
Sermon for Septuagesima Sunday – Matthew 20:1-16 
 

In the Name of the Father and of the Son  and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen 
      

The Bible’s teaching about man’s salvation and God’s election of man appears to be a 
contradiction.  God desires the salvation of all people and yet all people are not saved.  How can 
this be? Is God not all-powerful? Does He really not want all people to be saved? This is a difficult 
paradox to understand. 
 

We know God wants all people to be saved.  This is His universal grace.  He desires not the 
death of any sinner.  Also, those who are saved are saved by God’s grace alone.  Further, all people 
need saving. 
 

Everyone fell into sin in Adam’s fall.  By his act of disobedience the entire human race was 
plunged into sin, death, and hell.  We lost the holiness in which we were created.  In place of 
knowing God, loving God, and finding our chief delight in doing God’s will, we became selfish 
and self-worshippers.  When God created everything very good, doing good came naturally 
because everything was good.  After the fall into sin, sin is now what comes naturally to us.  As 
the Bible says: “There is no one righteous, no not one; there is none who understands; there is none 
who seeks after God.  They have all turned aside; they have all together become filthy, there is 
none that does good, no, not one.” 
 

God wants everyone to be saved.  So He sent His Son into the world to become a man.  When 
God became man, He took the place of every man, woman, and child who has ever lived and will 
ever live.  He was born for us.  He fulfilled the Law for us.  He obeyed, suffered, and died for us.  
He offered up to His Father in heaven, the life of holiness God demanded from the human race.  
He offered it as the representative of and substitute for the entire human race.  God the Father 
accepted His offering by raising Him from the dead.   
 

What’s more, He sent His disciples to preach His death and resurrection for sinners to 
everyone everywhere.  There is not a sinful soul anywhere for whom Jesus did not live and die.  
The Gospel is for all.  No one is excluded.  God wants everyone to be saved.  God’s grace is 
universal.  Many are called, and there is no one to whom this call does not go out.  There is no one 
who is excluded from God’s love.  There is no sinner too sinful to be forgiven, for there is no sin 
that was not washed away when the Son of God bore all the sin of all sinners in His own body on 
the cross.  Not just the sin of the chosen elect, not the sin of just a select few, not just the sin of the 
faithful, but the sin of the world.  God wants everyone to be saved.  God’s grace is universal.   
 

This is shown by the parable of the merciful vineyard owner.  The vineyard symbolizes the 
kingdom of heaven, the kingdom of God’s grace.  It’s the Holy Christian Church.  God calls all 
people into His Church.  He calls them early in the morning, at the third hour, the sixth hour, the 
ninth hour, and the eleventh hour.  He’s looking, watching, waiting, and whenever He sees 
someone standing idly by, He offers him work.  Nobody is excluded.  God’s grace is universal.  
God’s call goes out to everyone without exception.   



 
God invites everyone to be saved, and those who are saved are not saved by anything they 

did.  They are saved by God’s grace alone.  They are saved because God chose them and not the 
other way around.   
 

We are last.  God puts us first.  God chooses you; you didn’t choose Him.  We don’t walk 
into the vineyard on our own; we are invited.  We live under grace.  For the work in the vineyard 
of God’s kingdom isn’t work in the sense that we would usually think of it.  We’re not working for 
pay; we’re not working long hard hours in the hot sun to gain God’s favor—it’s already ours! Those 
who think they are earning God’s approval by working for it resent every minute of it.  They’re 
not free.  They’re under bondage.  They belong to the Church but they don’t really.  They are lost 
as those idling in the market place. 
 

Those who are free from the burden of sin, and who offer free and joyful work to God 
because their sin is forgiven and they know it, are living under grace.  Who put them there? God 
did.  What did they do to cause this? Nothing.  They did nothing.  They were lost and God found 
them.  They were on the outside looking in and God brought the in.  They were spiritually dead 
and God made them alive.   
 

Why? Because He loved them all.  From eternity He loved them.  Before time began He 
loved them, and planned their salvation.  From the promise to send a Savior, to the sending of that 
Savior, to that Savior keeping the Law in their place, suffering, dying, and rising again, to the 
proclaiming the Gospel into the whole world, to their own personal conversion to the true faith, 
their preservation in the true Christian faith, and their entrance into the glory of heaven—all of it 
was God’s gracious work for them from the very beginning.   
 

Yet this brings us back around to the question: How can God desire the salvation of all 
people but still all are not saved?  
 

Some resolve this paradox by denying God’s universal grace.  They deny that Jesus died for 
all, that Jesus really took away the sin of the whole world.  Or they deny that God really wants all 
people everywhere to believe in the Gospel and be saved.  They deny God’s universal grace.  But 
this grace is exactly what the parable of the merciful vineyard owner illustrates.  Everyone standing 
idly was invited to work in the vineyard.  Nobody was excluded.  St. Paul writes in his first epistle 
to Timothy, 2:4: “[God wants] all men to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth.”  
“All” means no person is left out.  Further, the Apostle says Christ “gave Himself as a ransom for 
all,” not a ransom for only some. 
 

But most people today try to resolve the paradox of universal grace and still not all men 
actually being saved by denying grace alone.  They say the reason why some people are saved is 
because of something they did.  They worked harder. They sinned less.  They resisted God’s grace 
less.  They didn’t reject God.  They, they, they.  You can see where the emphasis goes.  They get 
the credit that belongs to God alone.  Yet, a Christian is a Christian because God chose him.  As St. 



John the Evangelist’s Gospel tells us, Jesus said to His disciples, “You did not choose Me, but I 
chose you.”   
 

Why do some believe the Gospel when they hear it and remain faithful Christians until they 
die? Because God chose them and by His grace, and His grace alone, He kept them in the true faith 
until the end.  Why do others reject the Gospel when they hear it or believe it only for a while and 
then tire of it and deny Christ? Because their own sinful will and unbelief.  If someone is saved, 
God is the reason.  If someone is lost, it is his own fault. 
 

Grace is offensive to those who would seek credit for the good that they do.  Grace is a great 
comfort to those who know their unworthiness and how much they need God’s forgiveness.  Those 
who compare themselves to others to make themselves look good think of grace as supremely 
unfair.  It treats everyone alike.  That’s not fair.  But only someone who doesn’t know the depth of 
his own sin and unworthiness would think that way.  Sinners who are aware of their sins and sorry 
for them rejoice in grace. 
 

But the irony for those who reject God’s grace is that for their work, they want God to give 
them what they deserve.  And so that’s what they get.  As the vineyard owner in the parable put 
it, “Take what is yours and go your way.”  Go.  You don’t need grace.  All your pious deeds, all 
your generous contributions, and all your religious posing mean nothing.  You want to be treated 
as you deserve? Get lost.  You need nothing I give.  If you trust in what you do, there is no place 
for you here.   
 

Then there are those who come into the church because they need Jesus, and they know 
they need Jesus.  They know their sins and are sorry for them.  They need grace, and they know 
they need grace.  They want to live under the grace of God that Jesus alone can provide.  They 
don’t work for a reward.  They do the good they do, not because it will gain them anything—they 
already have gained everything as they have been delivered from death, rescued from a 
meaningless life bound to their own desires, and forgiven of all their sins—rather they work 
because they can.  They know they don’t deserve anything good from God.  They also know that 
God will move heaven and earth for their benefit because He loves them.  They are chosen by God.  
They are elected by Him.  They were last in their own estimation.  But God graciously made them 
first. 
 

If you think little of yourself, if you know and regret that you have fallen short of what God 
requires of you, look to your Savior Jesus.  Look to Him who never failed.  He gives you His 
success.  Look to Him who never sinned.  He took away your sin.  Trust Him when He tells you 
that your sins are forgiven.  Take Him at His word when He promises you eternal life.  When you 
do, know this is God’s doing.  This is God’s choice.  He chose you and His choice is the only one 
that counts.  Amen. 
 

The Peace of God which passes all understanding keep your hearts and minds in Christ 
Jesus. Amen.  BJF 


