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Mt. Zion United Methodist Church – Pulpit Swap Matthew 20:1-16 
The Value in the Vineyard 
 
“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 he went out about nine o’clock, he saw others standing idle in the marketplace; and 
he said to them, ‘You also go into the vineyard, and I will pay you whatever is right.’ So they 
went.  
 
When he went out again about noon  
 
and about three o’clock, he did the same.  
 
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?’ They said to him, ‘Because no one has hired us.’ He 
said to them, ‘You also go into the vineyard.’  
 
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.’  
 
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, 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.’  
 
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?’ So the last will be first, and the first will be last.” 
 
The word of the Lord. Thanks be to God.  
 
Let us pray. Dear God may the words of my mouths and the meditations of our hearts be 
acceptable in your sight, oh Lord our Rock and our Redeemer. 
 
I read this parable to my five year old and asked her what she thought of everyone getting 
paid the same. She shrugged. “Well, that’s fair,” she replied quickly.  
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But I pushed her, “You mean if you cleaned your whole room and your sister only picked up 
the last sock, it would be fair if I gave both of you the same reward?” 
 
Her face showed her reaction. Her thoughtful smile turned into a furrowed brow. “That’s 
NOT fair,” she said.  
 
“But if I told you that I’d give you your allowance if you cleaned your room, and you did it 
and I gave it to you, you would be happy, right?” The smile returned to her face. 
 
“You'd be happy with working for your reward?” “Yes” 
 
“But you’d be mad if you saw your sister getting the same reward too?” [frown] “Yes.”  
 
What if she cleaned the room and you picked up one sock. Would you be happy or mad if I 
gave you the full allowance? That is a GREAT idea, she cheered.  
 
Now, I don’t mean to judge, being a guest here, but I venture to guess that many of us would 
also find that to be an appealing offer.  
 
This story is a parable, one of the iconic stories that Jesus used to teach his disciples and his 
followers. He used everyday images in parables: farms and kitchens, Father’s and sons, 
shepherds and fishermen and wives.  
 
Here we have a story stripped of specifics: No places, no names. Simply a landowner, a 
vineyard, a marketplace, and some workers.  
 
The parable is set up to ask and answer the landowners question, “Am I not allowed to do 
what I choose with what belongs to me? Or are you envious because I am generous?” 
 
Jesus tells this story to his disciples while they are struggling with what it means to follow 
him. One disciple, Peter, speaks up: “Look, we have left everything and followed you. What 
then will we have?”  
 
Jesus said to them, “Truly I tell you, at the renewal of all things, when the Son of Man is 
seated on the throne of his glory, you who have followed me will also sit on twelve thrones, 
judging the twelve tribes of Israel. And everyone who has left houses or brothers or sisters 
or father or mother or children or fields, for my name’s sake, will receive a 
hundredfold, and will inherit eternal life.” 
 
Alright! Discipleship sounds pretty good! Get in on the ground floor with Jesus, and get 
comprehensive retirement benefits.  
 
Only Jesus does not end there. Instead he goes on, saying: “But many who are first will be 
last, and the last will be first.” 
 
Then he tells this parable. 
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When I hear this story I think of the Home Depot parking lot. I’ve been there at the 
beginning of the day, and seen groups of men standing in the parking lot, waiting to be 
hired. A truck pulls up, a finger points, and they climb in, completely at the mercy of the 
driver.  
 
I’ve been there at the end of the day, and seen the few men left standing smoking in the 
fading sunlight, hoping for a last-minute job. A job that could mean the difference between 
food on the plate or going hungry. The stakes are high. There are always winners and losers 
in the marketplace.  
 
In the parable, if the landowner had wanted to be fair, he could have done so. He could have 
paid everyone what they earned proportionately. Instead he chose to offer more.  
 
Later, those hired at the beginning of the day grumble to the landowner: “You have made 
them equal to us.” They have forgotten that they too, were idle in the marketplace until 
they heard the call.  
 
The first workers accused the landowner of being unfair, but his question turns the tables. 
“Am I not free?” “Didn’t you agree to this?” The landowner has done nothing wrong. 
 
Jesus told this parable to help believers understand that the winners/losers or first/last 
paradigm does not work in the kingdom of heaven. Instead of different pay grades there 
are simply employed and idle. Twice we hear this word “idle” in the parable: He saw some 
standing idle in the marketplace at 9am and then later at 5pm. “Why are you standing here 
idle all day?” The landowner asks. “Because no one has hired us.” they reply. “You also go 
into the vineyard.” To these also, he gives a living. 
 
After the parable he talks about his impending death in Jerusalem. It is as if to say, You are 
squabbling over thrones and rewards and possessions, but life is not about that. Your living is 
about more than that. Your life and your living is wrapped up in my life and my living. Your 
life is wrapped up in my living and my dying.  
 
But it is still too much for the disciples to understand. After he tells of his death, the mother 
of two disciples—James and John—asks Jesus to let her sons sit nearest to him in the 
kingdom of God. 
 
Jesus told her she didn’t understand what she was asking. None of them did. They were still 
thinking in terms of winners and losers, of first place and last place. Haves and have-nots. 
Better and worse.  
 
Jesus came to give, to give us a living and to give us true life. He came to break the bonds of 
injustice, but he also came to break a deeper curse: the bonds of comparison and 
competition. 
 
Are we envious because Christ is generous?  
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There is a famous quote by former UCLA football coach Red Sanders, who told his team, 
“Winning isn’t everything… It’s the only thing.” In America in particular we strive for 
upward mobility and outdoing one another, and for being the “American exception,” out-
performing other countries on a global scale.  
 
This competition produces many good things. We push ourselves to do better and better in 
everything that we do. But this system just doesn’t fit in the kingdom.  
 
Because competition implies a winner and a loser. A first and a last. It means only one 
person (or group of people) can win, and the rest, well… better luck next time. In this 
framework my happiness and success is tied to someone else’s failure.  
 
That is why the workers are so frustrated when they complain to the landowner.  
 
They are so tied to this winners and losers system that making the last equal can only mean 
hurting their status as first. In the mind of the marketplace, helping them means hurting 
me.  
 
Just like the first workers, Peter and the disciples think that their great sacrifices will earn 
them top places in Jesus’ kingdom, but they are still thinking with the mind of the 
marketplace.  
 
But Jesus tells them plainly: “You know that the rulers of the Gentiles [world] lord it over 
them, and their great ones are tyrants over them. It will not be so among you; but 
whoever wishes to be great among you must be your servant, and whoever wishes to be 
first among you must be your slave; just as the Son of Man came not to be served but to 
serve, and to give his life a ransom for many.”  
 
The landowner giving a living wage to the laborers is none other than Jesus giving his life 
for many.  
 
Is God arbitrary? 
 
The landowner puts that assumption to rest. We hear him say “I choose” twice. “I choose to 
give to this last the same as I give to you.” and he reiterates: “Am I not allowed to do what I 
choose?” 
 
We should rejoice and be grateful like those last workers being paid first. We have received 
so much from God!  
 
But instead we grumble. Why does this bother us so much? Because in the grand scheme of 
things, we want to be the ones that get the best deal. We may cry “foul” when we see others 
getting “unfair” wages, but do we make that same cry when the scales are tipped in our 
favor? Bible commentator Patrick Wilson puts it this way: “Why is God not that good to me? 
Why does God not love me more than them?” 
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The question then becomes, Does God love them more than me?  
 
But this is not how it is phrased. Instead they mask their selfishness in the guise of justice. 
“you have made them equal to us.” 
 
It turns out we are not concerned about God loving others more than ourselves. We are 
concerned that God does not love us more than them.  
 
The first workers expect more. More money, more respect, more love. More than the rest.  
 
They expect to be put on a higher pay grade than the others. But they are not. They get paid 
what they agreed to get paid. No more, no less. How quickly is the grace of God forgotten. 
 
We work to make our living, and we want to be paid accordingly.  
 
This is an earthly way of thinking. It ties our value to our productivity. It takes the miracle 
of our existence and commodifies it, monetizes it, objectifies it.  
 
Watching God’s generosity to others forces us to examine just how selfish we really are. 
Does the pain we feel stem from our sense of justice? or envy? If the tables were turned, 
would that pain still be there?  
 
We need some kingdom perspective, and Jesus gives it at the end of this parable. Instead of 
the landowner paying the first workers first, he has them wait and watch.  
 
Those hired last are at the front of the line. In line with the workers hired last, we can see 
only the grace of a good God. A gracious God who desires that all be called into the 
vineyard, even at the end of the day. A God who cares for us so much that he does not give 
us charity but gives us a full day’s wage. Our God gives us a living.  
 
From the back of the line, the workers can see the good that the landowner is doing, but 
their desire to be first gets in the way of the vision of God’s grace. They forget that they too 
were standing idle in the marketplace. They too received God’s gracious call. They too 
received a full day’s wage. They too received a living. 
 
The landowner ends in a question which forces us to examine ourselves and our 
understanding of how we are meant to be in the world. “Is your eye evil because I am 
good?” “Are you envious because I am generous?” 
 
Are we in it only for ourselves? Is winning the only thing?  
No. Jesus is the the only thing. God’s call is the only thing. True life is the only thing. True 
life free from the insecurity of the marketplace. True life free from the anxiety of first and 
last. Jesus shows us what that true life looks like. What living for others looks like.  
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In the end, there is no comparison between the vineyard and the marketplace. The 
marketplace is empty, the vineyard is full.  
 
Thanks be to the God who calls us and gives us a living! Amen. 


