grace of Jesus is more than enough to get us into the kingdom. We should also pray that when we 

discover that eternally joyful fact, the great laughter, and joyful backslapping will be our very 

own. The gift of being eternally in God’s presence is such a wonderful gift, that we should not 

begrudge any others for receiving it. For if we are honest none of us deserve it. Amen 
 


