
Matthew 20:1-16    The Parable of the Workers in the Vineyard 

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

workers for his vineyard. 2 He agreed to pay them a denarius[a] for the day and sent them 

into his vineyard. 
3 “About nine in the morning he went out and saw others standing in the marketplace 

doing nothing. 4 He told them, ‘You also go and work in my vineyard, and I will pay you 

whatever is right.’ 5 So they went. 

“He went out again about noon and about three in the afternoon and did the same 

thing. 6 About five in the afternoon he went out and found still others standing around. He 

asked them, ‘Why have you been standing here all day long doing nothing?’ 
7 “‘Because no one has hired us,’ they answered. 

“He said to them, ‘You also go and work in my vineyard.’ 
8 “When evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his foreman, ‘Call the workers and 

pay them their wages, beginning with the last ones hired and going on to the first.’ 
9 “The workers who were hired about five in the afternoon came and each received a 

denarius. 10 So when those came who were hired first, they expected to receive more. But 

each one of them also received a denarius. 11 When they received it, they began to 

grumble against the landowner. 12 ‘These who were hired last worked only one hour,’ they 

said, ‘and you have made them equal to us who have borne the burden of the work and 

the heat of the day.’ 
13 “But he answered one of them, ‘I am not being unfair to you, friend. Didn’t you agree to 

work for a denarius? 14 Take your pay and go. I want to give the one who was hired last the 

same as I gave you. 15 Don’t I have the right to do what I want with my own money? Or are 

you envious because I am generous?’ 
16 “So the last will be first, and the first will be last.” 

 

What makes the world go round? What’s your answer? 

The ‘workers in the vineyard’ parable has a lot of similarities with the story of the 

prodigal son. He took his inheritance and spent it on wild living, before realising he 

had been an idiot, and coming back humbled. He didn’t expect such a warm 

welcome, but neither did his older brother, who resents the injustice of the warm 

welcome! The prodigal son story makes us think about God’s grace and our 

occasional resentment to that. 

…And so does the story of the workers in the vineyard. The owner gives everyone 

all that he promised — but because some worked less, that creates resentment. 

We need to talk about this in earthly terms, then in ‘kingdom’ terms, before drawing 

some conclusions. 

In Jesus’s time there were no unemployment benefits. If you didn’t earn, you and 

your family relied on wider family, or community generosity, or you starved. The 

Bible’s ongoing theme of care towards widows and orphans is exactly because they 

lacked the support structures to help them when they were destitute. The vineyard 



owner of our story is clearly well aware of that — he is far more concerned to save 

some workers from starvation than with giving proportionally more to those who 

had worked all day. 

What’s more important? Ensuring the welfare of many, or the sense of justice for 

some? 

Have a look at this picture… In the first half everyone gets given the same. Is that 

fair? In the second, you see that a box is taken from the first to be given to the last. Is 

that fair? It’s a different situation, but it makes us think about the differences 

between love and justice, between love and equality. 

We often talk about God being perfectly loving, and perfectly just. The workers in 

the vineyard parable tells us Jesus’s understanding of what it means to be both at 

the same time. And consideration for the one who is in danger of missing out — the 

last, the least and the lost — is always his first thought: because that is love. 

Of course there is a ‘kingdom of God’ aspect to this too. If you are born again at the 

age of 10 or 11, or on your deathbed, God’s grace says ‘Welcome!’ there are not 

different levels of God’s grace or love. The privilege of justification is simply 

privilege. Far be it from the pharisees (or us!) to resent latecomers! 

Being a Christian is about seeking the mind of Christ — the Imitation of Christ, as 

the famous devotional has it. In a world with a cost of living crisis, where the gulf 

between wealth and poverty is so huge, where so little political and economic 

thinking is shaped by grace it is important that we practice thinking like Christ, that 

we get so trained in seeing his point of view that our own perspectives are 

transformed into real grace-orientation. 

All blessings, 

 

Tim. 
 


