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There are three great errors we can make with the Parable today. Two are directly related to it. The third is more 

derivative, it can come up as a result of what the Parable does teach us. 

 
God is the Lord of heaven and earth, but He works differently in them. God’s ways in His kingdom are different from 
His ways in creation. God rules this world by His power. His demand for justice is written into the fabric of creation. This 
world works a certain way, there are basic truths and notions that are held whether one is a believer or not. We share 
common understandings of fairness, merit, and what is deserved.  
 
That is the first reason why this parable bothers us. Because it seems to teach the rewarding of laziness, and ignores 
faithfulness in one’s labors. Work is good. After the fall into sin work is difficult, it is no longer for our enjoyment but 
must be done that we might live. But work itself is good. Even before the fall into sin God created us to work. He placed 
Adam into the Garden of Eden to tend it, to cultivate and work the ground. Work is good and godly. You please God 
when you are diligent in performing the tasks of your job, when you are faithful in the transaction of your time and work 
for money to live. 
 
Many today shun the idea of hard work. The first error is to see it as instructive for life in the things of this world, to use 
the Bible to reject good, honest labor. That comes from laziness, which seems to be on the rise today. But far more that, a 
mere personal defect, the rejection of work is a rebellion against God’s creation, His established order. If you are going to 
earn money, you need to work for it. St. Paul says as much in in 2 Thessalonians 3: “we would give you this command: 
If anyone is not willing to work, let him not eat.” Fudging the numbers, coming in late and slipping out early, not 
putting in the honest labor that is expected of you is wrong. It is theft, just as sinful as stealing money or goods.  
 
We are to be diligent and faithful in our work, whatever that may be. We may not always enjoy or find total fulfillment in 
what we are tasked with. But it is self-idolatry that makes us think those are the standards by which we determine whether 
we ought to apply ourselves or not. We look down on those tasks our jobs and duties require of us as demeaning and 
beneath us, not worth our time. Except it’s not about you. You are there to serve your employer so long as you are his 
worker. St. Paul writes: “Slaves, obey your earthly masters with respect and fear, and with sincerity of heart, just as 
you would obey Christ. Obey them not only to win their favor when their eye is on you, but like slaves of Christ, 
doing the will of God from your heart. Serve wholeheartedly, as if you were serving the Lord, not men” (Eph 6:5–
7). You who are husbands and fathers, you are there to ensure that you can provide for those whom God has given you to 
care for as your household. Those are the considerations that must come before personal satisfaction, the wants and goals 
for the sake of our careers and egos.  
 
The goodness and godliness of faithful labor is why on the surface, as a mere earthly story, this parable grates on us, 
because those who were hired last, at the very end of the day, are given a full day’s pay, and those who labored through 
the sun and the long hours are paid just the same.  In this life, such conduct is as distasteful and unjust as laziness, fraud, 
and deceit. A business cannot operate that way. Nations come to ruin when their governments hand out money like candy 
even while they take in less revenue. As surely as that will destroy a household, it will eventually wreck even the mightiest 
country.  
 
We today, our world needs, this clear teaching of God’s Word. Because there is the easy enticement of the flesh that my 
convenience, my being cared for, my having a living, can and ought to come at the expense of others rather than my 
labors, which, because of sin and a fallen creation, are hard and difficult, the just burden placed upon us for our sins.  
 
But there is another problem that arises with this Parable. This problem is much bigger, the greatest of the three errors, 
because it does not just corrupt the home and national economy, it murders souls. It is applying the way God has set up 
life in this world to how He works in His kingdom.  That is what Jesus tells this Parable against. The world does not 
operate like the landowner in the parable, the world does indeed operate on the merit of hard, honest work. But Jesus 
does not say, “This is how you ought to be when you work and when you hire.” He gives this Parable not to exhort 
employers to generosity and to ignore absenteeism, He tells it to illustrate what “the kingdom of heaven is like.” The 
way God works toward His people. The way He expands and rules His kingdom is not by merits or human works, it is by 
grace.  



He renders “payment,” the inheritance is given, not on the basis of suffering through catechism class, logging hours in 
Bible Study, time spent in prayer, or offering various works of charity. It is not because of the many years you have spent 
as a Christian. The “reward,” the gift of eternal salvation is given out of the generosity of a gracious God who simply 
desires you, who longs for all to heed His call to faith, to simply labor in His vineyard, to be a part of His kingdom, 
because that is what He wants to give. He doesn’t care how late someone is in coming to the feast, He simply rejoices that 
they are there.  
 
This is what we see illustrated in another of our Lord’s parables, that of the Great Banquet in Luke chapter 14, where 
those first invited spurn the announcement, so the poor, crippled, blind, and lame are brought in from the streets. The 
servant replies, “Sir, what you commanded has been done, and still there is room.” There are already people there, 
the feast has begun, but the master wants even more, he desires that his house be filled, and so he sends them out to bring 
people in from the highways and hedges. And when they arrive, he is not going to criticize them or demote them for 
being late. 
 
The error of all false religions, of even many churches and Christians, is to apply the way things work in this life, 
something by God’s own design and command, to the way things work in the kingdom of heaven. That is the root of all 
manner of false practices, attempts to earn God’s favor, as though we could somehow obligate Almighty God to us. He 
obligates Himself out of His undeserved goodness. If our Lord Jesus Christ has come and won heaven for us already, has 
already guaranteed the love and forgiveness of the Father by His blood, then it is not a matter of time logged, works done, 
and how well sin has been avoided in your life. It is a matter of being marked with the blood of Jesus, washed in the 
waters of baptism and given the Name of the Triune God and the inheritance which He so desires to give.   
 
To see eternal life and salvation as something that is earned is not only the cause of arrogance, but is also the basis of a 
monstrous uncertainty that constantly wonders “Have I done enough? How do I know?” We see certainty given as we 
gaze upon the Father’s boundless and selfless love for us in giving us His Son, that is how you know that you stand right 
with God; you are in Christ.  
 
The third error is to take the truth of how God works in His kingdom, that salvation is purely by His grace and favor, 
apart from any merit or worthiness in us, and say that that is all that needs to be said. It is to think that because I am in 
Christ, because I have the inheritance of heaven promised to me out of God’s mercy and love for me in His Son, that I do 
not need to labor in the vineyard of the Lord, that there is no time or place to give consideration to how I as a Christian 
live. 
 
In two and-a-half weeks, we will enter into the season of Lent. For the first three Sundays, we hear from St. Paul’s letters. 
He is the clearest teacher of salvation by grace through faith, not of works. And yet in those first three Epistles of Lent, he 
speaks to Christians, he speaks to us, as those who ought to consider how they are to live as God’s children and pursue 
that life, co-operating, working together with God. Not in pursuing salvation, we already have that, but in pursuing the life 
of one who is God’s child: the life of self-denial, the life of taking up the cross and following Christ. In today’s epistle, 
Paul speaks of the Christian life as an athlete training. It is a life of discipline, setting a goal and working to attain it. 
 
This is what Lent offers us as an opportunity to pursue anew. It is easy to just take Lent “as it comes,” to look at the 
calendar on Ash Wednesday and say, “Oh, it’s Lent!” Having given no forethought to it. That is indicative also of how 
many see their lives as Christians. There is no particular awareness of where we need to be disciplined, no attentiveness to 
where in our lives we can strive after a good and godly goal and make concrete plans to pursue it.  
 
Reminded and grounded in the truth of God’s free gift of salvation for us in the sacrifice of His Son, we have the chance 
every Lent to strive with renewed vigor and intention to ever more grow in our Christian life. Use these coming weeks, 
use the counsel from your pastors, to prepare, to plan, how you can do that this Lent. As you leave today, there are a few 
resources on the table in the narthex that I encourage you to take with you to aid in preparing for Lent.  
 
The first is a small tri-fold that explains the three traditional spiritual disciplines of Lent: almsgiving, prayer, and fasting, 
what our Lord speaks of in the Gospel reading for Ash Wednesday from Matthew chapter 6. Almsgiving covers acts of 
charity, is a living out of not living for ourselves but for others. This can be through donations to charitable organizations, 
increased giving to the church, volunteering to serve those in need, reaching out to our homebound or sick members with 



a phone call, a card, or best, a personal visit. As you shop this Lent, you can purchase a spare grocery item or two each 
time you go to the store, and then on Easter, bring them to the Project Hope bin here at church. 
 
Fasting is a denial of the appetites of the belly, heeding our Lord’s reminder that man does not live by bread alone. Recent 
years have seen increased attention and use of fasting on a purely physiological level. Regular fasting is good for you if you 
are in relatively good health. The tri-fold has a good review of some of this. If it’s a new practice for you, you might begin 
simply by eliminating snacking through the day. Or instead of giving Starbucks or Scooters your money, have Folgers in 
your cup at home. Many people give up a particular food or drink for Lent, or don’t eat out if they usually do a lot of that. 
However you go about it, fasting is about self-denial., it teaches that don’t need this or that just because the desire for it 
arises. And when the tummy grumbles or the caffeine withdrawal hits, you are then driven to the third discipline of prayer. 
 
You get an aid to prayer every week in the Congregation at Prayer. If you’ve never used it before, and if regular prayer is 
not a part of your life, I would be happy to give some suggestions on how to start. It is something that just about every 
Christian struggles with at some point in life. You can take up a devotional reading, again, I am happy to offer suggestions. 
In the life of the church, of course, we have the midweek services as extra times of Scripture and prayer.  
 
As we pursue taking up the life of Christ in our own lives, whether in Lent or year-round, we inevitably see how we fall 
short, how weak we are. We are often as the idle workers, standing around lazily. It’s often been observed that as people 
grow in their faith, they don’t speak of how great and holy they are, instead they see all the more their sinfulness and the 
need for Christ and His forgiveness.   
 
The second resource that is available is a little booklet that goes through each of the Ten Commandments, setting forth 
what they teach and then using questions to aid you in examining your life in light of the Commandments, training in how 
to look at ourselves not as we would like to, or how the world or others would see us, but who God’s Word shows us to 
be. It is particularly helpful to use in preparing for the Holy Communion, you will see far more clearly your need for the 
Holy Sacrament, and be able to rejoice in the sweet consolation given there.  
 
It is also useful in preparing for confession and absolution. In the Divine Service we have a time of silence to examine 
ourselves, to do in brief what this little booklet does in a more expanded way, so it can teach you how to make profitable 
use for that time of silence. It can also be helpful for those who wish to receive absolution individually, teaching you what 
those things in your life and heart are actually sin, that you might confess them and then hear the word of forgiveness 
spoken to those particular sins. If you have never come to individual confession and absolution, I urge you to do so at 
least once this Lent. It’s not even necessary to confess particular sins if that makes you nervous, and the first time usually 
does. There’s a general confession that is spoken, and it’s perfectly fine to leave it at that. The point is not on confessing 
and feeling bad, rather, on you receiving the absolution that is spoken to no one else, and so there can be no doubt that it 
is for you. So, give it some thought. 
 
May God bless your preparations for this Lent, above all, that we would be prepared to hear and receive in true faith, the 
gift of His forgiveness through Christ’s sacrifice for us! 
 
 


