The Parable of the Laborers in the Vineyard

Matthew 20:1-16

One teaching method of Jesus common to his ministry was his use of parables (Mt. 13:3). As the son of a carpenter, Jesus grew up around the laboring class of people. He was well acquainted with landowners, workers and wages. Consider Jesus’ parable of the laborers in the vineyard found only in Matthew 20:1-16.

The Setting


When studying any parable of Jesus it is important to examine the setting and context of the parable. The setting of the parable of the laborers in the vineyard goes back to Matthew 19. In the final days of Jesus’ earthly ministry before going to Jerusalem, Matthew records: “And it came to pass when Jesus had finished these words, he departed from Galilee, and came into the borders of Judaea beyond the Jordan; and great multitudes followed him; and he healed them there” (Mt. 19:1-2). There, Jesus taught on the subject of marriage (Mt. 19:3-12), little children (Mt. 19:13-15), riches (Mt. 19:16-30), and the parable of the laborers in the vineyard (Mt. 20:1-16). When Jesus finished talking to the apostles about their sacrifice for the kingdom, he said, “But many shall be last that are first; and first that are last” (Mt. 19:30). This statement introduces the parable of the laborers in the vineyard, and Jesus will close this parable with the same statement: “So the last shall be first, and the first last” (Mt. 20:16). The word “For” (verse 1) at the beginning of this parable lets us know what Jesus teaches in this parable illustrates what he has just said in Matthew 19:30. The actions of the rich young ruler (Mt. 19:16-22), Jesus’ response and Peter’s question (Mt. 19:23-27), all set the stage for the parable of the laborers in the vineyard.
The Parable


The parable opens with a “householder” who hires laborers early in the morning at sunrise to go work in his vineyard (verse 1). A “householder” (Gr. oikodespotes) was literally, a “house master” or “house ruler.” He was a landowner who had authority over the laborers who worked his land. The laborers in this story agreed to work for one “shilling” a day (verse 2). A “shilling” (Gr. denarion) was a silver Roman coin worth about 25 cents today. According to the historian Tacitus (Annals 1:17), it was the usual daily wage for a working man in the 1st century. It was common at this time to hire a laborer for a day and pay him at the end of the day regardless of how long he worked (Lev. 19:13; Deut. 24:15; Job 7:2; Mal. 3:5). The historian Josephus gives us an example of this kind of day labor and payment in Antiquities 20:219-220. This author grew up in Texas and often saw migrant farm workers standing around in town waiting to be hired for a day by a Texas ranch owner. This parable depicts a similar situation.
In addition to the laborers hired early (around 6 am), the landowner in this story hired other laborers throughout the day whom he found standing idle in the marketplace – five groups of workers in all (verses 3-7). He hired them at the “third hour” (9 am), the “sixth hour” (12 noon), the “ninth hour” (3 pm), and the “eleventh hour” (5 pm). Each laborer responded immediately to the invitation to work. The Jewish day ran from 6 am to 6 pm. It was common for day laborers to stand around in the Greek agora, the Roman forum or Eastern marketplace waiting to be hired. They could be hired all day long especially in the months of July to September when a vineyard owner would have a large crop of grapes that had to be gathered. Grapes must be harvested within a day or two of ripening before the sugar content rises too high, or before they are destroyed by bad weather.
At the end of the day, the landowner sent his “steward” (Gr. epitropos), guardian or manager, to call the laborers together and pay them. All the laborers, from the last to the first, received the same wage – a shilling (verses 8-10). The landowner is shown to be a man of his word. He is trustworthy, honest, good and generous. However, some of the laborers “murmured” against the landowner supposing that they who worked about 12 hours and in the heat of the day would receive greater pay than those who worked just one hour (verses 11-12). They had an “evil eye” full of envy (verse 15; see Deut. 15:9; Prov. 22:9; 23:6; 28:22). They felt the landowner was unfair. But, the landowner, in a friendly tone, reminded the laborers that they all agreed to work for one shilling a day, and that he had a lawful right to pay each one as he willed to do with his own money (verses 13-15). [Note: This section of Matthew begins and ends with what is “lawful,” Mt. 19:3 and 20:15.] Jesus closed this parable by saying, “So the last shall be first, and the first last” (verse 16).
The Lessons


First, Jesus teaches that God will reward those who are willing to sacrifice for the kingdom of heaven. Jesus told the rich young ruler that he could have treasure in heaven if he would sell what he had, give to the poor, and follow Jesus (Mt. 19:21). But, the rich young ruler was not willing to sacrifice (Mt. 19:22). On the other hand, Peter sacrificed his fishing business to follow the Lord (Mt. 19:27). The other apostles were willing to sacrifice, too. Jesus said there will be a reward, temporal and eternal, for all who sacrifice (Mt. 19:29-30). Jesus said if you give up all to follow me, each one of you will receive your own “wages” (spiritual blessings) in the kingdom of heaven (1 Cor. 3:8). The landowner in this parable represents God, and God is not like some greedy landowners who refuse to pay up (Jas. 5:4). God will not treat his laborers unfairly or try to shortchange them. By God’s grace, all the righteous will receive their wages at the end of the day (Heb. 6:10).
Second, Jesus teaches that all people, Jew or Gentile, can receive the same “wages” (spiritual blessings) in the kingdom of heaven. No matter who comes to God, and no matter when they come to him, they can all be blessed with the same “wages” of the gospel. All can be forgiven of their sins and have eternal life in heaven, even the latecomer or the outsider. The gospel is for all, both Jew and Gentile (Acts 10:34-35; Rom. 1:16; 2:6-11; 10:12). Remember that right before Jesus spoke this parable the apostles asked, “Who then can be saved?” (Mt. 19:25), and Peter asked, “What then shall we have?” (Mt. 19:27). Jesus used this parable to answer these questions this way: You apostles will have what everyone can have; everyone can have the same spiritual blessings in the kingdom of heaven. Unlike the landowner in this parable, it is not common today for an employee to pay each laborer the same when each one has worked for different hours. But then again, God’s ways are not man’s ways (Isa. 55:8-9). God’s kingdom is not like earthly kingdoms in many ways (Jn. 18:36). This parable is not about business management, economics, labor relations, or hourly wages. Rather, it is about God giving the same good gifts to all men as he sees fit (Psa. 34:8; 107:1; Jas. 1:17). When the laborers said, “thou hast made them equal unto us” (verse 12), they certainly spoke the truth. All true disciples are equal in God’s eyes. God gives to all in the kingdom liberally and equally, whether apostle (like Peter) or disciple, whether Jew or Gentile (Eph. 3:6). The thief on the cross (Lk. 23:42-43) will be blessed along with those who followed Jesus from the beginning (Acts 1:21-22). Paul, “the least of the apostles” (1 Cor. 15:8-9), will be blessed along with the other apostles who were “reputed to be pillars” (Gal. 2:9).
Third, Jesus teaches the first will be last, and the last will be first (Mt. 19:30; 20:8,16). What does this mean? In this context it means that those who are “first” by worldly standards (like the rich young ruler) will not receive the blessings of the kingdom of heaven when they turn away from Jesus. And, those who are “last” by worldly standards (like the apostles who forsook all) are “first” in God’s eyes and will receive his blessings when they follow Jesus.

There are a few secondary lessons that can be gleaned from this parable as well. For example, do not murmur against God (verse 11). The envious complainers in this parable (like the elder brother in Luke 15:28-30, or the Jews in Acts 13:45-46) felt that they deserved more than others. In this parable, Jesus taught his followers to let God write the contract and pay the wages (Rom. 9:31ff; 11:22ff). No one has a just cause to murmur against God. He is just and right (Gen. 18:25). God will always give us “whatsoever is right” (verse 3). Don’t worry. God will always treat you right. We should be grateful, not grumblers. Don’t be envious when God is generous. Also, do not be overconfident (verse 10). In the parable, some of the laborers “supposed that they would receive more” (verse 10). They supposed wrong. God is good and he gives his laborers exactly what he wills to give. What God gives is great (Eph. 3:20; Phil. 4:19). Finally, do not stand around idle (verses 3-7). Rather than standing around idle in the marketplace of the world, we need to be busy working in the vineyard of the lord. Idleness, laziness, indifference, apathy and lethargy plague many in and out of the Lord’s church today. Those who stand around idle and unemployed in the Lord’s work are actually employed in the Devil’s work (1 Tim. 5:13,15; Tit. 1:12). May we all be co-laborers together in the kingdom of heaven   (1 Cor. 3:5-9). The Lord is in great need of laborers today (Mt. 9:37-38; Lk. 10:2)!

Friends, God’s grace and salvation are full and free to all who will obey the gospel. Have you obeyed the gospel (Ac.15:7; Ac. 17:30-31; 22:16; Rom. 9:9-10)? If not, it is not too late to become a Christian today. Are you a faithful, laboring Christian (1 Cor. 15:58)? If not, it is not too late to come back to the Lord and get busy working today. We all have the wonderful opportunity to labor for God, and God has the right to reward us all as he sees fit.
Questions
1. What questions were asked, and what comments were made in Matthew 19 that set the stage for Jesus’ teaching in this parable?

2. Who do the landowner and the laborers represent?

3. What does the vineyard represent?

4. At what hours did the landowner hire laborers, and where did he hire them?

5. How long did the laborers work in the vineyard?

6. How much pay was given to each laborer and why?
7. How did some of the laborers react when they were paid?
8. What is the main lesson that Jesus teaches in this parable?

9. What are some secondary lessons that can be learned from this parable?
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