Parables - The Vineyard Workers
How many times have you heard it said that “life’s not fair”? It’s one of those things that parents
say to kids (because kids always claim it’s not fair when they don’t get what they want). It’s one
of those things that we say when we don’t know what else to say about an unjust situation.
There’s an old Rod Stewart song that says:
Some guys have all the luck
Some guys have all the pain
Some guys get all the breaks
Some guys do nothing but complain
What a picture of “life’s not fair.” And you know what? I’m glad that it’s not?
Today we are looking at the parable of the vineyard workers in Matthew 20. But to set it up and
look at it in context (important), we’ve got to look at what leads Jesus to even share this
parable…
At the end of Matthew 19 we see the Rich Young Ruler. He asked Jesus, “What good thing must
I do that I may have eternal life?”. And Jesus tells him to keep all the commandments. He says
he has kept them since his youth (rich young ruler…)
Jesus says “sell what you have, give to the poor and you will have treasure in heaven, come
follow Me.” The man went away sorrowful because he had great possessions.
Peter soon points out “See, we have left all and followed You. Therefore what shall we have?”
It’s almost like Peter put the car in reverse. So the RYR has to sell all and follow Jesus to get
eternal life. Peter is like “Jesus, we have done that? So now what do we get?”, “Do we get to be
rich now? Do we get cool stuff?”
And as easy as it is to laugh at Peter, I feel confident saying that many of us have been in
Peter’s shoes. Once we have the greatest gift...once it becomes common to us...once we’ve
forgotten how amazing of a gift eternal life is...we start looking for “what else can I have?”
Jesus assures them of eternal rewards and spiritual blessings to come. But then says this:
Matthew 19:30 (NKJV)
But many who are first will be last, and the last first.
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The Kingdom of heaven does not work like the systems of this world. This is Jesus’ way of
saying to Peter…”you aren’t looking at this from an eternal perspective.”
So Jesus shares this parable, to explain to the disciples how the Kingdom of heaven operates.
Matthew 20:1-2 (NKJV)
“For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to hire
laborers for his vineyard. 2 Now when he had agreed with the laborers for a denarius a
day, he sent them into his vineyard.
This takes place during the harvest season. A time of year where your “regular help” isn’t
enough to get the job done quickly enough. So there were areas where “day laborers” would
gather, waiting for someone to come by and offer them work.
So this landowner comes by early in the morning, just before 6 am. He offers them a job for the
day and they AGREE on a normal days pay for 12 hours of work. They enter into a “contract”
with the landowner. There is a set expectation and agreement. Then he sends them into the
vineyard.
Matthew 20:3-4 (NKJV)
And he went out about the third hour and saw others standing idle in the marketplace, 4
and said to them, ‘You also go into the vineyard, and whatever is right I will give you.’ So
they went.
So the first group started at 6 am. The landowner goes out at 9 am (¼ way through the day) and
sees some more people needing work, he’s got work that needs done, and he offers them the
job for the day. He says he will pay whatever is right.
This group had been passed over earlier in the day for all of the day labor jobs. They are still
there hoping for a chance. They are willing to work a partial day for whatever they can get
because something is better than nothing. They trust the landowner, no guarantees...
Matthew 20:5 (NKJV)
Again he went out about the sixth and the ninth hour, and did likewise.
Now again at noon (half way) and at 3 pm (¾ way) and does the same thing. Come, I’ll pay you
what is right. No contract, just trust.
Matthew 20:6-7 (NKJV)
And about the eleventh hour he went out and found others standing idle, and said to
them, ‘Why have you been standing here idle all day?’ 7 They said to him, ‘Because no
one hired us.’ He said to them, ‘You also go into the vineyard, and whatever is right you
will receive.’
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This time it’s 5 pm and quitting time is 6 pm. He goes out and sees some standing there, they
have been waiting all day. The day is about over but they are still holding out for a little hope of
just any work for any money to bring home any food they possibly could.
No one had hired them, but this landowner says come on and work for the hour and I’ll pay you
what is right.
Matthew 20:8 (NKJV)
“So when evening had come, the owner of the vineyard said to his steward, ‘Call the
laborers and give them their wages, beginning with the last to the first.’
So at the end of the day, you have people that have worked 12 hrs, 9 hrs, 6 hrs, 3 hrs, and 1 hr.
The 12 hr workers have a contract, a full day of work for one denarius. A denarius is equivalent
to a day’s pay. It’s basically the going rate for the job. Probably similar to minimum wage for us
today. If you could get a denarius every day, you’d have enough (barely) to meet your family’s
needs.
The 9, 6, 3, and 1 hr workers have NO IDEA what they will get paid. They were happy for the
opportunity...the blessing of getting ANYTHING because they were facing a shutout if this
landowner hadn’t come along. They have no expectations, they just trust that they will be
treated right.
Matthew 20:9 (NKJV)
And when those came who were hired about the eleventh hour, they each received a
denarius.
Matthew 20:10-12 (NKJV)
But when the first came, they supposed that they would receive more; and they likewise
received each a denarius. 11 And when they had received it, they complained against
the landowner, 12 saying, ‘These last men have worked only one hour, and you made
them equal to us who have borne the burden and the heat of the day.’
So here’s what happens: They line up all of the workers with the most recently hired at the front
and the earliest hires in the back.
Imagine him opening up the money bag, full of denarius (coins). He says “5 pm crew step on
up.” And they come up full of energy, didn’t even break a sweat...and the manager says “we told
you that we’d take care of you, here’s a denarius for your work.”
He does the same with the 3 pm crew, and the same with the noon crew, and the 9am crew…
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All of these crews were working based on their trust in the landowner to treat the right. And boy
did it pay off. They all got more than they deserved...a full day’s pay for part of a day’s work!
And the 12 hour guys are in the back. And they have to be thinking. “Whoa, they got more than
they deserved. That’s so generous. I wonder what we are going to get?”
The manager gets to them and says “And a denarius for each of you.”
They are mad...they can’t believe it. They ONLY got what they had agreed to...nothing more.
But the others got the same and didn’t work as long, some of them weren’t even in the real heat!
THIS IS NOT FAIR!
Matthew 20:13-15 (NKJV)
But he answered one of them and said, ‘Friend, I am doing you no wrong. Did you not
agree with me for a denarius? 14 Take what is yours and go your way. I wish to give to
this last man the same as to you. 15 Is it not lawful for me to do what I wish with my own
things? Or is your eye evil because I am good?’
Meaning “are you envious/jealous because I am generous?”
If I were there as one of the 12 hour workers and I had to admit it, I might say “yeah, a little!
They got more than they deserve so shouldn’t I?”
So if you haven’t figured it out yet, the landowner is God. And this parable is told in response to
Peter about giving up all, following Jesus, and what does that get you...eternal life!
The primary application is that whether you’ve been saved for 50 years or 5 minutes...if the end
of the harvest comes and Jesus returns...you get the same payment...eternal life!
And there are some people that might think that is not fair. You serve Jesus all of your life and
some new believer gets the same?
The thing that angered the 12 hour workers was not the landowner’s greed, but his grace. Yes
they supposed they would get more, but the real complaint was that the 1 hour guys only
worked an hour and were made equal to those of us who did most of the work!
And I suspect there is someone in this room (probably just one...lol) who might look around at
others and think “why don’t I have that?” Maybe you’ve served Jesus longer, or you do more
things than they do.
Maybe you have a need that God hasn’t met yet and all of theirs seem to be met and with
abundance…
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The thing about God is this...these workers, do you know why they were standing around
waiting for work? Because they had needs that they couldn’t meet. They were dependant on
someone else, who had greater resources, influence, power, to save them.
Can I tell you that Jesus looks for those who need saving? That it is His desire to grab hold of
them. This parable is a parable of love and grace. He kept coming back for more. ALL who
would receive His offer.
And this should excite you church! This is why I have hope for everyone who has breath in their
lungs today. I believe that there is hope for every man, woman, and child.
***But there’s another part of the story...eternal life does not get earned by working the hardest
or longest, or going through the worst of it, it is not something to be earned.
All of these men were offered a job...they all said yes. You first have to accept the offer!
I remember years ago someone running their own business saw a man on the interstate
ramp with a sign about being broke, needing money/food. So he offered the man a job.
He told him he could pay $20 per hour, 40 hours a week for at least a couple of weeks.
The beggar laughed, and said “I make more than that sitting right here!”
People won't take the offer if they think what they already have is better. There are lots of
people in the world who think they don’t need Jesus because they are already living their best
life. They have no idea what they are missing...
Matthew 20:16 (NKJV)
So the last will be first, and the first last. For many are called, but few chosen.”
It’s not about your position in relation to others...it’s about your position in Christ! See He’s
telling us that Heaven’s value system is way different from the world’s value system.
God sees the heart. And it’s not about what we “deserve” because if we are being honest, apart
from Jesus, we all deserve hell and death for our sin. Be glad He came. Be glad the Holy Spirit
is speaking to your heart…
If you are thankful for His grace, and know the real prize is for every believer...eternal life...who
can you complain?
Tim Keller said, “If Jesus didn’t complain when He received a life infinitely worse than He
deserved, how can I complain when I experience a life infinitely better than I deserve?”
***Worship team
5

As we went through this parable we saw God and two kinds of workers.
1. Workers that worked by contract. They had an agreement with God.
2. Workers that worked by grace that was rooted in trust and faith.
And I think it’s easier that we’d like to admit...that at some point we find ourselves living by
contract and when we do, we become jealous, insecure, become bitter, and maybe even end up
indifferent toward others.
Are you expecting more than you have just because someone else got more or something
different?
Are you finding yourself today, living by contract? Have you forgotten God’s grace. That while
you were still a sinner, Jesus died for you.
This is you and Jesus time. Let the Holy Spirit have His perfect work in you. We’re going to pray
for some release this morning.

Salvation
Romans 10:13 - For everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.
Jealousy
Philippians 2:3 - Do nothing out of selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility consider others as
more important than yourselves.
Insecurity
Psalm 9:10 - And those who know Your name will put their trust in You;
For You, Lord, have not forsaken those who seek You.
Bitterness
Romans 8:28 - We know that all things work together for the good of those who love God, who
are called according to his purpose.
Indifference
2 Peter 3:9 - The Lord does not delay his promise, as some understand delay, but is patient with
you, not wanting any to perish but all to come to repentance.
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