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1‘For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who 
went out early in the morning to hire laborers for 
his vineyard. 2 After agreeing with the laborers for 
the usual daily wage, he sent them into his 
vineyard. 3 When he went out about nine o’clock, he 
saw others standing idle in the market-place; 4 and 
he said to them, “You also go into the vineyard, and 
I will pay you whatever is right.” So they 
went. 5 When he went out again about noon and 
about three o’clock, he did the same. 6 And about 
five o’clock he went out and found others standing 
around; and he said to them, “Why are you standing 
here idle all day?” 7 They said to him, “Because no 
one has hired us.” He said to them, “You also go 
into the vineyard.” 8 When evening came, the owner 
of the vineyard said to his manager, “Call the 
laborers and give them their pay, beginning with 
the last and then going to the first.” 9 When those 
hired about five o’clock came, each of them received 
the usual daily wage. 10 Now when the first came, 
they thought they would receive more; but each of 
them also received the usual daily wage.  11 And 
when they received it, they grumbled against the 
landowner, 12 saying, “These last worked only one 
hour, and you have made them equal to us who have 
borne the burden of the day and the scorching 
heat.” 13 But he replied to one of them, “Friend, I am 
doing you no wrong; did you not agree with me for 
the usual daily wage? 14 Take what belongs to you 
and go; I choose to give to this last the same as I 
give to you. 15 Am I not allowed to do what I choose 
with what belongs to me? Or are you envious 
because I am generous?” 16 So the last will be first, 
and the first will be last.’  (Matthew 20:1-16, NRSV) 
  

 

 
One day a man comes up to Jesus with a question.  He’s 
a very impressive man, at least by the world’s 
standards.  He’s wealthy.  He’s young.  He’s a man of 
some authority.  He’s also religious, which is why he 
asks Jesus, “Teacher, what good deed must I do to 
have eternal life?”1  It’s a great question, one I’m sure 
you’ve considered yourself.  What do I have to do to get 

                                                           
1 Matthew 19:16.  This and all biblical citations are from the New Revised 

Standard Version (NRSV).   

to heaven?  If you had been there that day, you would 
have leaned in to hear Jesus’ answer.   
 
Well, he and Jesus go back and forth a bit about which 
commandments he has kept.  By his own account, he’s 
lived a very pious life.  But Jesus, because he is Jesus, 
knows that the real issue is not the piety of this man’s 
actions but the posture of his heart.  You see, what this 
man actually worships is not God but his wealth, and 
the status and power it affords him.  So Jesus speaks 
this truth in love to him, “If you wish to be perfect, 
go, sell your possessions, and give the money to the 
poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then 
come, follow me.”2  Tragically, the man won’t do it.  
He loves his wealth more than he loves God.   
 
In the meantime, the disciples, as they watch all this 
unfold, are perplexed by what they have just witnessed.  
This man was as impressive a man as they might 
imagine, and yet here is Jesus suggesting that it is 
going to be very hard for him to find his way to heaven, 
harder even than a camel fitting through the eye of a 
needle.  But if this guy can’t be saved, who can be 
saved?  That’s what they’re wondering.  Jesus is clear 
that with God all things are possible.  Anybody can be 
saved, if they will only trust God more than they trust 
everything else in life. 
 
All this prompts Peter, one of Jesus’ disciples, to ask 
this question: “Look,” he says to Jesus, “we have left 
everything and followed you.  What then will we 
have?”3  On the surface it’s a fair enough question.  
Peter and his companions truly have sacrificed quite a 
lot to do what this rich, young man was unwilling to do, 
which is follow Jesus.  Jesus’ initial response to Peter is 
to acknowledge that, yes, those who sacrifice for his 
sake in this life will indeed be rewarded in the life to 
come.  But at the root of Peter’s question lies a problem.  
Peter has just watched a man fail to measure up to 
Jesus’ expectations.  Now he is comparing himself and 
his fellow disciples to this man and wondering if, by 
comparison, they will make the cut.  Essentially he’s 
saying to Jesus, “Look, we have sacrificed a lot more 
than other people.  Surely that ranks us in a position to 
be rewarded for our sacrifice.” 

2 Matthew 19:21 
3 Matthew 19:27 
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The problem here is a problem we see often in the 
disciples, which is the problem of comparison, often 
morphing into pride or envy.  Just a few chapters earlier 
the disciples come to Jesus and ask, “Who is the 
greatest in the kingdom of heaven.”4  Who is the 
greatest?  Are they really concerned with how they 
rank with one another in God’s eyes?  Later in this very 
chapter the mother of James and John, two of Jesus’ 
disciples, comes to Jesus, probably at the bequest of her 
sons, and asks Jesus if her two boys can have places of 
special honor above the others in his kingdom.5  We 
know from other accounts in the Gospels that the 
disciples regularly argued about who among them was 
the greatest.6  Clearly these guys have a propensity for 
comparison.   
 
Jesus responds to all this with some of the most famous 
words he ever spoke: “But many who are first will be 
last, and the last will be first.”7  So you want to play 
the comparison game, even go as far as imagine you 
know how God ranks people?  The danger is that in the 
Kingdom of Heaven there is going to be a great 
reversal.  We may try to estimate greatness and status, 
but God is apparently using an entirely different 
standard of measurement.  And I believe that Jesus tells 
the parable we just read about the workers in the 
vineyard to make this very point to his disciples, both 
then and now.  The parable is a response to this 
propensity towards comparison and envy that he sees in 
his followers.   
 
Remember that the word ‘parable’ literally means 
‘something laid alongside’.  When Jesus tells a parable 
he is taking something familiar from ordinary life – a 
seed, a traveler on a road, workers in a vineyard – and 
laying it alongside some spiritual truth to provide 
either contrast or similarity, to say either “this is like 
this”, or “this is not like this.”  Parables usually have 
just one point, and so when we study Jesus’ parables, 
like we are doing today, we are wise if we focus on that 
main point and stick there, rather than occupy ourselves 
with trying to figure out the significance of every last 
detail in the story. 
 
Many of Jesus’ parables, including this one, begin with 
these words, “For the kingdom of heaven is like…”  
Again, what Jesus is doing is taking something from 
ordinary life – workers in a vineyard, in this case - and 
laying it besides the kingdom of heaven to teach us 
about that reality.  This is something he did often.  In 
fact, Jesus used the phrase “kingdom of heaven” or 
“kingdom of God” over 80 times in the Gospels.  He 

                                                           
4 Matthew 18:1 
5 See Matthew 20:20-28 
6 See Luke 9:46 & Luke 22:24 
7 Matthew 19:30 

wants us to understand God’s kingdom.  But it’s a 
tricky concept for us as Americans because we don’t live 
in a kingdom.  This past Monday, in fact, we shot off 
fireworks to celebrate our hard-won independence from 
the king!  Give me liberty or give me death!  Still, we 
know enough to understand that in a kingdom a king is 
sovereign; what the king says goes.  That means that 
the kingdom of heaven is the reality in which the will of 
the King of heaven, God, is carried out. 
 
I like how Dallas Willard defines the kingdom of 
heaven: 
 

God's own “kingdom,” or “rule,” is the range of his 
effective will, where what he wants done is done. The 
person of God himself and the action of his will are 
the organizing principles of his kingdom, but 
everything that obeys those principles, whether by 
nature or by choice, is within his kingdom.8 

 
This summer we are focusing on parables Jesus uses to 
teach us about this range of God’s effective rule, and 
Jesus teaches us that this reality of his rule and reign is 
not confined to heaven alone, but has come to earth.  At 
one point he declares, “Repent [i.e. change your way of 
thinking], for the kingdom of heaven has come 
near.”9  At another point, “For, in fact, the kingdom 
of God is among you.”10  In other words, Jesus expects 
that things on this earth are going to begin to operate 
according to God’s will, and he tells these parables 
about God’s kingdom to teach his followers (us!) how 
they can adjust their lives accordingly, even participate 
in the kingdom.  He even tells us to pray along these 
lines, to pray for God’s kingdom to come, and God’s 
will to be done, on earth someday as it already is in heaven!   
 
To put it simply, and to help us turn back to the parable 
at hand, looking sideways at other people to make 
comparisons about our position or status before God, 
something that often leads to pride or envy, is not 
behavior that is in accordance with the way God wants 
things to be.  It’s not within the range of God’s effective 
rule.  And Jesus chooses a very ordinary story to teach 
this truth.   
 
Every person in his audience that day would have 
understand the details of the parable.  Back then, 
landowners like the man in the story often went out to 
hire day laborers to come work in their fields.  Like 
workers in our day often gather in the Home Depot 
parking lot waiting for employment, workers in that 
day gathered at the marketplace.  But the life of these 

8 Dallas Willard, The Divine Conspiracy (Harper, 1997), 25.  Emphases mine. 
9 Matthew 3:2 
10 Luke 17:21 
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workers was harsh.  In general, most slaves fared better 
than day laborers like this who were often abused and 
cheated.  Even when they found honest work to do, that 
work was done for 12 hours a day under the scorching 
Palestinian sun.  The poverty among this population 
was so pronounced that the Torah actually required 
that they be paid by sunset so that they would have 
enough money for themselves and their families to 
survive.  Leviticus 19:13 declares, “You shall not keep 
for yourself the wages of a laborer until morning.”11  
This was total subsistence living, hand to mouth.   
 
Understanding this leads us to the essential point of 
Jesus’ parable, which centers around the wage the 
landowner pays to the workers who worked only the 
last hour of the day.  The landowner describes his 
action towards them as “generous” in verse 15.  But 
“generous” isn’t quite the right translation.  The word 
in the original text is the Greek word agathos, and is 
better translated “goodness”.12  The landowner finds 
these workers who have been unsuccessfully looking for 
work all day, hires them for the last hour, and then out 
of the goodness of his heart decides to pay them the full 
wage so that they and their families will have something to 
eat that night.  It’s not that this landowner is over-the-
top generous, he’s not.  He pays the first workers 
basically the going rate.  But he’s a good man who 
doesn’t want to see another man go hungry.   
 
Now, the landowner is clearly meant to teach us 
something about God, who is also good, who is the very 
essence of goodness.  But if all Jesus wanted to do was 
teach us about the goodness of God, he would have told 
a much simpler story about some workers who got 
hired at the end of the day and still received a full-days 
wage.  But Jesus is after another point, a point he is 
making in response to something he has seen in the 
heart of his disciples.  And so when Jesus gets to the 
place in the story when the good landowner is paying 
his workers, he has the last workers paid first, and paid 
first in plain sight of the other workers.  Had the first 
workers been paid first, they would have been half-way 
home by the time the others got paid and never would 
have raised a stink about it. But since Jesus is a brilliant 
story-teller, the best ever, the way he tells this story 
leaves no doubt about the point he is trying to make 
about life in God’s kingdom.   
 
When the exhausted workers, having just finished 12 
hours of hard labor, watch the comparatively well-
rested workers receive a full-days wage they naturally 

                                                           
11 See also Deuteronomy 24:15-15: “You shall not withhold the wages of 

poor and needy laborers, whether other Israelites or aliens who 
reside in your land in one of your towns. You shall pay them their 
wages daily before sunset, because they are poor and their livelihood 
depends on them; otherwise they might cry to the Lord against you, 
and you would incur guilt.” 

expect to be paid far more than the previously agreed-
upon salary.  But when it doesn’t happen they are 
incensed.  “These last worked only one hour, and 
you have made them equal to us who have borne the 
burden of the day and the scorching heat.”  It’s not 
fair.  How many of you agree that it’s not fair?  Fairness 
is defined as “impartial and just treatment or behavior 
without favoritism or discrimination.”  By that 
definition, it isn’t fair.  Wouldn’t you have the same 
complaint if you were in their shoes?  Probably so.  
Equal pay for equal work.     
 
I actually think that by this definition, even Jesus would 
agree that it’s not fair.  But that’s not the issue.  The 
issue Jesus’ brilliant parable exposes – pay attention 
here – is that it’s not really fairness that these workers are 
worried about.  His application point is that we are the 
same way, that despite similar protests we make in life 
about fairness, it’s often not fairness that we are 
concerned with. 
 
It’s been said that if you want to make a young child 
happy, give him a toy.  If you then want to that same 
child angry, give his sister two toys.13  Has anything 
about the young boy’s situation changed?  No, nothing 
at all.  He receives one toy and he’s happy.  He still has 
that same toy.  But the instant he sees his sister receive 
two toys, and compares his situation to the situation of 
his sister, all at once the delight he once felt 
immediately turns to envy, even anger.  And you can 
hear his protests, “It’s not fair!  She got more toys than 
I got!  I want another toy!”   
 
But is it really fairness he’s worried with?  Probably 
not.  Because what if the circumstances were reversed?  
If his sister received only one toy and he received two 
toys, would he be complaining about the lack of 
fairness?  Maybe.  One child in a hundred…maybe.  
More likely, he would be glad that things worked out so 
well for him.  Even if he saw the inequity of the 
situation, he’d be reticent to say something for fear that 
he might lose one of his toys.  You see, it’s not fairness 
he’s concerned with, but rather getting more than, or at 
least as much as, what others around him are getting.  If 
it truly was fairness he was after, he would protest with 
equal conviction every time his sister received less than 
he received.   
 
In Jesus’ parable the first workers receive from the 
landowner the previously and mutually agreed-upon 
wage for 12 hours of work.  One could argue that what 

12 https://studybible.info/strongs/G18  
13 Kevin DeYoung, “Is God Too Good for Your Tastes?”, September 11, 

2013, https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/kevin-deyoung/is-god-
too-good-for-your-tastes/  

https://studybible.info/strongs/G18
https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/kevin-deyoung/is-god-too-good-for-your-tastes/
https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/kevin-deyoung/is-god-too-good-for-your-tastes/
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they received was fair.  Had they been paid first, they 
certainly would have agreed it was fair.  But having 
seen that the others received more than what they 
received, suddenly it’s not fair.  Which prompts the 
landowner to ask them, “Am I not allowed to do what 
I choose with what belongs to me?  Or are you 
envious because I am generous?”  That word 
“envious”, when literally translated, means “evil eye.”  
So literally, he asks them, “Is your eye evil because I am 
good?”14  It reminds us of the time Jesus talked about 
the eye being the lamp of the body, meaning that you 
can tell the state of a persons’ heart by where they focus 
their eyes.15 
 
Where are the eyes of these first workers?  They are 
focused not on what they have received, but on what 
others have received compared to what they have 
received.  They have what they need, wages enough to 
feed their families for the day.  They have what they 
were promised, the agreed upon salary set at the 
beginning of the day, no more, no less.  But these things 
are no longer in their scope of their vision.  Worse, they 
also fail to see the goodness that has been displayed by 
this landowner that results in others being able to feed 
their families as well.  Nothing has changed about their 
circumstances other than the fact that they are now 
supremely aware that others have been treated more 
favorably than they have been treated. 
 
And of course, this parable is not meant only to apply to 
children and toys. This is the point where we have to 
lay our lives next to this parable and humbly let Jesus 
teach us something about how we are either in sync 
with or at odds with the kingdom of heaven.  Here is a 
reality that we have to reckon with: God does not treat 
us all equally.  No wise parent treats all her children 
equally.  Loves them equally, yes.  I hope so!  But 
treatment?  Of course not!  Wise parents know that 
each child needs something different, and God is the 
wisest parent of all.  And so faced with the reality that 
time and time again in this life God is not going to give 
us all the same thing, and sometimes people are going 
to receive from God far more than they deserve, we 
have to ask our selves some revealing questions. 
 
Am I the type of person who marvels at God’s goodness 
towards others or becomes jealous over it? 
 
Am I prone to unhappiness when I see the undeserved 
happiness of others?   
 
Do I begrudge God’s kindness when I see him give blessings 
to others like children, marriage, beauty, wealth, or 
opportunity, blessings that God has not given to me? 

                                                           
14 A similar statement about the evil or good of the eye is made in Proverbs 

28:22 and Proverbs 22:9.   

Why do we find it so difficult to rejoice over the good that 
enters other people’s lives, and instead spend our time 
calculating how we have been cheated?   
 
If fairness is everybody receiving the same thing, then 
God isn’t fair.  The first are often last; the last are often 
first.  And if fairness is getting what we deserve, then 
God certainly isn’t fair.  Thank God we don’t get what 
we deserve!  When others receive blessings we don’t 
also receive, we often complain that things are not fair.  
Sometimes we even call that injustice.  But if we are 
honest, we may come to realize that what has really 
upset us is that others have received more than us, or at 
least more than we think they deserve.  And if our 
places were reversed, if we were the ones on the 
receiving end of an undeserved blessing, we would 
likely be content to take what we received and go home. 
 
If I’m honest, I see this in my life.  As a pastor, for 
example, it has been so easy for me to look sideways at 
other pastors in other contexts who seem to have 
experienced so much more fruit in ministry than I have 
experienced, and seem to have been given abilities so 
much more impressive than my abilities.  And from 
where I sit, it doesn’t seem fair.  More times than I can 
remember, I’ve complained to God or others about this.  
I’ve worked hard, at least as hard as that guy. So why is 
God pouring out on him blessings that I have yet to 
receive?  Why has she been given gifts that I have been 
denied?   
 
What about you?  Are there places in your life where 
you are looking sideways at others, envious of the 
blessings they have received from God, resentful that 
God has not given you similar blessings?  But ask 
yourself, has God failed to give me what he promised to 
give me?  Has God failed to live up to some previous 
arrangement that he made with me?  Again, it’s a fact of 
life, affirmed all through scripture, that God is going to 
give to some other people more than he gives to you, 
often times more than you believe they rightly deserve.  
These actions, as the parable teaches us, are rooted in 
God’s goodness, in his desire to see all of us have what 
we need.  So are you going to begrudge this goodness 
in God?   It’s not easy, but try and force yourself to sit 
honestly with these questions.   
 
Here’s the main question.  What is it in us that makes 
us this way?  That’s the question I have been wrestling 
with all week.  What I’ve come up with is that it boils 
down to a matter of trust.  That’s usually the issue 
when we fall short.  It is insecurity and mistrust in the 
heart of the child who complains that he is not treated 
the same as his sister by good and wise parents who 

15 See Matthew 6:22-23 
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know the different needs of each child.  It is also 
insecurity and mistrust in us that leads us to fail to 
believe that our Heavenly Father, though he may not 
give us all that we want, or certainly give us what he 
gives others, knows us so deeply and loves us so 
completely that he will always give us what we need.  
Nobody gets less than they have been promised, even 
though many will get much more than they deserve.16 
 
In seminary I participated in an intramural sports 
league that the school sponsored.  You might think that 
a basketball game between future pastors would be full 
of sweetness and light, but you would be wrong.  Some 
of the worst behavior I ever witnessed in a competitive 
sports setting was in seminary intramurals.  And I 
remember wondering with some friends at that time 
how Jesus would compete if we were playing power 
forward on our seminary basketball team.  We all 
agreed that he would play fair, but that he would also 
play hard, that he would compete, that he’d drive hard 
into the lane and shoot one in your face if he got the 
chance.  None of us wanted to imagine Jesus letting the 
other team win.  But we also concluded that win or lose, 
Jesus would likely be as happy with the success of his 
opponents as he would be with his own success.  To a 
person, none of us could say that was true of us.  Who 
do you know who celebrates the victory of an opponent 
as much as he or she celebrates their own victory?  
 
It’s a standard that at first seems out of reach.  But then 
I saw things in a different light.  Think about a 
grandfather playing checkers with his granddaughter, 
teaching her the game as she goes along.  He doesn’t let 
her win, because most kids hate it when they know 
you’re letting them win.  But eventually she gets the 
hang of the game and starts to win on her own skill.  
When that happens, I actually have no trouble 
imagining that grandfather celebrating the victories of 
his granddaughter as much, or even more so, than his 
own victories.   
 
Why is that?  Two simple reasons.  One, the old man 
has lived long enough to gain the wisdom necessary to 
know that he doesn’t need to be better than others, to 
receive more than others, to be content.  And two, he 
loves his granddaughter so much that nothing could 
dampen the joy he feels when things go well for her.   
 
I believe Jesus wants us to see what a true gift it is 
when we let him teach us how to truly celebrate the 
good blessings God gives to others even when we don’t 
receive the same blessings.  This is, in fact, a mark of 
true maturity of faith, of godliness.  Can you see the 
freedom that you would experience if you can let God 
move you to this place?  This is why Jesus says this 
                                                           
16 Klyne Snodgrass, Stories With Intent (Eerdmans, 2008), 378. 

story teaches us something about the kingdom of 
heaven, because in the kingdom of heaven we are finally 
set free from our need to compare ourselves to one 
another and constantly calculate what is our due.   
 
The person who has truly come to know the heart of 
God can find a deep, unshakable contentment in 
whatever circumstances God allows.  The person who 
knows he or she is loved unconditionally by that same 
God, can then begin to freely love others, and celebrate 
– sincerely celebrate! – when the needs of those others 
are met by the goodness of God, even when they are 
met in ridiculously generous fashion.   
 
Amen. 


 
 

The Next Step 
A resource for Life Groups and/or personal 

application 
  
1. Read the passage again from Matthew 20:1-16.  

What do you notice? 
 

2. Do you sympathize with the workers who worked 
all day and then watched the latecomers receive the 
same wage?  Is it fair? 

 
3. Is God fair?   

 
4. Why do you think Jesus frames his parable with the 

same statement, both beginning and ending with a 
reminder that many who are first will be last, and 
the last will be first?  What does this have to do 
with the parable?   

 
5. Where do you see yourself in this parable?  Who do 

you relate with? 
 

6. Do you ever begrudge God’s kindness when you see 
him give blessings to others like children, marriage, 
beauty, wealth, or opportunity, blessings that God 
has not given to you?  What is it in us that causes 
this resentment?   

 
7. How have you experienced the goodness of God in 

your life? 
 

8. What specifically do you hear Jesus saying to you 
through this parable today?  What response of 
obedience and trust is he calling you to make? 

 
 Table to Table: A Question for kids and 

adults to answer together. 
 

When you complain that things are not fair, is it really 
fairness that you are worried about?   


