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Matthew 20: 1 – 16 
 
The Parable of the Workers in the Vineyard 

 
You’ve heard, I’ve heard it … we’ve all heard it. Life isn’t fair!  
 
Do you remember as a teenager pleading to stay out late – everyone is allowed out until 
11 o’clock except me, I’m the only one who has to be home by 10 - it’s not fair!  
 
Or perhaps feeling really hard done by when your older brother or sister got more 
pocket money, just because there were older! 
 
Life isn’t fair and on first glance that is what our Gospel passage seems to be telling us, 
or is it? Is it about life not being fair or is it about living by a different set of rules – 
kingdom rules. 
 
The Parable of the Workers in the Vineyard, or the Parable of Equal Wages for Unequal 
Work, to give it a rather more unsettling title is only found in Matthew’s Gospel and is 
one of the ‘For the Kingdom of Heaven is like …’ stories where Jesus is trying to explain 
to the disciples the implications of living life under new rules – Kingdom rules, rules that 
are good news for all. 
 
The landowner went out early. Payment was agreed – a denarius, the going rate for a 
day’s work and all seemed happy. 
 
Three hours later he went back to the market place and hired another group of men, 
again after another three hours and another three hours after that. Four groups of 
workers hired to work in the vineyard at regular intervals during the day. 
 
The harvest must have been fantastic that year, because he went back to the market 
place one more time ‘at the eleventh hour’ when there was only about an hour of the 
working day left and hired the stragglers that were left in the market place, the ones 
that nobody had wanted to employ and sent them off to work for him. 
 
Everything seemed to be gong fine – that is until the foreman paid out the wages. First 
those who came ‘at the eleventh hour’ were paid, and then all the groups of workers 
until finally those who had been there all day were paid out. So far so good, but they 
were in for a shock as the usual rules were not followed. All received a denarius, the 
going rate, the agreed rate for a days work.  
 



I’m sure those who had come late were thrilled with their wages, but what about those 
who had been out in the vineyard since early morning working through ‘the heat of the 
day’? They began to grumble! I’m sure they all thought that it wasn’t fair!  
 
But if we look closely at the situation we see that the landowner had kept his promise to 
the first group of workers – a denarius for a days work, the going rate that was agreed 
before they set to work, they were not being ‘short-changed’, the contract was fulfilled, 
it was rather that he had decided to pay the same wage to those who had arrived later 
in the day, he had decided to be generous and treat them all the same, to give them all 
the same reward for working for him without worrying about how many hours they had 
put in.  
 
So what does this tell us about the Kingdom and the rules God applies as he transcends 
our ideas of fairness as he brings his good news to all?  
 
Unlike the landowner God is not in the business of paying wages, God is in the business 
of gracious and abundant giving; giving as he chooses so we cannot work our way into 
his favour. The disciples needed to understand, as do we, God has no favourites and like 
the landowner treats all of us the same, because in his eyes we are all equally precious. 
 
If we are willing to apply Kingdom rules rather than our rules, to allow the upside down 
and good news for all principle to apply rather than our ‘it isn’t fair’ grumble we will 
begin to see things very differently as we start to look with kingdom eyes and changed 
attitudes. We see that God’s grace applies equally to all who love him and that our 
desire to serve him should come out of his love for us and not because it will make him 
love us more and treat us better because that is impossible.  
 
We also begin to see that length of service makes no difference either – whether we 
have followed Christ all our lives or like the last group of workers, the ones that nobody 
wanted come very late into the Kingdom. It makes no difference to how God sees us, or 
how he treats us.  
 
So what then, should be our motivation for service? Should it be for reward - no of 
course not, it should be an expression of gratitude for what Christ has done for us, and a 
desire for others as yet outside the kingdom to experience the same joy of knowing 
God’s love in their lives.  
 
The parable tells us that the last group of workers were those who no-one wanted to 
hire, those who were perhaps considered useless and hopeless as workers, those that 
the first group of workers ‘grumbled’ that the landowner was being generous to, all 
people that God wants to welcome into his kingdom, the kind of people that society 
often rejects today.  
 



I suggest our challenge is to allow Christ’s attitudes to shape our behaviour and lifestyle 
in a way where saying ‘it’s not fair’ doesn’t apply, and where we should be prepared to 
stand aside and put ourselves last, because in God’s economy, in his upside down world 
the good news really is for all because of his amazing and generous grace. 
 
Amen. 

 
 
 

 


