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Parables: The Workers in the Vineyard

Dear Friends in Christ, 

I had the opportunity to speak with a young man this week who was walking by the church. He was concerned 
that his past might be too bad for God to accept him. Maybe God was punishing him for his mistakes. Maybe it 
was too late for him. I really hope he is listening tonight. The parable Jesus sets before us tonight makes it clear 
that Jesus doesn’t give up on us. And Jesus does not punish us or withhold from us what he has promised 
because of our sins. Our God is generous and good and wants all to be saved. Listen to the parable of the 
Workers in the Vineyard.

Matthew 20:1-16 (EHV)
“Indeed the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to hire workers for his 
vineyard. 2 After agreeing to pay the workers a denarius for the day, he sent them into his vineyard. 3 He also 
went out about the third hour[a] and saw others standing unemployed in the marketplace. 4 To these he said, 
‘You also go into the vineyard, and I will give you whatever is right.’ So they went. 5 Again he went out about 
the sixth and the ninth hour and did the same thing. 6 When he went out about the eleventh hour, he found 
others standing unemployed. He said to them, ‘Why have you stood here all day unemployed?’7 “They said to 
him, ‘Because no one hired us.’ “He told them, ‘You also go into the vineyard.’ 8 When it was evening, the 
owner of the vineyard said to his foreman, ‘Call the workers and pay them their wages, starting with the last 
group and ending with the first.’ 9 “When those who were hired around the eleventh hour came, they each 
received a denarius. 10 When those who were hired first came, they thought they would receive more. But they 
each received a denarius too. 11 After they received it, they began to grumble against the landowner: 12 ‘Those
who were last worked one hour, and you made them equal to us who have endured the burden of the day and the
scorching heat!’ 13 “But he answered one of them, ‘Friend, I am doing you no wrong. Did you not make an 
agreement with me for a denarius? 14 Take what is yours and go. I want to give to the last one hired the same 
as I also gave to you. 15 Can’t I do what I want with my own money? Or are you envious because I am 
generous?’ 16 In the same way, the last will be first, and the first, last.”

This parable invites us to put ourselves into it as the workers in the vineyard of the landowner. The landowner is
of course, the Lord. We first consider the workers hired at the beginning of the day. They were up early to be in 
the marketplace by 6 am to find work for the day. They worked for 12 hours and through the heat of the day. 
They agreed to a denarius for this day which was the normal wage for day of labor. Let’s just give that a dollar 
figure. Let’s say they agreed to work for $120 for the day (because that makes the math easier). $120 for 12 
hours is $10/hour. But now we see the reason the first workers were grumbling at the end of the day. Those 
workers hired at noon only worked 6 hours and therefore got $20/hour. The workers hired at 5 pm only worked 
one hour and therefore received $120/hour! That is not fair!

Maybe the first workers hired are the Jews. God blessed them with prophets and the written Word of God. God 
gave them promises of the Savior from sin. God chose them out of all nations to carry the promise of Christ and
to be the ancestors of the Christ. But now Jesus has been talking to Gentiles and even commending their great 
faith. After Jesus rose from the dead and after Pentecost, many Gentiles would believe in Jesus. Why should the 
Gentiles receive the gift of forgiveness and eternal salvation and adoption into God’s family so easily? 
Therefore some of the Jewish believers in the early church wanted the Gentiles to work for their salvation, be 
circumcised, eat according to Old Testament law and so on. First become a Jew and then you might be worthy 



of being a Christian. But God is generous and does not give salvation based on our work. He forgives sins 
because of Jesus’ death. He gives eternal life because of Jesus’ work on behalf of the world. Our God is good 
and generous.

Maybe we can think of the first workers as the disciples. They gave up everything, left their families and jobs 
and suffered persecution to follow Jesus. Shouldn’t they receive more from God than the regular believer? 
Shouldn’t James and John have the right to sit at Jesus’ right and left in his kingdom? And pastors today work 
full time for the Lord. I know, some of you think I only work one hour a week, but during Lent it is Sunday and 
Wednesday, two hours. Shouldn’t pastors expect some extra payment from the Lord? But then I would be 
thinking of my service to the Lord as somehow earning something from God. 

And you don’t have to be a pastor to have this sinful attitude. Any Christian may look at all the time or effort or 
money or whatever they have used in service to God and think they deserve a reward. This especially happens 
when we look at what little others do or give and think God must have something extra for me. But that is not 
the agreement our God has made with us through Christ. The agreement he has made is completely one sided. 
He will forgive our wickedness and remember our sins no more. We don’t work in God’s vineyard because we 
get something but because he already gave us everything in Christ. God is good and generous.

Our Lord keeps going to the marketplace to invite more into his vineyard, to invite more to receive his 
generosity. Christ has paid for every sin and wants all to repent and believe. Therefore, our good and generous 
God continues to reach out to people with his law and gospel. He truly wants all to be saved. The passion 
history readings remind us of some to whom the Lord went to again and again even to the last hour before his 
death.

Think of Christ’s love and compassion for Judas who would betray him. At the Passover meal on Maundy 
Thursday, Jesus invites Judas to repent. “One of you will betray me.” Late that evening, Jesus invites Judas to 
repent in the Garden of Gethsemane. “Judas, are you betraying the Son of Man with a kiss?” Our God is so 
generous, that the one who hands him over to be arrested and later crucified is the object of his love and 
compassion. He paid for Judas’ betrayal on the cross but Judas would not believe.

In addition, Jesus looks upon those who have nailed him to the cross and says, “Father, forgive them.” He is not 
thinking of himself but of others, even those who pierced him. He wants those soldiers to repent and believe and
be saved. It seems that at least one did. When Jesus died, the earth shook. One Roman soldier connected the 
dots and said, “This man really was righteous. Truly this was the Son of God.” 

Then Christ promises much more than a denarius to a man who deserved much less. The criminals who were 
crucified with him deserved death for their crimes. But to the one who repented and asked Jesus to remember 
him, Jesus said, “Today, you will be with me in paradise.” How long and hard did that criminal work in God’s 
vineyard. Not long, but he received the crown of eternal life. Our God does not give eternal life based on our 
work but on Christ’s work.

To the young man who stopped by church this week, I want you to know that Christ has not given up on you. 
You God’s greatest desire is to forgive and give the gift of eternal life. Repent and believe that all your sins are 
forgiven by Christ’s death. And the same goes for all of us. The goodness and generosity of our God will follow 
us all the days of our lives and we will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.

Amen


