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Matthew 20:1–16 (NKJV) 

“For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to 
hire laborers for his vineyard. 2 Now when he had agreed with the laborers for a denarius a day, 
he sent them into his vineyard. 3 And he went out about the third hour and saw others standing 
idle in the marketplace, 4 and said to them, ‘You also go into the vineyard, and whatever is right I 
will give you.’ So they went. 5 Again he went out about the sixth and the ninth hour, and did 
likewise. 6 And about the eleventh hour he went out and found others standing idle, and said to 
them, ‘Why have you been standing here idle all day?’ 7 They said to him, ‘Because no one hired 
us.’ He said to them, ‘You also go into the vineyard, and whatever is right you will receive.’ 

8 “So when evening had come, the owner of the vineyard said to his steward, ‘Call the 
laborers and give them their wages, beginning with the last to the first.’ 9 And when those came 
who were hired about the eleventh hour, they each received a denarius. 10 But when the first 
came, they supposed that they would receive more; and they likewise received each a denarius. 11 

And when they had received it, they complained against the landowner, 12 saying, ‘These last 
men have worked only one hour, and you made them equal to us who have borne the burden and 
the heat of the day.’ 13 But he answered one of them and said, ‘Friend, I am doing you no wrong. 
Did you not agree with me for a denarius? 14 Take what is yours and go your way. I wish to give 
to this last man the same as to you. 15 Is it not lawful for me to do what I wish with my own 
things? Or is your eye evil because I am good?’ 16 So the last will be first, and the first last. For 
many are called, but few chosen.” 

 
The leaves have been changing color and falling. Sometimes a lot fall at the same time, 

and it looks like our oak tree is raining down leaves. The wind blows and the leaves fall. It’s a 
windfall. But there’s another meaning for the word windfall. Merriam Webster says it can also 
mean “an unexpected, unearned, or sudden gain or advantage.”  1

Imagine that instead of growing leaves and acorns, my oak tree grew money. To suddenly 
have an unexpected gain or advantage, to have a windfall, would be like the wind blowing and 
the tree dropping a yard-full of cash on you. 

What would you do? You’d grab the rake! As you’re raking the cash into piles, the good 
fortune of it all starts to sink in. You usually work hard for whatever cash you have, but 
this—this was an unearned blessing. You usually have to wait and look forward to payday to see 
your work turn into cash, but this windfall came as a sudden surprise, and without your work or 
merit at all. 

1 Retrieved from https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/windfall, 9/29/2020 
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In the parable Jesus tells in Matthew chapter twenty, some people get a windfall like this. 
It’s not money falling from a tree, but it’s almost as surprising as that. 

This is how it goes: the work day started at 6:00 a.m. and was twelve hours long. 6:00 
a.m. was called the first hour, 12:00 noon was called the sixth hour, and 5:00 p.m. would be the 
eleventh hour. If you work all twelve hours you have earned a day’s wage, called a denarius; if 
you started at noon, the sixth hour, you have earned half of a denarius.  

How much is a denarius worth? Minnesota’s minimum wage for small employers this 
year is $8.15. Twelve hours times $8.15 makes a denarius worth about $97.80 in today’s 
money—pretty much $100. 

In the parable, a farmer needed to hire day-laborers to work in his vineyard. If you were 
hired at 6:00 a.m., then at 6:00 p.m., after a hard day’s work, you expect the farmer to give you a 
denarius—he’d write you a check for $100. Since the farmer kept hiring people at different times 
throughout the day, those who worked fewer hours deserved less than those who worked more. 

Jesus says in Matthew 20:6–7, “And about the eleventh hour he went out and found 
others standing idle, and said to them, ‘Why have you been standing here idle all day?’ 7 They 
said to him, ‘Because no one hired us.’ He said to them, ‘You also go into the vineyard, and 
whatever is right you will receive.’” 

The day-laborers who were hired at 5:00 p.m. finished the day only one hour later. What 
did they earn? They earned 1/12th of a denarius. In our minimum wage terms, their pay stub 
should say hourly wage: $8.15; hours worked: 1; total pay: $8.15. 

But does the owner of the vineyard deal with them according to what they deserve? Jesus 
says in Matthew 20:8–9, “So when evening had come, the owner of the vineyard said to his 
steward, ‘Call the laborers and give them their wages, beginning with the last to the first.’ 9 And 
when those came who were hired about the eleventh hour, they each received a denarius.” 

That’s a windfall. The farmer didn’t deal with these day-laborers based on their 
expectations, their merit, or their worthiness. If he had, they would have been paid $8. But as it 
was, they were paid $100. 

Put yourself in the shoes of these 11th hour hires, and imagine you’re holding a much 
bigger paycheck than you deserve. The paystub is crediting you for work that you didn’t do. 
How do you feel about your boss in that moment? He’s amazing. He’s generous. 

You are about to receive a windfall like this. It’s not a denarius. It’s not even money. As 
Luther’s Small Catechism puts it, echoing 1 Peter 1:18, it’s not gold or silver or any perishable 
thing. The windfall payment which is yours today is the blood of Jesus Christ. 

The windfall today comes in Holy Communion. The 11th hour hire in the parable 
received a gift way beyond what he deserved. The same happens in Holy Communion. The 
payment that 11th hour hire received wasn’t based at all on his own deserving, but only 
depended on the kindness and grace of his boss. The same happens in Holy Communion when 
your Lord Jesus gives you far beyond what you could even dream to ask for or think of. 
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That worker must have looked at the unearned denarius and said, “Wow, is this really 
happening? This never happens! What did I do to deserve this? My boss is so generous.” When 
you receive the wafer of bread which, according to the sure word of Christ, is His body, that’s 
His body given for you. When you receive the cup, that’s His blood given for you and for many 
for the forgiveness of sins. 

If you believe these words of Christ, and if you are amazed to receive such a great gift 
though you feel unworthy of it, then you are worthy to receive it. You are worthy to receive Holy 
Communion when you recognize it’s not your own work that has made you worthy—it is 
Christ’s work of living, dying, and rising again for your salvation, that you’re trusting in. 

Again, as Luther’s Small Catechism asks, “Who receives this sacrament worthily?” 
Answer: “He is truly worthy and well prepared who has faith in these words: ‘Given, and shed 
for you, for the remission of sins.’ But he that does not believe these words, or doubts, is 
unworthy and unfit; for the words, ‘For you,’ require altogether believing hearts.” 

There were those in the parable who had worked all day, from the first hour until the 
twelfth, and they despised the denarius they were paid. They saw the eleventh hour hires get the 
full $100 for just one hour of work, so they start doing the math. They’ve been working in the 
vineyard for twelve hours. Twelve times $100 is $1,200, so that must be what they feel they 
deserve. They do not consider the greatness of their boss’s kindness, they do not rejoice with 
those rejoicing eleventh-hour hires, they are only concerned with being paid what they deserve. 

Jesus describes their reaction in Matthew 20:10-12. “But when the first came, they 
supposed that they would receive more; and they likewise received each a denarius. 11 And when 
they had received it, they complained against the landowner, 12 saying, ‘These last men have 
worked only one hour, and you made them equal to us who have borne the burden and the heat of 
the day.’” 

Note what Jesus is not doing: He is not explaining good business practices for vineyard 
owners. In this world if you work an hour, you are due only one hour of pay. But note what Jesus 
IS doing in this parable: He is explaining how the kingdom of heaven works. The denarius is the 
gift of eternal life through Jesus Christ, and if you think that you deserve it more than anyone 
else, or if you consider it a normal payment instead of a jaw-droppingly awesome gift, then 
you’re despising God’s kindness and mercy. 

If you receive Holy Communion as just another thing, and you don’t recognize the great 
gift it is to receive Christ’s body and blood for your forgiveness and for your assurance and for 
the strengthening of your faith, then you’re just going through the motions—you’re at risk of 
despising God’s grace and treating it as something you’re entitled to rather than a rich and 
surprising gift that you’ve been given by a merciful God. 

Repent, and receive with faith this windfall of God’s grace toward you on account of 
Jesus Christ. 

When it comes to windfalls, some videos online give some good examples. When Jimmy 
Donaldson, recently hit the milestone of 40 million subscribers to his YouTube channel, called 
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Mr. Beast, he took earnings from his YouTube business, bought 40 vehicles (most of them very 
nice), and delivered them all to his 40-millionth subscriber. That’s an unearned gift given to a 
newcomer—an 11th hour person. 

Why did Jimmy do that? Partly because this “Mr. Beast,” Jimmy, likes giving away big 
prizes, and partly because he knows that viewers like to see windfalls. As more and more 
windfalls happen on his channel, more people subscribe, more advertising dollars are made, and 
Jimmy turns those dollars into more windfalls for his subscribers and for strangers that happen to 
be in his videos. 

His 40,000,000th subscriber was a teenager who now had 40 cars parked in the front yard 
of his parent’s farmhouse. The catch was that if he gave away all 40 cars in less than 24 hours, 
then he would get the 41st car, which was one that he really liked. So not only is it a windfall for 
him, but it became a windfall also for 40 other people to whom he gave the cars. 

Is the body and blood of our Lord more or less amazing and valuable than 40 free cars 
parked in front of your house? It’s infinitely more valuable! Like the cars, Holy Communion is 
given “for you and for many!” Be amazed at the gift of Christ’s body and blood for you. Receive 
it with joy, gladness, and awe, and be eager to share that gift of Christ’s love with the neighbors 
God puts in your lives. 

Thanks be to God for His indescribable gift. Receive it humbly in faith, in thankfulness, 
in awe, and in praise. May the peace of God which surpasses all understanding guard your hearts 
and your minds in Christ Jesus our Lord. Amen. 
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