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Let us pray for an awareness of and inspiration from God’s Spirit. 

We are hungry, Lord, for truth, for justice, for love. Nourish us this day 
with better food than we could ever purchase, engineer or manufacture, 
your Word, your love, your Spirit, your daily bread for our life’s 
journey, in the company of Jesus Christ, our Lord. Amen. 

For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early 
in the morning to hire laborers for his vineyard. After agreeing 
with the laborers for the usual daily wage, he sent them into his 
vineyard. When he went out about nine o'clock, he saw others 
standing idle in the marketplace; and he said to them, “You also go 
into the vineyard, and I will pay you whatever is right.” So they 
went. 

When he went out again about noon and about three o'clock, he did 
the same. 

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?” They said to him, “Because no one has hired us.” He said to 
them, “You also go into the vineyard.” 

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.” 
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When those hired about five o'clock came, each of them received 
the usual daily wage. Now when the first came, they thought they 
would receive more; but each of them also received the usual daily 
wage. And when they received it, they grumbled against the 
landowner, 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.” 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? Take what belongs to you and go; I choose to give to 
this last the same as I give to you. Am I not allowed to do what I 
choose with what belongs to me? Or are you envious because I am 
generous? So, the last will be first, and the first will be last.” 

It’s not fair! How many of you have heard or uttered these words 
before? It’s not fair! Often, we hear or read this particular parable, and it 
offends our sense of fairness. In the beginning of the story the landowner 
goes to the marketplace to hire some day laborers to help with the 
harvest. The landowner agrees with the laborers for the going daily 
wage, a denarius. They set off to work. Three hours later, the landowner 
is back in the marketplace looking for more workers. He hires more 
workers and agrees not to a specific amount but rather tells them he will 
pay them “what is right.” The landowner goes back a third and a fourth 
time and does the same. He goes back a fifth time, at five o’clock, truly 
the eleventh hour in the 12-hour workday, and hires more laborers, not 
even promising them any pay at all. 

When it comes time to pay the laborers, the landowner instructs his 
manager to pay them, starting with those that were hired last and ending 
with those that were hired first. The manager then pays those that 
worked only an hour the sum of a denarius, a full day’s pay. Those that 
are hired first see this, and one can imagine that they are now expecting 
that fairness demands that they will receive more, after all they worked 



3 

12 times longer. When those first laborers receive their pay, they are 
given the amount agreed upon, a single denarius. It is equal pay for 
unequal work; the laborers who arrived first get upset by this. And it 
seems logical to us that they would get upset, doesn’t it? It goes against 
our understanding of fair play and common sense. 

The workers aren’t necessarily upset that the last workers got a denarius, 
those that came first are upset that the landowner having shown this 
generosity isn’t even more generous to them; perhaps giving them a little 
extra for working through the heat of the day. This arrangement upsets 
us because it calls into question our own sense of justice and fairness, it 
reverses conventional values of being rewarded for our hard work. This 
story gives us a peak at the kingdom of God. If the human standard is 
fairness or hard work, God’s standard is unmerited grace, a free gift, 
freely given. 

If only the landowner had instructed his manager to pay everyone in the 
order in which they came; they all would have left happy with the first 
not knowing that the last received the same amount. Instead, those that 
came first are made to see the last one receive the denarius. But, as one 
commentator suggests, this is a central point of the story. “The point is 
not so much that the landowner is partial to some workers as that he 
wants to give the first and the last the same. He is giving to everybody 
according to their needs, not on the basis of their merit.”i 

Here is a little context about the laborers and the daily wage of a 
denarius. First, the laborers are people without steady work. They are on 
the margins of society; they are the poor. They would go to the 
marketplace every morning with the hope to be hired by someone but 
not knowing if they would work that day. 
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The denarius was the standard daily wage, but it was far from generous. 
While we don’t know exactly the value of the denarius, we do know that 
it took about a denarius to support a laborer and his family at the level of 
bare subsistence; just enough to live on for a day, but not much more. If 
you were not hired for the day, your family didn’t eat. To be hired late 
meant that at least you might have something, although probably not 
enough, to eat. A denarius a day isn’t all that generous. The generosity 
of the landowner, however, shows us that he simply provided all that 
which was necessary for life for each of the workers for that day. It was 
more than most of them could expect, having promised them that he 
would pay “what was right,” and he provided only that which was 
needed.  

Here’s the thing about this story, that generosity is not something so 
easily understood. It seems at times that we have something in us that 
has a difficult time accepting such generosity. One writer says, “our 
human nature is… to anticipate a quid pro quo situation; to assume that 
we did something to deserve this generosity.”ii 

She writes that because of this that we tend to “relegate generosity to 
equality. To accountability. To measurability.” We like to count. We 
want to be able to keep track, to know exactly what everyone deserves, 
what they are owed. But this story of generosity isn’t about keeping 
track, and it certainly isn’t about equality. This story is about 
immeasurable grace. 

But the story doesn’t even exhibit equality. Instead, the workers are 
upset and jealous at the actions of the landowner. And maybe what this 
story points out to us rather uncomfortably is that “we have a 
tendency…to covet and to be resentful of what others receive from God. 
The owner of the vineyard asks those who have worked longest and 
(presumably) hardest for him, "Am I not allowed to do what I choose 
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with what belongs to me? Or are you envious because I am generous?" 
The point is that God's grace, mercy, and forgiveness are God's to give 
away as God sees fit.” 

The landowner’s question, “Are you envious because I am generous?” in 
verse 15, is the translation of a Greek idiom which literally translates as 
“Is your eye evil because I am good?” An “evil eye” suggested a deeper 
problem than meets the eye. It’s more than just a little jealousy, but it’s 
how these people are viewing the world. As Jesus taught earlier in the 
book of Matthew, “The eye is the lamp of the body. So, if your eye is 
healthy, your whole body will be full of light; but if your eye is 
unhealthy (in other words, if you have the “evil eye”), your whole body 
will be full of darkness” In this story, the “evil eye” was the opposite of 
generosity.iii This story can also be about our perception and how we see 
the “deservedness” of others. 

The author Donald Miller writes, “What if our value exists because God 
takes great pleasure in us?” What if the thing that gives us worth, that 
gives us value is the fact that God loves us, adopts us as children into the 
household of God. Miller writes that we spend so much time thinking 
about ourselves with a kind of “lifeboat theology.” That is, it’s as if life 
is a lifeboat and there isn’t enough room for all of us to be saved, so we 
are constantly comparing ourselves to see if we are better or more 
worthy so that the crowd will find us valuable and we won’t be thrown 
out of the lifeboat. In this kind of thinking we worry about whether we 
are right, or important, or powerful. We worry about what we are getting 
in relationship to others. We seek to be validated by others. Our worth 
and value become focused on ourselves and what we accomplish and 
what others think of us. But the thing is, it’s not about us. 
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Preacher and author Barabara Brown Taylor once described this parable 
as, “a little like cod liver oil: You know Jesus is right, you know it must 
be good for you, but that does not make it any easier to swallow... it 
seems to reward those who have done the least while it sends those who 
have worked the hardest to the end of the line."iv 

But maybe if we focus on the laborers and not the vineyard owner, we 
miss the primary point. This story is often called the Parable of the 
Laborers in the Vineyard. But I think that title is misleading. In the same 
way that the story of the Prodigal Son could, and maybe should, be 
renamed as the Story of the Welcoming Father, our story for today could 
be retitled The Parable of the Generous Landowner. We tend to focus on 
the laborers and their resentment and their jealousy. We focus on us, we 
focus on the laborers. But the story, ultimately, is about the generosity of 
the landowner. 

William Willimon says the story is not so much about what wages are 
paid, as it is about the comings and goings of the landowner. It is about 
the fact that the landowner keeps going back out to the marketplace to 
hire laborers again and again through the day. The owner has a 
relentless, repeated desire for more workers. The generosity isn’t in the 
wages earned, but in the invitation.v The owner “just wouldn’t quit 
going back and forth into town. He just wouldn’t stop calling, wouldn’t 
stop hiring, wouldn’t stop inviting, seeking, offering.” 

The story is about God’s immeasurable grace and mercy. The parable of 
the generous landowner reminds us that the standard shouldn’t be human 
standards of fairness, instead the standards are God’s standards of love 
and grace. In God’s kingdom, what is right is that everyone has enough 
according to their need – “give us this day our daily bread” we pray – 
even if this means unequal pay for unequal work. This parable teaches 
us that our value of life shouldn’t be contingent on our wealth or 
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strength or skill, instead our value is a reflection of God’s image.vi Our 
value is in being a child of God. 

The kingdom of God is a kingdom that isn’t structured on what we 
deserve, what’s fair, or what’s earned. The way God does business is 
different. God’s right is not our right. Persistent, tenacious, intrusive 
invitation, not dispassionate justice, is the way God’s kingdom is 
ordered. 

Our God is a generous and graceful God who tirelessly seeks us out. 
Whether we are first or last, God loves us all and desires that we all 
receive the grace that we need. The grace in the story is the frequent 
trips into the town. The grace in the story is the unrelenting invitation. 
The grace in the story is to understand who are neighbor is as also a 
beloved child of God. The grace in the story is to live out of a place of 
generosity and to receive generosity.  

We know that life isn’t fair. It’s a lesson we learn early in life. Maybe 
that is why this parable is important. When Jesus tells a parable he isn’t 
describing things as they are, instead he is showing the way God wants 
things to be. God’s economy is a world where everyone has what they 
need, where everyone is afforded the same dignity and respect. God isn’t 
fair either, God is more than fair. God can be disgracefully generous.  

And just as a title can help determine how we hear a story, so it also 
matters with where we place ourselves in the story, with which character 
we might identify ourselves. And with this story, I wonder how many of 
us identify with the workers who are picked early in the day? The ones 
that work hard for what they get. Again, Barbara Brown Taylor says, 
“...isn't it interesting that 99 percent of us hear it from the front-row 
seats? ... It is entirely possible that, as far as God is concerned, we are 
halfway around the block, that there are all sorts of people ahead of us in 
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line, people who are far more deserving of God's love than we are, 
...only God can sort them all out.” 

She concludes, “For reasons we may never know, God seems to love us 
indiscriminately and seems also to enjoy reversing the systems we set up 
to explain why God should love some of us more than others of us. God 
is not fair; God is generous, and when we begrudge that generosity, it is 
only because we have forgotten where we stand.”vii 

My hope for you all, for all of us, is that we live in, know, and receive 
God’s generous grace. Amen. 
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