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Matthew 20:1-16 

Intro 

 Generally speaking, we want the world that we are a part of to feel fair, if not actually be 

fair.  This reality causes this morning’s passage to be one that does not sit well with us, maybe 

especially as we have been put through the emotional ringer here in the year 2020.  I mean we 

totally get that there are large swaths of life that are not fair.  All of us are able to come up with 

example after example of someone or something who were recipients of a benefit we feel, or 

even have been taught, that they do not deserve.   

We know that it happens all the time. 

 In the same breath, when we see that sort of thing happen, we are going to call it out (or 

at least grumble about it!), so that those around us are able to come alongside us and 

acknowledge the unfairness that is taking place. 

 Life may not be fair, but we are not going to let that unfairness get away scot free. 

 It is with that foundation that what takes place in this passage sets our ‘meter of 

unfairness’ off in spectacular fashion.   

The illustration that is given is that of day laborers who are being employed to work in a 

vineyard.  The traditional work day lasted 12 hours and the ‘appropriate’ compensation for a full 

day’s work was a Roman coin called a denarii.   

 However, there was a lot of work that needed to be done and the owner of the vineyard 

went out to employee day laborers not just once or twice, but five times.  How much should 

those employees who came later in the day be paid?  What would be a fair compensation?  The 

scripture reads this way.   

Matthew 20:1-16 
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20‘For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to 

hire laborers for his vineyard.  
2
After agreeing with the laborers for the usual daily wage, 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 laborers 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.  
10

Now when the first came, they thought they would receive more; but 

each of them also received the usual daily wage.  
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?  
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?”  
16

So the last will be first, and the first will be last.’ 

‘They Got Paid How Much?!’ 

 The work that needed to be done was plentiful.  That’s why the owner of the vineyard 

was out there in the town square when he was.  He knew that there was much work to be done.  

He negotiated the rate and both sides (the workers and the employer) settled upon the rate.  

Everyone knew what was going to be exchanged. 
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 However, the job ended up being even larger than anticipated.  The landowner makes a 

hasty return to the town square at 9 AM to hire additional workers.  But this time, there was no 

wage negotiation: the owner simply promises to pay ‘whatever is right’.  They workers are glad 

for the work and there is no argument.  This same process happens again at noon, and then again 

at 3 and with only sixty minutes left in the work day, again at 5 PM.   

Just a small aside: think about waiting for 11 hours so that hopefully someone might hire 

you.  Can you imagine the wave of relief that would wash over those, literal 11
th

 hour hires?  

They wouldn’t go home empty-handed after all.  I am sure they were figuring that they wouldn’t 

get paid much, but something sounds a whole lot better than when you are looking at nothing. 

 The piece that feels so unfair shows up once the work day has concluded.   

The workers line up to receive their wages, and normally those who would have been 

working there the longest would have been the first in line…the first to be paid. 

But that isn’t what transpires.   

Instead it is those who have been working the least who are instructed to move to the 

front of the line.  Not only was this out of the norm, in certain circles it would considered 

downright insulting. 

Then it gets worse. 

Those who were hired at 5 PM receive their compensation.  They receive the denarii.   

Now if you saw that happen in front of you?  How would you respond? 

I think initially there would be the whole, ‘hold on a second, how much are they getting 

paid?’ sentiment.  But I see that quickly morphing into, ‘but if those guys got what was promised 

to us, and they only worked an hour, how much more are we going to be paid?’  My guess is that 

at least a few of them would have already figured out ways to spend that additional money. 
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Those smiles quickly fade however as those who started work at 3, then 12, then 9 all 

receive the same compensation. 

Finally, those who had worked the full 12 hour shift are paid.  What they had so eagerly 

agreed to at 6 AM, has now become an insult to them twelve hours later.  How dare the owner 

treat them so unjustly!  And they let their upset be heard as it says in verse 12: ‘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.’        

 As we talked about prior to the reading, if fair pay for a job well done is at the heart of 

this illustration, then this story is not only unfair, but it should make us angry.  I mean, how 

could you not empathize with those were hired right out the gate at 6 AM?  Simply put, how is it 

right to treat everyone equally? 

 In that light, let’s remind ourselves of the owner’s response: ‘Did you get what I 

promised you?’ (well, yes.).  ‘And it is my money to spend or give as I feel, correct? (well, 

yes…but).  ‘So what this really is, is that you are envious, and angry at my generosity? (well, 

that doesn’t sound good,…but yeah, I am!). 

 The people who were listening to Jesus as he told this parable, much like us here today 

with our American sensibilities, are trying to figure out what to make of this injustice when Jesus 

caps it off, ‘the last will be first,…and the first will be last.’  

 However, before we get all fired up, let’s get a few things out there.   

First, Jesus isn’t talking about an actual vineyard.  This story could have been set almost 

anywhere.  Remember that the vineyard is simply a setting, …that represents the world. 

Secondly, Jesus is not talking about the quality of the work that was done by the various 

laborers.  It isn’t as if the folks who were hired at 6 or 9 AM weren’t doing a good job, or on the 
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flip side of it, it’s not that the individuals who were hired at 5 PM were lazy and didn’t get out 

there and look for a job earlier in the day.  From every indication that we are given, the folks 

who were hired early, worked hard and the individuals who were hired later were persistent and 

stayed till almost the end of the day, hoping that they might be able to work for even a short 

period of time to earn something…anything.  So Jesus is not talking about the quality of the 

work.  All of the workers, in that regard, were the same. 

The one spot where the workers were different, however, (and this is something that 

Jesus is speaking to) was in the fact that those who were hired first were the only ones who had 

absolutely no right to complain.  Remember, that the group that was hired at 6 AM was the first 

and only group to negotiate their wage.  All throughout the day, they knew what they were going 

to receive.  Everyone else was told that they would receive ‘whatever is right’.  Of all the 

vineyard workers, those who knew the exact amount that they were to be paid, should have been 

satisfied.  It was only after the ‘latecomers’ received the same pay that they became indignant.   

How difficult it is to remain content.  We never seem to have enough.  We long for more.  

Sometimes we drape that desirousness in the cloak of fairness.  Sometimes we are able to call it 

what it is: greed.  Greed always destroys, even when that greed seems to be speaking out for 

fairness sake. 

It is in contrast to this greed, that Jesus longs for his listeners, for us, to grasp one 

significant point: God (the owner of the vineyard, the creator of the world) is a generous God, 

and He can be as generous as he wants to be because He is the owner of all.  This generosity can 

encourage us, heal us, and absolutely surprise us.  
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But how often do we take God’s expressions of generosity for granted?  How often do we 

ignore the generous ways that God deals with us?  How often do we get upset at the ‘unfairness’ 

of it all when someone else gets something that we want, or that we feel they don’t deserve? 

What Jesus is trying to teach us through this parable is anything but ‘life isn’t fair’.  

Anything but.   

No, Jesus is trying to show us that God is generous in giving to all He loves. 

That can be a hard truth to hold on to, especially if you tend to see yourself in the place of 

that worker who has been toiling away since 6 AM: you have always had a faith in God and You 

have been serving Him throughout your life.  Wouldn’t it be fair to have those who have given 

so much to be celebrated first, or in some special way? 

Maybe, from our standards. 

But this story is not about us, or our standards. 

It is about a God who is so generous that He was willing to send His innocent son to die a 

criminal’s death, so that He might be able to give freely and generously to all people, because all 

people are in the same boat.  This isn’t about being fair. 

This is all about the nature of God and just how eternally generous He is, even to those 

who seem, from our limited and broken perspective, so unworthy. 

There has been a whole lot of talk in a multitude of corners of our culture as to what is 

fair.  Income and racial inequalities, health care, political or cultural influence: people can look at 

just about anything and say, ‘that isn’t fair!’   

Is it any surprise that such a sentiment would seep into how people think about God?  

‘Who is God to judge me?  And why would I ever trust a God who allows atrocity after atrocity 

to take place in our world and not intercede?  That isn’t fair.  So if God isn’t fair, then all of this 
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stuff about how much He cares for humanity is just a bunch of lies that the church threw together 

to try and control me…and that isn’t fair either!  The church is a farce and God is a lie: I’m out.’   

But the God whom we meet in the scriptures, is not about making everything fair, and 

certainly not fair as humanity would ever define it (the sliding scale that we have).   

No, our God is about justice and that justice may not necessarily be realized or 

appreciated in our timeline of life.  But justice will come and that justice, as described in our 

passage this morning, comes to all those who are able to say (at some point), through a generous 

gift of grace, ‘I believe’.  That generous gift is available to everyone, regardless of when they are 

finally able to respond to the call to follow. 

Thanks be to God!  For if He did not venture into the world and call to us, as the day 

laborers who worked in the fields were called by the owner of the vineyard, we would receive 

exactly what was fair: nothing…eternal separation from God. 

Instead, we have received the gift of eternal life and knowing that there is a Creator who 

sustains us through all our days.  We have received an incredibly generous gift.  And through 

that gift, justice is experienced.   

How much will you be paid?  Because of the generosity of our God, we already know the 

answer: we will be paid an eternal reward.  Thanks be to God!     

After Sermon Prayer 

 Holy God, there are moments when we wade back into our brokenness and instead of 

seeing who You are, we see things that don’t seem fair.  Lord, forgive us, and lead us back to a 

place where we are able to not only know who You are but celebrate all the generous ways that 

You have called out to even us.  Lord, thank You!  In Jesus’ name we pray.  Amen.  


