
Read Matthew 20:1-16 

 

I am curious to know what was your first thought as you read/heard this 

parable? I don’t know about you but one of my first thoughts was is this 

landowner a bit off?  

• I mean it sounds as if he has a lot of money and is willing to pay wages 

to a lot of workers and all get the same wage regardless of how long 

they worked. 

• Why did he not hire all the workers he needed in the morning? Why 

did he keep going back to the marketplace? Seems that would make 

more sense than making trips back and forth into town. 

 

But perhaps you heard what most people hear when they read this story 

and it is about fairness. Why did he pay the workers he hired first, who 

make it very clear to the landowner, 

“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” 

the same amount? 

 

Most of our Bibles have little subtitles before a passage and gives us an idea 

of what might be coming. Mine has The Laborers in the Vineyard. It could 

very well be titled This isn’t fair or We are getting cheated. And according to 

us, those would be legitimate titles.  

 

The end of the day whistle blows, and all the workers gather to receive their 

wages. The manager was told to pay starting with the latest arrivals. That 

was not the way compensation was usually done, but the first workers get 

to see what the latecomers are being paid and they think, “Cool. We’ll get 

more than that for sure.” 

 

But, nope, they get exactly what they deserve. 



They whine and complain to him that they did not get equal pay for equal 

work, that his was not a conventional practice. 

 

But the landowner retorts, 

Did I do you wrong? 

Did you not get what we agreed upon? 

Did I cheat you out of something? Take what’s yours and go. 

I choose to give to this last group the same as I give to you. 

And here’s the punch line: the owner says: “Are you envious because I am 

generous?” In Greek it actually reads: “Or is your eye evil because I am 

good? “ 

 

They are indeed envious of his goodness. And let’s be honest here, the 
landowner goes to the marketplace throughout the day to obtain his 
workers for that day agreeing on the usual daily wage which was a 
denarius–enough for about one day’s survival. The landowner was not over-
generous in his pay. 
 

Maybe the point of the parable, illustrated plainly in the conversation with 

the landowner, who reminds those laborers that he has fulfilled his promise 

to them in full is; why are they resentful for graciousness shown to others? 

Jesus introduces this as an example of what the kingdom of heaven is like.  

 

Emile Deith, former president of Montreat Conference Center, used to greet 

conference attendees with a joke about such an image. He’d comment that 

“Montreat is a lot like heaven; you see a lot of people you didn’t expect to 

see.” The joke fit, reflecting the connectional, small world nature of the 

Presbyterian church, where you smile as you see friends you haven’t seen in 

a while in that holy mountain spot beyond the gate.  

 

But what if you said it as a summary of this parable: “in the kingdom of 

heaven you will see people who haven’t worked as hard or as long as you 



but get the same reward?” Well, that almost offends us if we’re honest. 

Something doesn’t seem right about it. That’s because we’re probably most 

like those all-day workers, and it’s hard to reconcile the gracious generosity 

of the landowner. We, too, might be equally envious and grumble a bit. 

 

Considering that this is a parable, and clearly the landowner is meant to 

represent God, we might quickly conclude the following: God’s not fair. The 

parable is great news to those hired at the end of the day, promised to be 

paid what was fair, and even to those hired midday, with the same 

unnamed but just amount promised. It’s harder to hear it as good news if 

we’ve been there all day. We take the exchange and salary for granted, not 

truly wrapping our heads around the gift that it is. 

 

Commentator Patrick Wilson reflects that: “We are too close to ourselves, 

too wrapped up in our own skins, too bundled in our own terrible needs, to 

see truly what God gives us. What God, in goodness and generosity, gives us 

we are likely to assume is our due, something we have earned, a goodness 

we have fabricated for ourselves. We see other people more clearly than we 

see ourselves.” 

 

And in this context, our cries of “this isn’t fair!” more likely than not expose 

our own warped sense of entitlement; or at least our privilege and our 

resistance to sharing it with anyone else. 

 

Warren Carter says: “The workers protest that in his decision, the 

landowner has made the later in the day workers “equal” to them, and you 

can imagine that word “equal” said with a dirty taste in the mouth. It seems 

the workers, and us, rely on systems of inequality in order to maintain our 

own sense of self-worth and value. Work is more than just earning a daily 

wage; it determines whether or not we are considered successful or a 

failure, superior or inferior. It is a source of division and competition. And 

the landowner upsets the apple cart by showing generosity to everyone.” 



Jokingly, kids often compete for the title of “favorite child” with their 

parents. My sister and I, as well as my own two kids, used it as a tool of 

persuasion and a way to harass each other. It was a game to us most of the 

time, but also reflects a very real part of our nature to want to be the 

chosen one. That’s why this parable offends us so much, I think. If the 

landowner, if God, is going to be extravagant and generous, why not 

towards us? We want to be the favorite children of God. 

 

Here’s the thing- we are all “favorites”. In showing generosity to the other 

workers, the landowner wasn’t taking away from the first workers. He was 

simply adding to those who would be blessed. It’s not like God was giving 

out one pie and dividing it into smaller and smaller pieces of pie because 

more people were there. Everyone was getting pie. And it was the same size  

pie! 

 

This parable reminds us that there is an ongoing tension between our sense 

of justice and fairness and our understanding of God’s radical and abundant 

grace. And it’s a story that plays out over and over again in our scriptures: 

 

Jonah sat on the brow of the hill outside of Nineveh and pouted when God 

spared the city. The elder brother thought his father a doting old fool when 

his father invited him to join the celebrating at the prodigal’s return.  

The Pharisee at prayer thanks God that he is not like the sinful publican.  

 

Walter Brueggemann said: “Divine grace is a great equalizer which rips away 

presumed privilege and puts all recipients on a par.” 

 

Parables are meant to turn the mirror on us and beg us to put ourselves in 

the story. No matter where we are in the payment line, this parable asks us 

to consider how we might respond to God’s grace, whether expected 

because of a relationship established long ago, or something that comes in 

the middle of the day or even at the last minute. 



If we find that we are among the grumbles, this parable might just be calling 

us to check our privilege and ask us why we are so guarded about others 

receiving the most basic daily needs. The landowner asks those who 

grumble to take a different perspective. The literal translation of the 

question he asks about envy reads “is your eye evil?”  

 

The struggle in the text isn’t about the transaction between the landowner 

and those later laborers. It’s about the struggle with the lens through which 

the original laborers are viewing the situation. Perhaps, if they can 

understand the true beauty of the grace shown to those they deem 

undeserving, they might realize that the same measure of unbelievable, 

unmerited, loving grace is what has been given to them all along as well. 

 

Such a moment calls attention to the ongoing need for us to examine 

ourselves, to realize that perhaps we aren’t really as deserving of the 

privileges we hold, and instead are completely reliant on God’s grace alone. 

Such a revelation on our part will bring about some hard questionings about 

our own priorities and opinions about others.  

 

Flannery O’Conner noted: 

“All human nature vigorously resists grace because grace changes us and 

the change is painful.” 

 

But if we can get past our resistance, if we can get past the grumbling, we 

might just discover a better response to grace – gratitude. For what God 

gives to others, and for what God gives to us as well. I think that is what the 

parable is driving us towards. 

 

And maybe then, we can truly proclaim those words of the Psalmist: 

“The Lord is gracious and merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast 

love. The Lord is good to all, and his compassion is over all that he has 

made.” May it be so. Amen. 


