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This is a good example of a parable.  A parable is a story that has a larger meaning.  Jesus used stories to 
get at a larger meaning all the time. Stories communicate truth more clearly and more                           
memorably than just stating that truth in stark terms.  It takes a particular kind of                                  
intelligence and creativity to come up with stories that illustrate concepts and truths.                                   
Jesus is God, designer and Creator of the universe!  Good, meaningful parables may                                       
be hard for you or me to create on the fly but they are child’s play for Him to come                                        
up with!  
This parable is not shared by the other gospels but is one of only a few that inserted into the narrative 
exclusively by the Gospel of Matthew. It is a rather long story as parables go, and in my opinion, does not
have multiple levels of meaning.  As I studied it, I was struck by the fact that there is actually not a lot of 
sermon material here, but its key point is important.  It’s point is summed up in the last sentence - that in 
the Kingdom of God the first will be last and the last, first.  But this parable is not about humility like the 
parables before it.  It is about the order of reward in God’s reverse kingdom.  And, it is not really what one 
would expect!  We have already seen that the humility expected by God from those aligned with Himself 
comes up repeatedly.  It was undoubtedly a theme throughout Jesus’ ministry.  But this parable is 
illustrating something about reward.  This relates the story to the previous incident when Peter asked the 
question “What is in this for us, your most devoted disciples who have given up everything to follow you?” 
and Jesus answers that there would be GREAT reward for those that had left everything to follow Him –
and that a follower would gain up to 100X over what they would have had to give up!  But then He throws 
a new concept into the mix! The concept of equal compensation for everyone!      
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So, as the story goes, the rich farmer is seeking workers to work the          
harvest in his vineyard.  He goes out at the the crack of dawn to hire 
workers who seem to know to gather in the town square if they want 
employment.  He tells them he will pay them “what is right”, or the 
prevailing wage for a day laborer.  The rich farmer goes back to the 

square on the 3rd hour, the 6th hour, and the 9th hour, hiring whoever is there looking for 
work.  He even goes back before the 11th hour and finds a few more workers.  Then, in vs. 
8, at the end of the working day, undoubtedly at dark, he tells his foreman to pay off all the 
workers for the day.  But he tells him to pay the workers hired in the 11th hour first.  I 
think that was probably a departure from normal protocol.  It stands to reason that those 
that had worked the longest would be payed off first, since they would be the most tired of 
the bunch.  But, no, those hired last are called forth first, and they are paid a whole day’s 
wages – a denarius!  Then those hired in the 9th hour, then the 6th hour, the 3rd, and 
finally, the first.  Each laborer in each group of workers received a denarius apiece.  When 
it finally came to the those that had worked the longest, they were muttering and 
complaining that those that had worked for one measly hour had received the same pay as 
them - and they had worked for 12 long hard hours under a hot sun!  The obvious 
pay/work disparity certainly was not sitting well with them!
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The vineyard owner hears the mutterings and addresses the workers that remain that have worked all day.  He said to 
them, “Didn’t you agree to work for the prevailing wage – a denarius?  I have                                                          
given you the wages you agreed to work for when I hired you.”  He then reasons                                                             
with them from another angle.  “Don’t I have the right to do anything with my                                                                 
money that I want?  After all, it’s my money?!  I have not given you less than we                                                          
agreed upon, but if I have given them more, what is that to you?” And finally, ”Are                                               you 
envious because I was more generous to someone who is not you?”  They had to                                                       
admit that He had hit it on the head!  That was the issue!  They had receive a fair                                          
wage, but those hired after them had really been paid an increasing amount of wages per hour worked, from the 3rd to 
the 11th hour.  Each time throughout the day that the vineyard owner had hired workers, those workers were making 
more per hour than the previous workers.  It is not a thing any other vineyard owner would ever even think of doing, 
but Jesus is speaking to how the Kingdom of God works, and demonstrating that it often works in reverse according 
to the values and practices of the way the world system works – the man made values and devices.  *You know what 
an antonym is, right?  If you say a word, like the word “white, for instance, the antonym for white would be “black”.  
The antonym for “good” would be “bad” or “evil” – the opposite of good.  Well, it seems quite clear that Jesus is the 
world’s antonym.  What the world does, He does the opposite.  He is what you could call a kind of contrarian.  A 
contrarian is an investor in the stock market who goes against the current trends, who ignores the prevailing wisdom 
among the other investors and follows a different formula - a different pattern in the way they decide which 
investments to make.  If they are successful with their offbeat methods they are called a “maverick”.  A maverick, 
technically, is usually a range animal, usually a cow, that gets separated from the herd and is fending for itself out in 
the open range.  The term is also used for an independent person who goes their own way and doesn’t do what 
everyone else is doing.  If the investor does well with their offbeat methods, the label of “maverick” is a badge of 
honor and other investors will study what they are doing differently and try to copy it.  But if they are doing things on 
their own and they are not making money for themselves and their clients, they are simply a fool and a failure.   4



Jesus was no fool, but He sure marched to the beat of a different drum!  In fact, to anyone that 
wants to follow Him, they must have at least a bit of an                                                                     
independent streak!  A Christ-follower must learn to go                                                                      
against the grain of society.  It is not something we                                                                        
flaunt.  It is simply that at certain crossroads, we must 
make a decision to take the fork in the road that is 
obviously less traveled.  We cannot and will not do, or                                                                     
participate in doing, what most of the others are doing.  
But we also don’t park ourselves down at the crossroads and preach against the people going 
down the wrong fork in the road. I do not think that Christ-followers are supposed to normally be 
issue-oriented people. I would say that the abortion issue is one of those issues that are of an 
urgent nature as those tiny human lives are at stake every day. And so that issue must be 
prosecuted politically and through the court of public opinion. But generally, we are to point 
people to Jesus.  If we can persuade a person to decide to follow Him, we can depend upon Him 
to change their mind and change their course! Otherwise it is almost pointless to argue with 
people!  We will not change anyone’s mind, I’m afraid.  But Jesus definitely will!  He runs 
contrary to conventional wisdom and the conventional way of doing things, and He will be the 
difference-maker in their life! So we preach Jesus! He changes society one person at a time! Oh,.. 
and don’t assume He is a conservative or a liberal. He is an independent that doesn’t even align 
Himself with the independents! He follows the reverse principles of the Kingdom of God which 
no one else follows! [Ph’p 2:15] 
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I think this is a story illustrating the nature of God’s salvation.  Salvation is not on the                                 
basis of works but on the basis of God’s work through Christ.  When we work for Jesus,                                       
we are not paid what we deserve.  Our service to Christ cannot cover up our sins.  We                                        
are paid what we need!  These workers were not paid what they had earned – none of                                         
them!  They were paid what they needed.  As day laborers, they needed a day’s wages                                          
to buy food for themselves and their family so that they could live!  But no analogy                                         
holds up to more than what it intends to portray.  This analogy is only intended to                                          
portray that we all get the same thing at the end of the day, no matter how long we have                                     
known and served Christ!  But after that, we need to add this because it is so connected                                     
to this story.  We need a salvation that is actually completely beyond our reach.                                            
Contrary to conventional wisdom and the works-oriented tenants of all other world religions, it has nothing to 
do with what we have done to earn it!  By faith in Christ, we are given a salvation that has been already bought 
and paid for, actually costing Jesus His life!  But there are not different levels of salvation - one for those that 
knew Jesus at a young age and served Him for a lifetime, and a different level of salvation for those that worked 
for Him for half a lifetime, and a minimal level of salvation for those that signed on and began serving Jesus 
when they are old and don’t have much time left with which to serve Him. No, there is one salvation for God to 
dispense, and each person that has responded to the offer of Christ and who serves Him receives all the benefits 
of salvation equally!  In Ephesians 1, the apostle Paul explains that each person gets all that Jesus has earned –
every honor, every position, every blessing that He has earned becomes ours when we welcome Him on the 
inside of us!  When we, in faith and trust, ask Him to make His home inside of us, we also are given our eternal 
place inside of Him!  That is when we get HIS paycheck.  Even if we worked a lifetime for the Creator/God we 
are still being paid (or actually, given) exclusively what Christ has earned. It is the same for all who come to 
Christ in faith no matter at what point in their life that they hear the call and accept it. The thief on the cross 
believed in Jesus just a few short but agonizing hours before he died, and he got all the same benefits of being 
in Christ that any lifelong disciple received! 
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This is the way God wants it.  It is His salvation and He can do with it as He 
pleases.  If it pleases Him to be generous to all who are in Christ, then He has that 
right – and it certainly does please Him!!  [Eph. 1:3]
Now, these are astronomically extravagant wages and                                              
benefits that God gives those who love and serve Him!                                               
None of us in Christ have earned what we are getting –
I don’t care how long someone has served Christ or what                                                  
they have accomplished in His Name – we don’t deserve                                          
such love and grace!  So why would any beneficiary of such a wealth of good 
fortune resent any last hour additions to God’s Kingdom?  Envy, in any shape or 
form, is not in the least appropriate for the Christ-follower!  It is VERY unbecoming 
to us!  Think of it!  Every Christ-follow finds themselves showered with all the 
unthinkably lavish gifts of God that are indiscriminately given to all those who are 
placed in Christ and who, simultaneously, have Christ in them!  Even in the 11th 
hour, we can only exalt in another person’s entrance into the Kingdom of God with 
all its shining, golden benefits!  We can only rejoice with the angels that another 
sinner has repented and is sharing in the Christ-given inheritance of the saints!  7



In fact, we are out there inviting people who are outside of God’s Kingdom to 
come into the Kingdom!  In serving God, we gladly invite people at all stages of 
life to come to the Savior in faith trust, to join us who are already in Christ and 
already benefitting from the riches of a preposterously generous God!  That 
sharing of our faith to persuade others to come to the Living Christ, is how we are 
most obviously called to serve God.  He sends us out on His behalf to seek out 
those that have been serving themselves, who have lived their lives on their own 
terms and are have had their fill – and are are finally despairing!  They have made 
their own life odious and unsatisfying, even to themselves! These are the most 
likely people to respond to the invitation of Jesus to come work for Him – and     
there are lots of them out there!  They have been working for themselves and it 

hasn’t gone well, to put it lightly.  They are starving for something real, something of substance, something that 
answers the question of the meaning of life because they have gotten to the point where life has no meaning!  And 
with wonder they find it in Jesus, and what a life-changing day that is for them! *I will never forget when Steve 
Grzejka came to church one Sunday, and I could not help but notice that he was red faced and crying during the 
service!  So afterward I sought him out and invited Him to our ACES group that night.  He actually came, and was 
crying again that night during the discussion.  I don’t think it was anything that was said - but it was just his state of 
mind.  So, afterward, I took Him aside and tried to gently pull more of his story out of Him.  I had already heard parts 
of it on the phone some weeks before.  But I remember that night that with many tears he kept repeating that he had 
made such a mess out of his life!  It was quite obvious that He was finally ready to start over and, in the end, He was 
happy to know that he could do just that by giving Himself, heart and soul, to Jesus!  He has not looked back since 
that night, and I could not be more happy for him!  He is a growing, fruit-bearing member of God’s Kingdom, 
partaker in the riches of Christ, and who (I might add) was honored and ecstatic to be able to give a “come to Jesus” 
invitation to all his friends and family that attended his mother’s funeral this weekend!  8



What God does is His business.  But He does surprising things especially in the area of His generosity to 
those that come to His Son, Jesus, in faith.  In the end, we will be surprised!  There are a lot of pastors and 
“super saints” out there that will be of lesser status in heaven than we would                                               
assume after looking and listening to them here on earth.  And, conversely,                                                  
there will be many, many, humble saints who will be greatest in heaven!                                                
Apparently, with all the ecstasy of heaven for all who are given a place there,                                                      
there will be different levels of position and coinciding responsibility with                                                
that position. I guarantee that we will be surprised at who has been assigned a                                              
major part in whatever heaven holds for us, and who has been assigned the                                                    
minor part!  Jesus reiterates what He said in his previous lecture to His disciples at the end of chapter 19 
when He said, “Many who are first will be last, and many who are last will be first”.  There He was 
saying that God would sort it all out in the end and we will be surprised at who God determines gave of 
themselves sacrificially to serve Him and who did not.  His list will differ, possible greatly, from ours! In 
this parable following those words, He ends the parable by saying almost the same thing, but meaning 
something different. “So, (you see), the last will first and the first will be last”.  It is a clever way of 
saying that all will be compensated in God’s Kingdom and that God will be surprisingly generous to the 
people you wouldn’t expect!  
So serve Him faithfully my friends, with a humble mindset of gratitude and love!  That is all that God 
requires of you and I.  Keep slogging away in your service to Christ, but look around, be aware of the joy 
of this life in Christ and all its overwhelming benefits, and never forget to enjoy the journey!  In Christ you 
have nothing to fear and every expectation of God’s generosity!  None of us will deserve what we get from 
Him by any stretch of the imagination.  Nevertheless it will be,.. it IS,.. ours!
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