Matthew 20:1-16
2012

We have certainly heard much about creating jobs in recent years.  Our current president says that he is all about creating jobs, and those run​ning against him make similar claims.  Sometimes it seems that the whole status of our society is summed up in just one number, that being the per​cen​tage who are unemployed, or underemployed.  That number comes up for debate, since it is measured in different ways.  More than once it has been reported that the jobless percentage has dropped, which is a good thing, but only because many have stopped looking for jobs, which sounds like a bad thing.


I personally have trouble with the idea of creating jobs, because it sounds a lot like making work.  For a long time, our society has advanced by doing the opposite, by reducing the work load, by figuring out how to do something easier and with less work, and thus more profit.  Building wid​gets one at a time is a lot more labor intensive than building them on an assembly line.


I wanted us to begin by thinking about jobs, because in this parable Jesus talks to us about jobs.  As you listen to this parable, compare it to our society.  There are certainly different customs here, but there are some simi​larities.  Jesus talks about things that we understand, but He does so in order to make a point that we don’t understand, yet.  In a sense, the conclusion of Jesus’ parable, the very point He wants to make, is totally alien to our society and culture, totally the opposite of what we would otherwise expect.  What Jesus teaches us here is the truth we need to believe.



“For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to hire men to work in his vineyard. 
He agreed to pay them a denarius for the day and sent them into his vineyard.



“About the third hour he went out and saw others standing in the marketplace doing nothing. 
He told them, ‘You also go and work in my vineyard, and I will pay you whatever is right.’ 
So they went.


“He went out again about the sixth hour and the ninth hour and did the same thing. 
About the eleventh hour he went out and found still others standing around. He asked them, ‘Why have you been standing here all day long doing nothing?’



“‘Because no one has hired us,’ they answered.


“He said to them, ‘You also go and work in my vineyard.’



“When evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his foreman, ‘Call the workers and pay them their wages, beginning with the last ones hired and going on to the first.’



“The workers who were hired about the eleventh hour came and each received a denarius. 
So when those came who were hired first, they expected to receive more. But each one of them also received a denarius. 
When they received it, they began to grumble against the landowner. 
‘These men who were hired last worked only one hour,’ they said, ‘and you have made them equal to us who have borne the burden of the work and the heat of the day.’



“But he answered one of them, ‘Friend, I am not being unfair to you. Didn’t you agree to work for a denarius? 
Take your pay and go. I want to give the man who was hired last the same as I gave you. 
Don’t I have the right to do what I want with my own money? Or are you envious because I am generous?’



“So the last will be first, and the first will be last.”


I personally react right away to those workers hired at the eleventh hour.  The landowner asks them, “Why have you been standing here all day long doing nothing?” and they have the cheek to answer, “Because no one has hired us.”  Maybe I’m overreacting to what they say, but I think it’s much more likely that they were not standing there all day long doing nothing.  No, they had slept in that morning, rolled out of bed sometime after noon, and sauntered down to the marketplace to find something to do with the couple hours of the day remaining.  You’re free to think what you like about their work ethics, but I strongly suspect that they had none.


One obvious difference between our culture and the one Jesus is describing is their work day, twelve hours long.  “Early in the morning” would be 6 AM, which the Jews regarded as the beginning of the day.  The Romans counted the hours of the day like we do, beginning at midnight, and the evangelist John uses that numbering system in his Gospel, while the other evangelists, Matthew here, use the Jewish method.  So the third hour would be 9 AM, the sixth hour noon, the ninth hour 3 PM, and the eleventh hour 5 PM, very close to quitting time.


Jobs today are normally arranged on a more permanent basis, a sys​tem that generally works well.  Since there is a continual need for workers, they are expected to show up for work day after day, week after week, year after year, like the foreman.  But there are still some jobs that are arranged on a day-to-day basis, and for obvious reasons.  In farming, extra workers are still needed for special things, like planting and harvesting.  One summer job I had was on the loading dock for Roadway, and that was a day-by-day thing.  De​pending on how much freight had come in or was expected, they would decide how many workers they needed; then, two hours before the start of the shift, they would call the workers they wanted to come in.


That seems to have been the system in use in this parable.  The landowner was hiring people to work in his vineyard, perhaps trimming the vines, which is generally done sometime around this time of year, or per​haps keeping the grass and weeds down around the vines, which is done much of the summer, or perhaps picking the grapes, which is done later in the summer and into the fall.  He did not necessarily need very many workers on a constant basis, but he did need quite a few on a seasonal basis.


If the landowner went to the marketplace at 6 AM and hired all the available workers, the only workers he would find at 9 AM were those who were a little late rolling out of bed.  It would seem the same would be true of those he found there at noon and 3 PM and for sure of those he found there at 5 PM.  Perhaps that detail of the parable isn’t supposed to be stretched too much.


The whole point of Jesus’ parable comes in the wages paid to the various workers.  About the workers hired at 6 AM, we are told that the landowner “agreed to pay them a denarius for the day.”  A denarius was the standard day’s wage at that time.  Although the dollar equivalent has changed dramatically over the years, the concept of a day’s wage has re​mained fairly constant.  The workers agreed to that; after twelve hours of work, they felt they deserved their denarius.


But the landowner did something unusual.  He lined the men up to receive their pay in the reverse order of their hiring, so that the eleventh hour workers were paid first, and then the 3 PM workers, then the noon workers, then the 9 AM workers, and the 6 AM workers last.  And each worker received the same day’s wage.  The eleventh hour workers were probably pretty excited about that, but we are only told about the reaction of the 6 AM workers, who were outraged.


“These men who were hired last worked only one hour, and you have made them equal to us who have borne the burden of the work and the heat of the day.”  They are not concerned about what they had been promised, or about their own work, but they are filled with jealousy toward the other workers, who were none of their business, which is pretty much what the landowner told them.  “Friend, I am not being unfair to you. Didn’t you agree to work for a denarius? Take your pay and go. I want to give the man who was hired last the same as I gave you. Don’t I have the right to do what I want with my own money? Or are you envious because I am generous?”


I think it’s important for us to compare this pay system to what we are used to in our society, because it is clearly different.  I personally would be completely opposed to paying someone a full day’s wage for a partial day’s work, as the landowner does in this parable.  We need to realize that difference, so that we can understand the point of Jesus’ parable.  Jesus is not teaching us how workers should be paid in our society.  Rather, He is teaching us how things work in the kingdom of heaven.  Jesus began His parable with the words, “The kingdom of heaven is like a landowner.”


No matter how many times we have heard the opposite, we still tend to think that we will be rewarded in heaven for our lives here and now.  That was the thinking of the 6 AM workers.  Jesus wants to make that point that He operates solely on the basis of grace, and not at all on the basis of merit.  He wants to give us freely what we do not deserve.  And His parable illustrates that point for us very clearly.  Each worker receives the same pay, the same denarius, the same eternal life in heaven.  One is not given more eternal life than another.


Any job you are hired to do requires some skills to do the job.  In Jesus’ parable of the prodigal son, the prodigal resolved to return home and tell his father, “Make me like one of your hired men.” Lk15v19.  But, of course, he did not have the skills needed to be a hired man; he was still asking to be hired because he was family.  When the landowner hires men for a day’s work, he must see to it that they are trained to do the job the way he wants it done.  If their job was keeping the weeds down, they should be able to learn that fairly quickly.  If he wanted them to pick the grapes, a few minutes instruction should be sufficient.  If he wanted them to trim the grape vines, I think they should receive much more instruction.  And the eleventh hour workers had only sixty minutes for their instruction and earning their denarius.  It would be obvious even to them that they didn’t deserve the wages they were re​ceiving.


And neither do we.  Jesus gives us heaven.  He gives it to us freely, graciously, without our deserving it, without our merit.  We actually deserve the opposite of what He gives us.  But He wants to give it to us freely.  How dare we, then, look down on others whom we think deserve heaven less than us?  We don’t deserve heaven at all!  Neither do they!  We all must stand before Jesus with our hands out, looking for a handout.  And He fills our hands with everything good, with eternal life with Him, with heaven.


He does that so that we will live for Him the rest of our lives.  He doesn’t want us to be doing what we do because we have to.  He wants us to do all we do because we want to.  He wants us to do all we do because of Him, because of His love for us, because He died to bring us into His heaven.  Jesus “gave Himself for us to redeem us from all wickedness and to purify for Himself a people that are His very own, eager to do what is good.” Tt2v14.  Amen.
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