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Grace to you, and peace, from God our Father, 
and from our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. 
Amen. Do you know why photographs and paint-
ings put into frames rather than just being nailed 
or glued to the wall? Well, frames serve a num-
ber of purposes, but their main function is to 
bring the framed object into sharper focus. If a 
painting or photograph has a proper frame, it will 
be enhanced, highlighted, and have attention 
drawn to it. But frames aren’t restricted for use 
only with paintings and photographs. Frames are 
also a literary device. A well-written book will 
always surround the main body of the story in the 
words of a literary “frame.” When you pick up a 
book and start reading, how likely are you to fin-
ish it if the first few pages don’t reach out, grab 
your attention, and beg you to read further? In the 
same way, a well-written book will also tie up all 
the loose ends neatly with a well-written closing. 
So, when a story is properly framed, it’s sharper, 
clearer, more focused, easier to understand, and 
more enjoyable to read. 

So it is with today’s Gospel lesson. In this 
very familiar Parable of the Laborers in the 
Vineyard our Lord Christ “framed” the words of 
this text in a most compelling way. In the last 
verse of this reading Jesus is quoted as saying: 
“So the last shall be first, and the first last.” And, 
not surprisingly, the verse immediately preceding 
this Gospel makes the very same observation. So 
then, the Parable before us this morning is actual-
ly framed, if you will, by a not-so-obvious, sur-
prising truth about the unseen order of things 
eternal. And as a result, this Parable becomes 
much clearer and far easier to understand. 

Now the unusual conduct of vineyard owners 
is something we dare not overlook. I say that be-
cause in contrast to the way most vineyard own-
ers operate their businesses, the pay this particu-
lar owner offered to his prospective workers was, 
shall we say, quite generous. When he spoke to 
the men he had hired, saying: “Whatsoever is 
right, that you shall receive,” his remark – if 

nothing else – was a very modest understate-
ment! Another notable fact about this Parable is 
that it was the owner himself who did the hiring 
in person rather than delegating this responsibil-
ity to an employee. He was one of those rare em-
ployers who had more interest in the welfare of 
his workers than in the amount of work he might 
have expected from them. How else can you ac-
count for the fact that he was willing to hire and 
pay the very last group of workers – those from 
whom he could only have hoped, at most, to get 
only an hour’s worth of work – the exact same 
wage as those who were hired at dawn? 

But it was after the work day ended that the 
really strange behavior began. When it came time 
for the workers to pack up for the day, the owner 
of the vineyard called them all together and paid 
every last one the very same amount! Those who 
had worked only one hour received the same as 
those who had worked all day. Now we all know 
that unequal pay for equal labor isn’t right, but 
what about the scenario played out here – equal 
pay for unequal labor? Looking at this story with 
earthly eyes and human logic, the only conclu-
sion one might draw from is that it doesn’t seem 
fair or equitable – which is precisely the objec-
tion that was raised. 

Still, there’s yet one more puzzling twist. The 
vineyard owner – almost as if trying to add insult 
to injury – instructed his manager to pay the 
workers in reverse order – beginning with the last 
ones hired – apparently so that those who were 
hired first would be able to see what sort of pay 
those hired last were receiving. Perhaps now 
would be a good to hear again the words of our 
Old Testament reading, where God reminds us 
that His thoughts are not our thoughts, nor His 
ways our ways. And this Parable is a classic case 
in point. If this is actually a true depiction of how 
God operates – and it is – then, truly, His ways 
are not our ways! 



  

What this Parable teaches us is that God is al-
ways kindly calling sinners into a relationship 
with Himself through Christ. That relationship is 
pictured here in this Parable as “employment” – a 
term that suggests we are to render service to 
God – but which inadequately describes the sheer 
pleasure which is ours as we render that service. 
Intensely personal in His relationship with us, 
God is also incredibly generous – doggedly per-
sistent about our welfare. There is “pay” for our 
service – if you want to call it that – although ac-
tually, what we receive from God is far too gen-
erous to merit the word “pay.” More often, the 
Holy Scriptures call it exactly what it is, a “gift.” 
In Ephesians we’re told, for example, that salva-
tion and faith is “the gift of God, not of works, 
lest any man should boast.” But call it what you 
will, this Parable makes it crystal clear that the 
blessings you receive in your relationship with 
God are totally independent of any personal sta-
tus, merit, or worthiness of your own. 

God’s blessings are not related to the quantity 
or quality of your service – or even to whether or 
not you understand God’s ways. Whether you 
work many hours, one hour, or no hours – 
whether you bear the burden of the heat of the 
day, or only the cool of late afternoon or early 
evening – God still gives to all who are His the 
same generous gift. The same heaven is given to 
all believers in Christ Jesus whether they’ve been 
in His kingdom since infancy, or only come to 
faith on their deathbed – whether they’re lifetime 
“pillars” of the congregation, or recent converts. 
It wasn’t only St. John who could properly look 
forward to the glories of heaven as he wrote his 
Revelation on the Isle of Patmos, it was also a 
dying thief who was assured by his Lord as he 
neared the moment of death: “Today you will be 
with Me in paradise.” Using the words of this 
Parable, we might observe that both these men 
received the same “pay.” 

Is this shocking? Of course, but only in terms 
of ordinary human understanding. Because, ulti-
mately – through the Holy Spirit’s Gospel per-
suasion – the truth of this Parable will eventually 
begin to sink in and bring you to a fuller under-
standing of our heavenly Father’s goodness and 
mercy. Thanks be to God that He chose to be so 

“unfair” to you! That, you see, that is the kind of 
God you have. Our Giver-God makes His sun to 
rise on the evil and the good alike, and sends rain 
on the just and the unjust. Open sinners and har-
lots enter into the kingdom of God before the 
“righteous” Scribes and Pharisees. The lowly tax-
collector goes home right with God rather than 
the “respectable” Pharisee who fasts twice a 
week and gives a tenth of all he possesses. Those 
who are poor, meek and lowly – who rightly rec-
ognize their sin – are called blessed and are 
granted the kingdom of heaven. Those who are 
“least” in the kingdom are said to be greater than 
John the Baptist. A widow’s mite constitutes a 
greater gift than the much larger donations of the 
wealthy, and the person who loses his life for 
Christ’s is the only one who truly finds it. 

On and on it goes. According to the clear 
teaching of God’s Word, every single one of 
God’s blessings come to you solely by grace – by 
grace alone – and only through the work and 
merit of Christ. What a delightfully, upside-
down, topsy-turvy kingdom God’s kingdom is – 
a kingdom in which the first shall be last, and the 
last first. Suddenly, those “frame verses” that 
begin and end this reading turn out to be far more 
than just some literary device used to hold a story 
together. Rather, they have a very real function. 
They not only frame this Parable, but in fact they 
are  precisely what this Parable is all about. 
They’re not only the clue and the key to this Par-
able’s meaning, but indeed, they are its meaning. 
In God’s world, dear friends, those who are last – 
who recognize their sin and their unworthiness 
before God apart from Jesus – truly are first, 
while those who trust in themselves, their works, 
and their own righteousness will, on the Last 
Day, find out not only that they are last, but left 
out all together from the blessings of God’s 
kingdom. And every bit of this happens and 
comes to you who are Christ’s purely out of 
God’s goodness and mercy – and all of it for Je-
sus’ sake. Amen. 

And now, that peace of God, which passes all 
understanding, will keep your hearts and minds 
in that one true faith in Christ Jesus unto life ev-
erlasting. Amen. 

 


