
 

Surprising and Maddening Grace 
Matthew 20:1-16 

 
God’s kindness, mercy, and grace are treasured by some and resented by others. In short, that is what 
this parable teaches. But regardless of our response, God’s grace is what it is and is intended to be 
enjoyed by all who receive it. To explain this truth, Jesus teaches a parable (Matthew 20). He describes it 
as part of the nature of the Kingdom of God. Jesus begins this parable by describing the Kingdom as “like 
a landowner” (v.1). This is helpful because it teaches us that the Kingdom of God is all about the one who 
created it, cares for it, and rules over it. The Kingdom is not about you and me; it is foundationally about 
the King. 
 
Jesus elaborates that the Kingdom is like a landowner, “who went out early in the morning to hire 
workers for his vineyard” (v.1). The idea of a vineyard is something that biblically symbolizes the people of 
Israel (Ps 80; Isa 5; Jer 2). That is how His audience would’ve heard this parable. They would have 
understood the landowner to be God and all the hired workers to be the people of Israel.  
This story invites them to consider how God relates to His people. 
 
It was normal in the first century to work 12-hour days during the time of harvest. Therefore, people 
would go into the marketplace during this time after working their own fields to find extra work. Day 
laborers were the lowest social group outside of slaves. The Jewish day began at 6 am and the day was 
divided into four quarters of three hours each or until sundown.  
 
In the parable, the landowner goes out to the marketplace at the beginning of the day (6 am) to hire 
those willing to work for a day’s wage (a denarius). After agreeing on terms of employment, they are sent 
to go and work in the landowner’s field. The landowner then returns at 9 am, 12 noon, and 3 pm to hire 
more workers. With these additional workers, he agrees to pay them “whatever is right” (v.4). Finally, at 
the eleventh hour (5 pm) the landowner returns to the marketplace and hires even more workers to labor 
in his vineyard.  
 
At the end of the day when each of the laborers are to be paid, the landowner tells his foreman to call the 
workers in and pay them, beginning with the last people hired and ending with the first. The foreman 
pays the people who worked for only an hour a denarius. This is clearly a sign of the generosity of the 
landowner. When those who were hired first see it, they then naturally expect that they will be paid 
much more, but when it comes to their pay they are surprised that they are given the same amount as 
those who had worked only an hour. This inequality causes those who worked first and were paid last to 
become jealous of the other workers and angry with the landowner.  
 
The natural response of people who are jealous and angry is to complain. They complained against the 
landowner, questioning his character and generosity. The landowner asked them three very interesting 
questions in response to the complaint.  
 
First, he asks them if he cheated them since he paid them exactly what they agreed to. The obvious 
answer to this question is no. He did not cheat them out of anything because he paid them exactly what  
 



 
he promised, the same amount they originally agreed to receive. The landowner was, in fact, just in how 
he compensated the laborers. 
 
Second, he asked them if he is allowed to do what he wants with his own money. The obvious answer to 
this question is yes. The vineyard is his. The money is his. He can use either of them any way he chooses. 
The landowner has the prerogative to do as he chooses with what is rightfully his. 
 
Third, he asks if his generosity has caused them to be jealous. Literally Jesus says, “is your eye evil 
because I am good” (v.15)? The most painful but obvious answer to this question is also yes. The 
generosity of the landowner became something that caused these laborers to be resentful. They looked 
around at what others received and then believed they deserved more. When the landowner did not give 
them what they felt they deserved, they began to slander and malign the character of the landowner 
because of their evil eye. 
 
It is one thing to be grateful for the grace of God when we receive it, but an ongoing response to His 
grace is also necessary. We need to consider grace to be His prerogative. In order for it to truly be grace it 
has to be given at His discretion. If you and I look around at what God has given us and are originally 
grateful, but then look around at what other people have and become envious, we are in grave danger of 
not appreciating the Giver of all these gifts. This is the reason there is a specific commandment (#10) 
warning us against coveting our neighbor’s house, our neighbor’s wife, our neighbor’s male servant, our 
neighbor’s female servant, our neighbor’s ox, our neighbor’s donkey, or our neighbor’s anything.  
 
Those who decided to complain against the landowner hear the same order they received at the 
beginning of the day. They are told to go into his vineyard and work (v.2) and they are told to go (v.14) 
out of the vineyard because they slanderously maligned his good name. 
 
This parable describes the character and behavior of God. He generously invites people into and under 
His care and provision. It is our privilege and blessing to receive it with gratitude and celebrate alongside 
those who receive similar kindness. But for those with an evil, jealous, complaining eye, there is only 
rebuke and judgment.  
 
May those of us who have been blessed by God respond faithfully to the lesson of this parable. 
 

 

Discussion 
 
1. How do you respond to those people who receive blessings and kindness that you do not feel they 

deserve? Be honest. 
2. How hard is it for you to rejoice in what other people receive when you don’t have those things 

yourself? 
3. What are some different ways this parable can be applied to our lives? 
4. How has this particular lesson encouraged, strengthened, confronted, or challenged you? 

 

Our Corporate Prayer 
 
Generous God, we thank you for the kindness that you have given to us and others. We acknowledge that 
everything is yours and everything we have is yours. We praise you for your kindness to us in providing for 
everything we need and so much more. We ask that you protect us, by your spirit, from our eyes becoming 
jealous and evil. We beg you to keep our motives pure and our hearts clean. Teach us to rejoice when 
those around us are blessed by you. Teach us to trust in your goodness and provision. May we never 
question your character or malign your holy name. We pray in the name of Jesus, your greatest gift to us, 
Amen. 


