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

Matthew 20:16 
So the last will be first, and the first will be last.  

Jesus told really interesting parables—stories that 
may or may not have actually happened, but are 

TRUE in how they illustrate a point (in Jesus’ case, 

his point was the kingdom of God). 
 

In his explanation of the kingdom or economy of 
God, Jesus did not present schematics or a list of 

laws to show how things worked in God’s intended 

world. He illustrated the kingdom by telling 
STORIES. To some those stories did not make any 

sense and were really frustrating. To others a 
parable taught by Jesus was an eye-opener, like a 

shred of light entering a dark place—like the 
kingdom of light breaking in to a world full of 

darkness and revealing true meaning (that the 

kingdom of heaven is at hand). 
 

All to say that parables are meant to be difficult to 
comprehend. In order to understand, perhaps it 

takes a heart with eyes to see. Maybe a disciple of 

Jesus who has His kingdom light in mind will easily 
understand, while one who is just trying to 
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understand may not be able to. Keep this in mind for this kind of parable: 
 

“For the kingdom of heaven is like…” (Matthew 20:1). This story is meant to help the 

disciple to live out the kingdom of God. 
 

The short of it: A landowner goes out to hire workers for the day in his vineyard. He 
agrees to pay the workers each a denarius for the day. As the day progresses, the 

landowner brings in more and more people to work in the vineyard, agreeing to pay 

each a denarius for the day. 
 
“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.’” 
 
(Matthew 20:8). 
 

This is where the sticky part (and the 
hard to understand part) comes in: The 

workers who worked only a short time 
got one denarius, and the ones who had worked longer expected to receive more. But 

instead, they got only one denarius. Even the ones who had worked all day! One 
denarius! Can you believe it! It isn’t fair! 

 
“When they had received it, they began to grumble against the landowner. 
 
‘These men 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.’” 
 
(Matthew 20:11-12) 
 

They had a point didn’t they? I mean I would have done the exact same thing. If I had 

worked all day and only gotten one denarius that I had agreed to work the whole day 
for then I would be… wait a minute. I did agree on the one denarius. So why am I so 

upset? I’m upset because some people came in late, some at the very end of the day, 

and they got the same thing I got for working the whole day! That is why I am upset!  
Yeah! It’s not fair! The early workers should get more! 

 
“But he answered one of them, 
‘Friend, I am not being unfair to you.  
Didn’t you agree to work for a 
denarius?  Take your pay and go.  I 

want to give the man who was hired 
last the same as I gave you.  Don’t I 
have the right to do what I want with 
my own money?  Or are you envious 
because I am so generous?’” 
 
(Matthew 20:13-15). 
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It was that last sentence that got me. Don’t get me wrong, I am still upset and feel like 
we should have got more money. But the landowner was right. I am envious 

because he was so generous. I wasn’t satisfied with my one denarius, I wanted more. 

But even more than that, I wasn’t satisfied that the last worker got one denarius as 
well. He should have only got a tenth of a denarius. But the landowner was being 

generous, and that is his right. 
 

“So the last will be first, and the first will be last.” 
(Matthew 20:16) 

 

So this is what the kingdom of God is like?  Generous.  And fair.  Not our human-kind-
of-fair.  But a God-kind-of-fair.  So this is what the kingdom of God is like...hmmm, 

interesting... 
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1. What is a “parable”?  A story with a point 
 

2. How much money did each worker agree to work for?  A denarius 

 
3. How much did each worker end up getting?  A denarius 

 
4. Why did the landowner give the laborers who only worked a little while the 

same amount as those who worked the WHOLE day?  Because that was his 

right.  He wanted to be generous.   Because that is what he promised to pay each 
worker regardless of how long they worked. 

 
5. Did the workers who were working ALL day have a right to be upset?   

 
6. What does this PARABLE teach us about how the kingdom of God works? 

questions 

remembering 

Kingdom of God—Fair? 
Every time I read or interact with this parable, I am always upset about it. I don’t like 

that the landowner paid everyone the same amount of money for different amounts of 

work. I don’t feel that that was fair at all! And then I am always struck by the raw 
emotions that this story brings out of me. The kingdom of God is not fair to me. Then I 

remember that the kingdom of God is not my kingdom! God’s kind of “fairness” is not 
my kind of “fairness.” Thank goodness this is not the kingdom of ME! 

 

Kingdom of God—Generous 
This parable illustrates that God’s kingdom is EXTREMELY generous. Do we hang on too 

tightly to our MONEY and our THINGS? Are we known for our generosity? Or not? 
In God’s economy, he wants us to be known for our EXTREME generosity to ALL people. 

life application 

Making it real 
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