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Matthew 20:1-16 

 

 Just so we have this story straight, a vineyard owner, who represents God in the 

parable, hired a group of workers early in the morning with the understanding that they 

would be paid “whatever is right.”  In other words, each early morning worker was 

promised they would be paid the standard daily wage in the ancient world of one 

denarius.   

 

 The vineyard owner then proceeded to hire more laborers at various hours 

throughout the day.  Nine in the morning, noon, three in the afternoon, and finally five in 

the afternoon when the day was nearly over.  And the vineyard owner told every group of 

laborers the same thing.  Each of them would receive “whatever is right” for their efforts.   

 

 By 6pm when the workday ended, the laborers lined up to receive their pay.  And 

lo and behold, the men who were hired last were called forward to the front of the line 

where they received one denarius each.  At this point in the parable, you can almost hear 

the early morning laborers whispering amongst themselves.  Taking careful note as each 

of the one-hour workers was paid one denarius and then rubbing their hands together 

gleefully in expectation of the bonus they would surely receive for working from sunup 

to sundown…   

 

 Unfortunately for them, the all-day laborers finally made it to the front of the line 

and they too were paid one denarius.  Perhaps they even held their hand out for an extra 

moment or two, waiting expectantly for more pay to be added.  Yet one denarius was all 

they received.  And those all-day laborers immediately began to grumble.   

 

 We never find out in the story the reaction of the one-hour laborers.  Presumably 

they eagerly pocketed their windfall and left the scene quickly before the vineyard owner 

had second thoughts.  Meanwhile, the accountant who was dispersing the money to the 

various laborers was trying to figure out how to justify the vineyard owner’s unorthodox 

payment plan…  

 

Going back to the beginning of the story, at every juncture of the day the vineyard 

owner agreed to pay his laborers “whatever is right.”  And when you and I hear those 

words, we assume the vineyard owner was actually promising to pay every laborer 

“whatever is fair.”  When our assumption turns out to be wrong, everything about this 

parable rubs our human nature the wrong way.  Because you and I have been taught that 

people get what they deserve.  Work hard and you will be rewarded.  You reap what you 

sow.    

 

 In light of what you and I believe, it’s easy to understand the resentment of the 

all-day workers.  After all, the guys who worked in the vineyard for one hour barely 

broke a sweat!  It’s absolutely ludicrous that they were paid one denarius for the measly 



amount of work they did.  Still, if the vineyard owner was going to act crazy with the late 

day workers, the very least he should have done was pay the other workers in proportion 

to the number of hours they worked and the amount they accomplished in those hours.   

 

 This Parable of the Laborers in the Vineyard simply isn’t fair and that’s why it’s 

hard to identify with.  On the other hand, isn’t this story a classic parable for our times, 

especially in this country?  If you look at all the animosity and all the suspicion and all 

the widespread division in this county.  If you listen to all the partisanship and the heated 

rhetoric and the hateful, insulting speech that swirls around us every day.  If you boil all 

the divisiveness down to its essence, how much of it has to do with fairness or 

perceptions of fairness?  A significant amount, I think.   

 

 Couple the notion of fairness with the underlying implication in the parable that 

some people deserve more than others.  Some people work harder than others.  And some 

people are more respectable than others.  Those themes are all in this parable, in ways 

that are subtle and not subtle at all.   

 

 In order to truly understand the Parable of the Laborers in the Vineyard, however, 

you and I need to change the way we hear it.  And the way we look at it.  Most of all, the 

way we perceive it.   

 

 The key to unlocking this parable is to change our perspective.  Even though our 

initial inclination is to identify with the early morning workers, the truth is that despite all 

their complaining and grumbling and resentment, none of them was cheated at days end.  

In fact, the same goes for every laborer hired by the vineyard owner, no matter the hour 

of that day.  They all took home the pay they agreed to.   

 

To truly understand this parable, rather, is to see it through the perspective of the 

vineyard owner…through the eyes of God, in other words.  And God does not view this 

story through the lens of fairness.   

 

Instead, the Parable of the Laborers in the Vineyard is a tale about God’s justice.  

God’s economic justice, to be more precise.  Think for a moment about the people in this 

country who are typically the last ones to find employment.  The ones who are left 

standing long after others have been hired.  The ones who are too often discriminated 

against in the work force.  People with physical disabilities and special needs.  People of 

color.  People in the LGBTQ community.  Recent immigrants.  People who have a 

history of mental illness or incarceration or drug abuse.  People who are seen as too old.    

 

There is nothing, not one single word in this parable that indicates the last 

workers of the day were lazy or irresponsible.  The only thing we can say with 

confidence about the one-hour workers is that they were unwanted…   

 

Yet through the eyes of God, every person is wanted.  Every person is welcome.  

There is a place and an opportunity for every one of us to labor in God’s vineyard.  

Moreover, if you read through the Bible carefully, you and I put our faith in a God who 



has a special affinity for people who are downtrodden and marginalized.  Men and 

women and youth and children who wind up last in the line, unwanted and excluded 

through no fault of their own.   

 

This parable is God’s reminder to us to stop vilifying the ones in our society who 

are left behind because the economic system is stacked against them.  And to start seeing 

people’s need and reacting with compassion and generosity rather than judgement and 

condemnation.   

 

At the same time, I think this morning’s parable urges us to set aside our privilege 

and our prejudices around who we think is respectable and who is not.  Even more so 

during this time of pandemic when we have seen countless talented, credentialed, highly 

skilled, loyal, hard-working people in this nation lose their employment due to a virus 

that we have not brought under control.  

 

Before this pandemic started, there were millions of people in this country who 

considered themselves full day laborers.  People who were capable and desirable to their 

employers or prospective employers.  At the top of the list and in the first wave of those 

in our society who would be put to work in the vineyard.   

 

Now six months into the pandemic, millions of those same people are left 

standing and waiting with no labor in sight…waiting for a vineyard owner to come along 

and hire them again.  This pandemic that has impacted people across every demographic, 

regardless of socio-economic status…it makes me wonder as we gather here for worship 

in this safe, predominantly white, affluent, suburban community, whether Coronavirus 

has dulled some of our self-righteous sense of entitlement. 

 

While we’re at it, maybe we should rethink where we picture ourselves in line.  

There are very few people in our world who make it through their lifetimes without 

feeling, at some point, as though they are nearer to the end of the line than the front.  And 

when we are at the back of the line, because of our physical ability or skin color or 

mental illness or citizenship status or sexual orientation or gender identity or age or past 

history or a pandemic that forces us to rethink our own immunity and invincibility, a God 

who comes along and flips the script so that the last people in line are actually the first 

and the first people in line are really last?  Depending on where we see ourselves in line, 

a God who looks out for us even in our times of greatest need?  That sounds like the best 

news imaginable.   

 

If you and I read today’s parable and get caught up in the issue of what is fair, we 

missed the point.  What’s worse, we sound petty and cheap.  On the other hand, if we 

read today’s parable with justice in mind.  Bearing in mind the words of Jesus who told 

us that when we reach out to the least of our brothers and sisters, we reach out to him.  

And remembering the words of the vineyard owner who promised that in God’s realm the 

last will be first and the first will be last. Then we have heard the parable well. Amen.   

 

     



 

    


