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Mar. 1, 2015 – (Lent 2, Mat) 

Sermon Text – Matthew 20:1-16  

 
- 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." - 

 

Generosity: It’s a good thing.  Generosity: It’s a positive attribute.  Generosity: It’s 

something we want to see in most people.  But generosity: It can be a real problem.  

It can get you in a lot of trouble because generosity can make people mad at you.  

Generosity can upset others and make them angry.  Generosity is simply not fair.  

Imagine for a moment that you are the landowner in Jesus’ parable.  Your vineyard 

needs tending.  You need workers.  You know where to find them.  They are day 

laborers, the unemployed.  They gather each morning in the marketplace waiting for 

someone to come by and offer them a job.  This still happens, even in parts of our 

country.  When we were in New Orleans six years ago, at the National Youth 

Gathering, we saw such day laborers gathered in the parking lots at the shopping 

malls.  They were waiting for construction jobs, not agricultural work, but the principal 

is the same.  So, early in the morning, you go to the marketplace.  You find a group of 

workers ready and waiting.  You choose half a dozen to work in your vineyard.  You 

pick them arbitrarily.  You know from experience that there is no way to know which 

ones will be the best workers, so just take six.  Now, get them to the vineyard and put 

them to work.  But six are not enough.  You go back to the marketplace.  Choose six 

more.  Agree to pay everyone whatever is right.  Set them to working.  By noon, you 

can see that the work still will not get done.  Back again you go to the marketplace.  

Hire more workers.  Repeat that again at 3:00.  And as the afternoon draws to a close, 

realize that you will need one more group to finish the task.  Go get six more workers.   

 

 When the work is finished and the day is done, you instruct your manager to 

pay each worker a full day’s wages beginning with those who have worked just one 

hour.  When they receive a denarius, they are no doubt pleased.  They will have 

enough money to feed their families for another day.  You know that this may seem 

excessive, a full day’s wage for one hour of work, but you are generous.  You know 

what it costs to feed a family.  You have made their day.  You have also increased 
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the expectations of those who were hired earlier in the day.  They are thinking, “If the 

landowner has paid a full day’s wage for one hour of work, then I should get at least 3 

day’s wages, or 6, or 8 or 10, as the case may be.  Just imagine,” they begin to say to 

one another, “What we can do with ten day’s wages for one day of work.  We could 

take a few days off, have a little vacation.  We’ve always thought that would be 

nice!”  But of course, that doesn’t happen.  As a landowner, you are committed to 

providing everyone with enough for the day.  That is generous to those who started 

work late, but unfair by comparison to those who worked all day.  Your instructions to 

your manager are that everyone gets the same.  So now, you are about to feel the 

wrath of those who worked all day.  “We worked many hours,” they begin to argue.  

“We labored through the heat of the day.  We gave you a full day of service.  We 

worked far longer than those who came to the vineyard late in the afternoon.  But you 

have made us equal to those who worked only one hour.  That isn’t fair!”   

 

 And here’s the thing – life isn’t always fair.   When the workers you hired early in 

the day begin to complain to you that you are being unfair, you have to explain to 

them that the wages you are paying are not theirs to set.  They had agreed with you 

for a day’s pay for a day’s work.  You are not treating them unfairly.  You are paying 

them exactly what they had agreed to for working in your vineyard.  They would 

have no reason to complain whatsoever, except that they know that those who 

worked less time are also receiving the same pay.  For that they will have to look not 

to the issue of your fairness, but to the subject of your generosity.  You want everyone 

to eat.  You want everyone to have enough.  You want everyone to be able to live on 

what they have received.  You want all of them to prosper.  You want all of them to 

succeed.  And so, you are willing to take their abuse, if that is what is necessary, so 

that everyone who works for you may have what they need.  You will be generous to 

a fault, so that everyone may live.  In fact, I imagine that if we told the rest of the 

story, while your manager was handing out the day’s pay, you may have made your 

way back to the marketplace and handed out any leftover coins to those who had 

not been hired, so that they too might be able to eat for that day.  That’s the kind of 

landowner you are.  You are truly generous, generous indeed.  At yesterday’s 

“Equipping Congregations” day, our featured speaker, Pastor Nadia Bolz-Weber, 

shared with us a practice from her congregation in downtown Denver, Colorado.  She 

said that every Sunday she explains in the announcements, “At the center of our 

worship, we have an open table.  Everyone, without exception, is invited to come 

forward and receive the bread and wine of Holy Communion, which for us is the body 

and blood of Jesus Christ.”  She said that worshippers have told her that they come 
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back, week after week, to worship with her congregation, House for All Sinners and 

Saints, just to hear her say that, “Everyone, without exception,” because they have 

never heard that kind of grace spoken anywhere else.  They are people who would 

never be chosen to work in the vineyard, people who are always on the outside 

looking in, and people who are always encountering judgment and rejection and 

denial.  It is a generous proclamation.  It is made on behalf of a generous Savior, who 

is the son of a generous God.  It is a statement without judgment, without prejudice, 

without condition, made for the sake of everyone who comes to hear the good news 

of Jesus Christ and to receive the mercy of a loving and generous God. 

 

 Now, I have intentionally asked you to see this parable from the side of the 

landowner because I want you to see this situation from God’s perspective.  You 

know the part of the workers in the vineyard.  You may, in fact, view yourself as one 

of the long-suffering workers who put in an entire day’s work and received only a 

day’s pay.  A few of you may even see yourselves as workers who were chosen later 

in the day who were blessed by the landowner’s generosity.  My point is that if we 

concentrate only on the position of the workers, we will get stuck dealing with the 

issue of fairness.  We will never get beyond our feelings of being cheated to be able 

to deal with the generosity of the giver.  We will argue about who deserves more and 

who deserves less.  And we will get bogged down in judgments about who is worthy 

of what.  But this is God’s world and this is God’s church.  And in God’s world and in 

God’s church, God gets to make the rules.  I don’t know any way around that.  It may 

not seem fair.  It may not seem just.  It may not seem right.  But it is not up to us and it 

is always amazing.  God’s mercy is overflowing.  God’s grace is more than abundant.  

God’s blessings are greater than we can possibly imagine.  And for that we can be 

thankful because, no matter who we are, the good things of God always come to us 

as a gift.  They are not earned.  They are not deserved.  They are not even a reward 

for our labor.  They are God’s good gift to us given out of God’s abundant grace.  

One theologian puts it like this, “[God’s] grace is always amazing grace.  [And] grace 

that can be calculated and ‘expected’ is no longer grace [at all].” 

            Amen.  

 


