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The Parable of the Laborers in the Vineyard  

The Parable of the Laborers is about the nature of the kingdom of God (20:1). It is a world in which grace 

reigns, not a world of merit or reward. 

20:1 “For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning (6. 

a.m.?) to hire laborers for his vineyard.  

20:2 When he had agreed with the laborers for a denarius for the day, he sent them into his 

vineyard.  

20:3 And he went out about the third hour (9 a.m.) and saw others standing idle in the market 

place;  

20:4 and to those he said, ‘You also go into the vineyard, and whatever is right I will give you.’ 

And so they went.  

20:5 Again he went out about the sixth (noon) and the ninth hour (3 p.m.), and did the same 

thing.  

20:6 And about the eleventh hour (5 p.m.) he went out and found others standing around; and 

he said to them, ‘Why have you been standing here idle all day long?’  

20:7 They said to him, ‘Because no one hired us.’ He said to them, ‘You go into the vineyard 

too.’ 

The “for” in verse 1 confirms that the parable is a clarification of the rewards of discipleship (19:27-29), 

but more so, an example of the first being last; and the last being first (19:31; cf. 20:16).  

A vineyard was a common agricultural setting in Israel and reminder of OT imagery of Israel being God’s 

vineyard (Isa. 5:1-7; cf. 3:14; 27:2-6; Jer. 12:10). 

In Jesus’ day there were no social welfare programs and many people lived on a day-to-day basis. A 

day’s wage for a laborer or foot soldier was typically a denarius which was just enough to feed a family 

of four for one day.   

Landowners would hire laborers at the beginning of each day as they had need. In the parable, the 

landowner went out early in the morning (probably at 6 a.m.) and then again at 9:00 a.m., noon, and 

3:00 p.m. Only the first laborers hired were told that they would be given a denarius (20:2); the others 

were told that they would be paid “whatever is right” (20:4, 5). 

As the day wore on, some were still left standing and unemployed in the marketplace. “Their hope for 

any pay and hence any food for their families for the day had gradually eroded. At 5 o’clock in the 

afternoon they faced an evening with no supper. Finally, they were given an opportunity to earn what 

they assumed would be a mere pittance, one 12th of a day’s wages - not nearly enough to buy food for 

their families” (Bridges, Transforming Grace, 62).  

The landowner’s hiring of laborers throughout the day was not because he needed more laborers; 

rather, he was acting compassionately to alleviate the hardship of the unemployed. That is, they needed 

food more than he needed labor.  

20:8 “When evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his foreman, ‘Call the laborers 

and pay them their wages, beginning with the last group to the first.’  

20:9 When those hired about the eleventh hour came, each one received a denarius.  
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20:10 When those hired first came, they thought that they would receive more; but each of 

them also received a denarius.  

20:11 When they received it, they grumbled at the landowner,  

20:12 saying, ‘These last men have worked only one hour, and you have made them equal to 

us who have borne the burden and the scorching heat of the day.’  

20:13 But he answered and said to one of them, ‘Friend, I am doing you no wrong; did you not 

agree with me for a denarius?  

20:14 Take what is yours and go, but I wish to give to this last man the same as to you.  

20:15 Is it not lawful for me to do what I wish with what is my own? Or is your eye envious 

because I am generous?’  

20:16 So the last shall be first, and the first last.”  

According to the law, workers were to be paid at the end of the day (Lev. 19:13; Deut. 24:14-15). The 

payment began with those hired last, echoing the idea that the last are the first. Those hired at 5:00 only 

worked one hour yet they received a denarius, a full day’s wage.  

When those who had worked the entire day came forward to receive their pay, they were expecting 

more than the denarius they were promised; however, a denarius was what they received. They 

grumbled at the landowner, saying, “These last men have worked only one hour, and you have made 

them equal to us who have borne the burden and the scorching heat of the day.” 

The landowner then asked, “Is it not lawful for me to do what I wish with what is my own? Or is your 

eye envious because I am generous?” (20:15).  

The landowner has the right to keep his riches or bestow them where he desires.  

Calculating and comparing rewards is the mark of an “evil (bad) eye” (20:15; ὁ ὀφθαλμός σου πονηρός 

ἐστιν . . . ; see also Matt. 6:23) which is a biblical expression for jealousy (NAS = “is your eye envious”). 

These men were jealous because others who had done less work received the same pay as them, 

making them “equals” (20:12 - ἴσους αὐτοὺς ἡμῖν ἐποίησας).  

❖ This parable should enlarge our view of God as a God of sovereign grace.  

God is sovereign. And He is sovereign in every area of life. God as our Creator has the right to 

endow each of us at birth with different physical and mental abilities, with different 

temperament characteristics, and with different natural talents. He also has the right to give 

each of us different spiritual gifts. Not only does God have the right, it is obvious He exercises it. 

We are not created equal, nor are we given equal opportunities throughout life. Each of us has 

his or her own unique set of circumstances; those of some people being much more favorable 

than others. Since God is under no obligation to any of us, He is free to bless some more than 

others as He chooses. He has the right to do what He wants with His blessings. 

Not only does God sovereignly determine how and to what extent He will bless us, He often 

blesses those who, in our opinion, seem most unworthy (Bridges, 68). 

In short, God’s grace is sovereign grace – it is within God’s own choice alone to bestow riches. We have 

no right to expect that God give us grace. God isn’t obligated to give anyone anything. To think 

otherwise is to misunderstand the nature of God’s kingdom.  
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Fairness is not the opposite of grace. God is always fair, but He is also generous far beyond what could 

be expected and is never less than just.  

There’s a high sense of entitlement in our modern society. Older people feel entitled to certain benefits 

from the government. Middle-age people feel entitled to generous health and retirement benefits from 

their employers. Younger adults feel entitled to having a good paying job that requires little work. This 

sense of entitlement which may originally be directed toward other people or institutions is almost 

invariably transferred directly to God (Bridges, 65).  

If we are to succeed in living by grace, we must come to terms with the fact that God is sovereign 

in dispensing His gracious favors, and He owes us no explanation when His actions do not 

correspond with our system of merits (Bridges, 70). 

❖ This parable should challenge our thinking about ourselves. 

When the landowner said, “I am doing you no wrong; did you not agree with me for a denarius?” He, of 

course, was technically correct: no one was cheated in any sense.  

Why then do we still feel that something is wrong?  

It is because we cannot detach ourselves from the thought that what we receive should in some sense 

be related to what we have done. But the kingdom of God operates differently. God rules by grace, not 

by merit. The rewards of the gospel are not given because they were earned.  

Our response to the parable helps us see of how we perceive ourselves in relationship to grace. The 

people who were angry had received a fair wage. Their complaint was that the landowner was generous 

toward others who had worked less. By contrast, the people who only worked an hour were astounded 

by the landowner’s generosity and grace, for they knew that they had no claim upon it. “They didn’t 

think about any unfairness on the part of the land owner; they considered him very generous” (Bridges, 

Transforming Grace, 62).  

If we stumble over this parable and think that God is unfair it is most likely because we have put 

ourselves in the shoes of the full day workers instead of those who worked only one hour. We worked 

hard. We worked longer. We bore the burden of the noonday sun. So, when others receive what we do 

it violates our sense of justice. We need to wear the shoes of the eleventh-hour worker. We need to 

realize that we are deserving of nothing. Then God’s generosity stands out rather than the 

disappointment of the whole-day workers. 

People are programmed to think that we deserve God’s goodness if we do good. In Luke chapter 7 some 

Jewish elders came to Jesus and pleaded with Him to heal the sick servant of a Roman centurion. They 

said to Jesus in verses 4 and 5, “He is worthy for You to grant this to him; for he loves our nation and it 

was he who built us our synagogue.” In other words, this man deserves Your healing touch. But the 

centurion’s attitude about himself was much different. Instead of thinking that he should receive 

something because he deserved it, he confessed that he didn’t deserve anything. He said, “I am not 

worthy for You to come under my roof. . . just say the word, and my servant will be healed.” The 

centurion placed himself in the shoes of the eleventh-hour workers.  

When we think of ourselves as deserving something from God, we forget that all we have comes from 

His hand to begin with. King David recognized that when the leaders of Israel gave so generously toward 
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the building of the temple they could only do so because God had first given to them. In 1 Chronicles 

29:12-14,16 David prayed, “Both riches and honor come from You, and You rule over all, and in Your 

hand is power and might; and it lies in Your hand to make great and to strengthen everyone. Now 

therefore, our God, we thank You, and praise Your glorious name. But who am I and who are my people 

that we should be able to offer as generously as this? For all things come from You . . . O Lord our God, 

all this abundance that we have provided to build You a house for Your holy name, it is from Your hand, 

and all is Yours.” 

In Romans 11:35 Paul asks, “Who has first given to Him that it might be paid back to him again?” Acts 

17:25 says, “He Himself gives to all people life and breath and all things.” James 1:17 says, “Every good 

thing given and every perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of lights.” Paul asked the 

Corinthians, “What do you have that you did not receive? And if you did receive it, why do you boast as 

if you had not received it?” (1 Cor. 4:7). 

So where does all this emphasis on the fact that God doesn’t owe us anything leave us? It leaves 

us in the blessed position of the eleventh-hour workers in God’s kingdom. It leaves us going 

home at the end of the day from God’s vineyard profoundly grateful, knowing that the gracious 

landowner has been generous beyond all measure. In a word it leaves us content, and godliness 

with contentment is great gain (1 Tim. 6:6) (Bridges, 66). 

As Arnot has said,  

See the two groups of laborers as they went their way home that evening. As to the amount of 

money in their pockets, they are all equal; but as to the amount of contentment in their spirits 

there is a great difference. The last go home each with a penny in his pocket, and astonished 

gratitude in his heart; their reward accordingly is a penny, and more. The first, on the contrary, 

go home each with a penny in his pocket, and corroding discontent in his soul; their reward 

accordingly is less than a penny. (Paraphrase of William Arnot from Transforming Grace; A 

Discussion Guide by Jerry Bridges, 36, 37) 

❖ This parable should affect our thinking about the gospel and salvation.  

The Parable of the Laborers is the gospel for the penitent thief on the cross. He was like the eleventh-

hour worker. The same riches that are lavished upon the person who has walked with God his whole life 

were lavished upon him, though he was the last, the least, and the lowest.  

God often chooses to be immeasurably generous to the people we would think He shouldn’t be 

generous to. The prodigal son (Lk. 15:11-32) is an example of this. In that story the youngest son took his 

inheritance early, then squandered it on foolish, sinful living. Yet, when he returned to his father, the 

father celebrated and poured his love and blessing upon him. In that parable, the elder son resented the 

father because he was generous to his brother who deserved nothing. The father finally told him, “Son, 

you have always been with me, and all that is mine is yours” (Lk. 15:31). The elder son had forgotten the 

kindness he had received from his father his entire life. He needed to realize that that kindness was an 

expression of his father’s grace toward him, not merited favor. 

God’s grace shows no partiality. The gospel is a gospel of grace. The way God treats me has nothing to 

do with what or how much I have done. Whatever I have done or can do does not deserve the blessings 

of salvation.  
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You are loved and accepted by God through the merit of Jesus, and you are blessed by God 

through the merit of Jesus. Nothing you ever do will cause Him to love you anymore or any less. 

He loves you strictly by His grace given to you through Jesus. (Bridges, 73). 

When it comes to the question of how much of God’s riches will people receive, it doesn’t matter who 

they are. The gospel is the ultimate leveler. Jesus turns human thinking upside down. 

 

PONDERING THE GRACE OF THE KINGDOM 

Who do you identify with? Do you see yourself as the twelve-hour worker who has earned his pay? Or, 

do you see yourself as the eleventh-hour worker who has been given abundantly more than you 

deserve? How you see yourself will determine how you will respond to what you have been given.  

Are you happy when others experience God’s goodness and grace, even when they are obviously 

undeserving, or do you feel cheated or angry that they got more than they “deserved”?  

“Blessings at times come to us through our labors and at times without labors, but never because of our 

labors; for God always gives them because of undeserved mercy” (Martin Luther quoted by Bridges; 

Transforming Grace; A Discussion Guide, 37). 

 

 


