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Matthew 20:1-16 

Like the other three-point parables, this one also teaches us three clear points. 
However, there are a couple of different ways to outline it. The most obvious is to ask 
what we learn from the three “characters”. In this case, the three characters are less 
obviously identified.  
The first is the landowner who teaches us truths about God.  
The last company of workers hired is the third group, and teaches us valuable lessons 
about equality in God’s eyes.  
The three companies hired earlier in the day are grouped together, all being similarly 
distinguished from those last hired.  The summary statement, “The last shall be first and 
the first will be last” makes this natural division between the last hired and all the others 
hired throughout the day. That middle group teaches us a powerful lesson about grace 
and what our proper attitude should be.  
It is also very interesting that this parable has been outlined in a slightly different way, 
still bringing forth three major points: God’s righteousness, God’s sovereignty, and 
God’s goodness.  
These are all valid points and inter-related. One cannot cover either outline with out 
bringing out all the points listed.  
I choose to incorporate all the above points under these simple headings: What we can 
learn about God, what we learn about ourselves, and what we learn about eternity. 
Here is another important point to keep in mind. As I have said before, context is king! 
What are the circumstances that spawned this parable? There is no break between this 
parable and the events and subject matter of chapter nineteen, so the two flow together.  
In chapter nineteen, we read about the rich young man who came to Jesus asking how 
to obtain eternal life. Let’s briefly recap that episode.  
Jesus said, “If you want to enter into life, keep the commandments.”  
The young man asked, “Which ones?” 
Jesus listed a few examples – Don’t murder; Don’t commit adultery; Don’t steal; Don’t 
lie. Honor your father and mother.”  
The young man claimed he lived by those commandments, but must have sensed some 
lack of completion. He asked, “What do I lack?” 
You see, it is entirely possible to go through the motions of living by the letter of the 
commandments and still not have the assurance you are completely at peace with God. 
The unrest in this young man’s heart was due to something much deeper than the mere 
keeping of commandments could cure, and Jesus knew exactly what the problem was. 
One thing stood between him and God: his love for his riches. Riches were his idolatry. 
Money is not the root of all evil. The love of money is the root of all evil. There are 
people who are obsessed with their love for money who are not rich at all.  
But Jesus could see that in this young man’s life, money was already his god. So, Jesus 
challenged him where he needed to be challenged.  
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“If you want to be perfect, go, sell your possessions and give to the poor, and you will have 
treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me.” 

The young man found this challenge to be an impassable barrier. He would not 
exchange temporary riches for eternal riches. His earthly treasure was more important 
than heavenly treasure. And, he went away sad he could not have both.  
This prompted Jesus and his disciples to have this exchange: 
“Truly I tell you, it is hard for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of heaven. 24 Again I tell 
you, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for someone who is rich to 
enter the kingdom of God.” 
25 When the disciples heard this, they were greatly astonished and asked, “Who then can be 
saved?” 
26 Jesus looked at them and said, “With man this is impossible, but with God all things are 
possible.” 
27 Peter answered him, “We have left everything to follow you! What then will there be for us?” 
28 Jesus said to them, “Truly I tell you, at the renewal of all things, when the Son of Man sits on 
his glorious throne, you who have followed me will also sit on twelve thrones, judging the 
twelve tribes of Israel. 29 And everyone who has left houses or brothers or sisters or father or 
mother or wife or children or fields for my sake will receive a hundred times as much and will 
inherit eternal life. 30 But many who are first will be last, and many who are last will be first. 
  

I. What	We	Learn	About	God	
A. God’s	Righteousness	

God’s righteousness – meaning his “rightness” – is depicted here in his promise to treat 
his hired help fairly. A day’s wages for a day’s work is fair. His promise to the following 
groups is to be fair, and he was more than fair. If there was not a twist at the end of the 
parable, this parable would very clearly and very simply depict God as a fair and just 
God.  

B. God’s	Sovereignty	
“Don’t I have a right to do what I want with my own money?” 
Like the landowner, God can do whatever He wants, but it is all within the boundaries of 
righteousness and goodness. If God is fair to us, but wants to be more than fair to 
someone else, that is none of our business.  
When the resurrected Christ sat on the shore with his disciples eating fish, Jesus asked 
Peter three times if he loved Him. Then, Jesus prophesied that Peter would die a 
martyr’s death. Peter then points to John and says, “But what about him?” And Jesus 
replied,  “If I want him to remain alive until I return, what is that to you?” 
God can do what He wants. Much of our anxiety comes from not accepting the fact 
that God is God and He can do what He wants. What God wants is not always what 
we want. The problem is not God. The problem is our unwillingness to surrender.  
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C. God’s	Goodness	
The parable doesn’t bring out one important truth about God. He is more than fair to all 
of us. We don’t deserve salvation. We are saved by grace. We don’t deserve Heaven. 
We inherit eternal life by grace. This is another one of those instances where you can’t 
carry the allegorical interpretation too far. In a sense all these workers represent those 
who are rewarded with eternal life at the end, and the last one’s hired teach us about 
God’s grace, because they did not work as hard and long as the first, yet received the 
same prize of eternal life. However, the allegorical application is limited, because we 
obvious don’t labor to earn eternal life. And that is exactly what Jesus is trying to teach 
his disciples. What We Learn About Ourselves 

D. The	good	–	equality	among	all	believers.		
We know that God is no respecter of persons. There isn’t a caste system in Christianity. 
Although we function as a body, Paul makes it clear every part of the body is important 
for the body to function properly. Someone might argue the brain is more important than 
a finger. Yes, but God is the brain. He is the life force. We are just hands and feet and 
eyes and ears. God considers each one of us equally important.  

E. The	bad		

1. We	tend	to	be	greedy	
2. We	tend	to	be	jealous	

Those who contracted to work for a day’s wages, or trusted the landowner to pay 
whatever is fair, would have likely been satisfied if they had not known what everyone 
else got paid. Jesus could have constructed the parable so that the first group who 
worked the longest got paid first then left. Then everyone after that who got paid the 
same would have been happy. But the last were paid first in this story, causing 
everyone to anticipate an increase in their wages when they saw the one-hour crew got 
a whole day’s wages.  
We are happy with what we have until we find out someone else got more than we did. 
We are happy with the discount we got until we get home and discover the store runs a 
deeper discount the next day.  
That point is more applicable to our attitudes here on Earth than it is to our attitudes 
when we get to Heaven. In Heaven, there won’t be any complaining. But we do tend to 
compare ourselves to others here on earth.  
The fact that the landowner paid them all the same does not set well with us by human 
standards. But the allegorical application of this parable is that God was not interested 
in how long or how hard each one worked. He was only interested in the fact they 
agreed to work for Him. Just being a laborer in his field was all that was required to earn 
the denarius. The disciples needed to understand all of us are recipients of His grace 
from the first to the last.  The first hired were recipients of grace simply by being hired. 
The last were recipients of grace by being paid a day’s wages for one hour of labor. 
This parable is all about grace.  
But the shocking truth we are confronted with is how we could possibly be jealous of 
grace.  
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II. What	We	Learn	About	Eternity	
We have already learned from previous parables that Jesus clearly implied there are 
degrees of punishment in Hell. That is necessary for justice to be served. The most vile 
and evil murderers and rapists and abusers should suffer a more severe punishment 
than good-hearted people who simply refused to bow before God and call him Lord. 
While both are lost sinners, one committed far greater atrocities against humanity than 
the other.  
Yet, Jesus taught the opposite about Heaven. There will not be an eternal hierarchy in 
Heaven among the redeemed based on their works here on Earth. While there is some 
indication there may be different commendations from God to individuals at the 
Judgment seat, no where is it implied that will create eternal advantages for certain 
people.  
I know. We sometimes have strange ideas about what it will be like for us in eternity. 
Peter had similar misgivings.  
27 Peter answered him, “We have left everything to follow you! What then will there be for us?” 

Peter had just seen a rich young man walk away from Jesus, choosing his riches over 
eternal life. He had just heard Jesus very clearly state that those who are pre-occupied 
with their riches cannot enter the kingdom. This inspired Peter to bring up to Jesus the 
fact that the apostles had indeed given up everything to follow him. So in Peter’s mind, 
he presumed such radical dedication must surely deserve a special reward. After all, 
didn’t Jesus just say, “Sell your earthly treasures to gain Heavenly treasures”? What are 
these Heavenly treasures Jesus speaks of? Peter wanted to know.  
And Jesus’s answer was kind of cryptic. “You twelve will sit on thrones and judge the 
twelve tribes of Israel. But every disciple who has made God number one in their life 
and everything else secondary will receive a hundred times as much.”  
And this answer is what spawned the parable of the workers in the vineyard. This 
parable was a complete answer to Peter’s question.  
You don’t get a fancier mansion. You don’t get a bigger crown. You don’t get a designer 
robe. You don’t get to live in an exclusive neighborhood in Heaven reserved just for 
God’s favorite people. What you do get is eternal life.  
And the fact that the last shall be first and the first last means that it will appear some 
who didn’t labor near as long as others get special treatment. It may appear somewhat 
unjust that the repentant thief on the cross gets the same eternal life package that the 
all the Christian martyrs throughout the centuries got. Those who labored for one hour 
at the end got paid a day’s wages, the same as was promised those who labored all 
day.  
It is all because of grace. Only the most foolish person would petition God for justice 
instead of grace. You don’t want what you deserve. If you think you deserve more than 
God has granted, you have deceived yourself.  
 


