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Matthew 20:1-16

I. Introduction


Although this is the beginning of a new chapter, we are actually coming in in the middle of a lesson Jesus was teaching His disciples.  Unlike the rich, young ruler, Peter and the disciples had given up their jobs, their families and friends and everything else to follow Jesus.  But Peter, like the rest of the disciples, had been taught by the Pharisees that man must accumulate to his credit numerous good deeds so that he might convert them into rewards before God, i.e., doing good works earned a person rewards from God.  This parable about the workers and the vineyard is Jesus’ response to Peter’s question in Matthew 19:27, “What then will there be for us?”  Jesus needed to teach His disciples that the important thing wasn’t getting rewards but being able to serve in God’s kingdom for God’s glory.  This is why Jesus began and ended His parable with “the last will be first, and the first will be last.”  Those who serve in order to receive a reward—to be first in their own eyes and everyone else’s—will be last, and those who serve only in order to respond to Jesus’ summons to work  will be first.  Peter eventually did understand—turn to 1 Peter 4:8-11.  One serves others with a grateful, ungrumbling heart so that God can be praised.

But before we look at what this parable does say, there are a couple of things it doesn’t say.  First, the  denarius, which was a day’s wage, does not represent salvation.  No one works for salvation.  Eph. 2:8-9 says, “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith-- and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can boast.”  Notice that the workers were invited to work in the vineyard—people are called to enter the kingdom of heaven, they don’t earn their way in.  Second, since each worker got paid the same amount, the parable is not talking about rewards.  Turn to 
1 Corinthians 3:8-15.  There are going to be rewards and they are going to be different for different people.   But that is a sermon for a different day.

This parable does show that everyone who comes into the kingdom of heaven will have the same salvation regardless of when and how they come to Christ.  It also demonstrates the right attitude one should have in service as a citizen of the kingdom of heaven.  With that understanding, let’s look at this parable beginning with the background.
II. Background and the Parable

Like all of Jesus’ parables, this story was taken from a real-life situation.  Everyone knew that the grape harvest ripened towards the end of September, and the rainy season started in early October.  They also knew that if the harvest was not gathered in before the rains fell, it would be ruined.  So, when the grapes started to ripen, it was a race against time to get them all picked before the rains came.  To help out, landowners would hire seasonal workers to help with the harvest.

In Jesus’ day, the workday was divided into 3-hour increments running from about 6 AM to 6 PM.  The pay of 1 denarius was the normal day’s wage for a working man.  It was not a wage which left much margin, but one could get by.  It was also the daily wage for a Roman soldier.

The men who were standing in the marketplace were not street-corner idlers, wasting their time.  The marketplace was the equivalent of a job center or an employment agency.  A man looking for work would arrive there first thing in the morning, carrying his tools, and he would wait until someone hired him.  The fact that some of them stood there until as late as 5 PM was proof of how desperate they were for anything.  As hired seasonal laborers; these men were the lowest class of workers, and life for them was always precarious.  They were at the mercy of chance employment.  They were always living on the “semi-starvation” line.  If they were unemployed for a day, their children would go hungry at home for that day.  For them to be unemployed for a day was a disaster for the entire family.


In Jesus’ parable, the landowner hired extra help in the beginning of the workday, i.e., at 6 AM.  After getting these first workers going, the landowner went back to hire more workers at 9 AM then noon then 3 PM and finally at 5 PM.  There was a progression of employee-employer agreements.  The first workers had a contract: “He agreed to pay them a denarius for the day and sent them into his vineyard.”  Those hired later had no contract: “’I will pay you whatever is right.’  So, they went.”   Those in the last group were just happy to work at all—nothing was said about pay.

Deuteronomy 24:14-15 says, “Do not take advantage of a hired man who is poor and needy … Pay him his wages each day before sunset, because he is poor and is counting on it.  Otherwise, he may cry to the Lord against you, and you will be guilty of sin.”  So, at the end of the day, as was required by the Mosaic laws, the workers were gathered together to be paid.  But contrary to tradition, the workers who came last were paid first and those who came first were paid last.  
What would those workers who were hired first but paid last be thinking as they watched all this happen?  Initially, they each expected to get a denarius, because that was what they agreed to work for.  But imagine their surprise when they saw the laborers who were hired last and had worked for just one hour receive a denarius!  Some of those 1st workers must have quickly figured that this meant that their wages would be 12 denarii each!   But these “math wizards” must have started wondering what they were going to get when the 3 o’clock people got 1 denarius as did the noon and then the 9 am workers.  But no matter what, the first workers assumed that they would get more but they didn’t!  
So, they became angry.  This was not fair.  They had worked hard all day long even through the heat of the day and all they got was the same pay as everyone else; the same as those who worked for only the last hour of the day.  “You have made them equal to us who have borne the burden of the work and the heart of the day.”  They complained that they wanted what was due them. 

The owner reminded them that they had agreed to 1 denarius for a day’s work—they got what was due them.  “Didn’t you agree to work for a denarius?”  The landowner had done no wrong.  He asked a rhetorical question, “Don’t I have the right to do what I want with my own money?”  Obviously, he could do whatever he might wish to do with his own assets.
III. Principles of the Parable

To consider the various applications or principles in this parable for the disciples and us, we need to understand who and what are represented by it.  Jesus said that the parable is about the “kingdom of heaven.”  Therefore, the vineyard is the kingdom of heaven itself; that means the landowner is God the Father, and the foreman is the Son, Jesus Christ.  The laborers are believers, and the denarius is eternal life which is received equally by all who answer God’s call and trust in Jesus Christ.  The workday is the believer’s lifetime of service to the Lord and the evening is the beginning of eternity.  When a Christian stands before God for judgment at the end of his life, Jesus is going to intercede for him.  Hebrews 7:25 says, Jesus is “able to save completely those who come to God through him; because he always lives to intercede for them.”

There are several principles that can be seen in this parable.  The first principle is that salvation—eternal life—is for every person who comes in faith to Jesus.  Every person will receive the same eternal life.  Whether a person comes as a small child and lives a long life of faithful obedience or whether he comes to Jesus Christ on his deathbed, each person comes into the kingdom on the same basis and receives the same eternal blessings.  As the landowner, God went our looking for workers and it was He who asked them to labor in his vineyard—no one bought their way in.  In Matthew 11:28 Jesus said, “Come unto me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.”  Turn to John 14:1-4.  Jesus said that each person has a place prepared for them in heaven.  The thief who turned to Christ on the cross just before he died received the same salvation—the same eternal life—as the apostles did.  Jesus was teaching that all men, women, and children are precious to God, no matter when they come to Him.  This is why 2 Peter 3:9 says, “The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness.  He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance.” And since all Christians are citizens in equal standing in the kingdom of God, they should have equal standing on earth.
Second, in this parable, Jesus was dealing with the envious and ambitious bent of the disciples—“What then will there be for us?” (Matthew 19:27b).  He wanted them to see, He wants all of us to see, that salvation is not in any way deserved or earned.  It is the free gift of God, given freely and impartially to whoever believes in Jesus.  Addressed to all Christians, Philippians 4:19 says, “My God will meet all your needs according to his glorious riches in Christ Jesus.”  God is infinitely generous and gracious and will always give us better than we deserve.  As an old chorus reminds us, “He owns the cattle on a thousand hills, the wealth in every mine.”
Third, one must seek to serve God in gratitude for what He has done for us.  No one should serve God because he wants to receive a reward.  Motivation is the important thing—when we think of all God has done for us in the past, the present and the future, the only appropriate response is gratitude.  Titus 2:14 says that Jesus “gave himself for us to redeem us from all wickedness and to purity for himself a people that are his very own, eager to do what is good.”  Colossians 3:23 says, “Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for human masters.”  
Rewards will be given for faithful, sacrificial service to God.  They are the gold, silver, and costly stones we read about earlier in 1 Corinthians 3:8-12.  Turn to Matthew 6:1-4.  But if obtaining rewards whether from God or man is the motivating factor—they are the wood, hay and straw and their reward will be brief, and we will miss the blessings God has for us.  
Fourth, there is the danger of pride.   Peter asked, “What then will there be for us?”  I don’t need to tell anyone that pride, selfishness and focusing on getting rewards will destroy unity in the church by producing envy, comparison, self-promotion, and competition.  Proverbs 21:4 says, “Haughty eyes and a proud heart, the lamp or characteristics of the wicked, are sin.”
IV. Conclusion


I am afraid that we are just like the disciples.  We know the things Jesus was telling His disciples in our heads, but sometimes it is so hard to apply them to our hearts and to our daily walk.  We need to remember that we are all the same in Christ’s eyes.  Romans 3:10 says, “There is no one righteous, not even one.”  Later, Romans 3:23 says, “We have all sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”  Each one of us becomes a Christian—receives eternal life—the way by believing in the Lord Jesus Christ—making Him our Savior and Lord.  Neither the pastor, the leadership of the church, or any other Christian is “more saved” than anyone else.

Motivation for service should be in gratitude and love for what Jesus has done for you.   Motivation for serving Christ shouldn’t be because of guilt foisted on you by the pastor or someone else.  Service must not be a way of earning your salvation—it can’t.  Motivation for service should be gratitude to God for His love, mercy, and grace; for giving you eternal life.  If there is no gratitude, then either you haven’t accepted God’s gift of eternal life or there is a lack of understanding in what this gift really is.  If you think that you deserve something because of your time, your hard work and your commitment in service, then you have negated or lost the real value of what you have done.  
All who respond to the grace of God and Jesus’ invitation to “come unto me” are equal disciples.  We must be careful not to measure our worth by what we have done and what we have sacrificed.  Our calling is still one of grace and a grateful heart will serve without thought of reward or without comparison to others.  As the parable points out, to think of rewards, to compare with others, to even think that we have been left out will cause us both to question the wisdom and fairness of God and to become envious of other disciples.  God does not look on the amount of our service.  As Lord of your life, God expects your all to  be given with a heart of gratitude and love.  Turn to Mark 12:41-44.
This morning, looking at the cross behind me, we are reminded of what Jesus did for each one of us.  He died on the cross to pay the penalty of our sin.  He gave His all—He gave His life for you.  Do you really believe that?  1 John 4:10 says, “This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins.”  What are you doing for Him?  Do you give sacrificially or are you, like the rich young ruler, comfortable in your service for Christ and His church—do you quit before you are uncomfortable or before it intrudes into your personal, busy schedule.  Do you give to God out of love or out of guilt?  Why do you do what you do?  What determines how much and how far you go?  The psalmist in Psalm 95:6-7 reminds us of what our attitude should be: “Come, let us bow down in worship, let us kneel before the LORD our Maker; for he is our God, and we are the people of his pasture, the flock under his care.”  1 Peter 5:6 says, “Humble yourselves, therefore, under God's mighty hand, that he may lift you up in due time.”  Let us come humbly to God, serving Him with gratitude with love in our hearts for God and His children.  
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