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The Sixteenth Sunday after Pentecost—PR20—Year A 
Exodus 16:2-15 
Psalm 105:1-6, 34-45 
Philippians 1:21-30 
Matthew 20:1-16 
 
Oh, we’ve got some great passages for today! 
 
Let’s start with the gospel. 
 
Jesus is unpacking some of his harder teaching, and as is often the case, he goes to the parable. 
He tells them a story. The kingdom of heaven is like a landowner. Oh, oh, stop. Here’s our 
first problem, and it’s one of translation. It’s not a landowner; it’s a householder—it’s the head 
of the household, and in that culture, in that time, the master of the household felt an extended 
responsibility for anyone who came under their roof, and this extended beyond blood family to 
servants and slaves and anyone else who might work under their guidance. 
 
So, we’ve got the lord of the household who has a sense of care that extends farther than most 
normal boundaries that we place around our care. And this householder goes out early in the 
morning (about 6:00am) to hire day laborers, agricultural workers, for his vineyard. A 
practice still very much done in our day and time. And, after they agree on a denarius a day as 
the wage, which was the normal daily wage, he sent them on to the vineyard. 
 
This householder was an interesting person—he couldn’t get that scene in the marketplace out 
of his head. He couldn’t stop thinking about those who gather there seeking work day after day. 
So about 3 hours into the work day (9:00 am), he goes back out to the marketplace and 
notices that there are some laborers standing around, “idle” is the word, literally “not 
working.” He tells them, “You go into the vineyard too, and whatever is right, whatever is 
just, whatever is equitable, I’ll give you.” And so they went. 
 
But still something nagged at him about those seeking work. So, 6 hours in (12:00 noon), and 9 
hours in (3:00 pm), he went back out the marketplace to find more day laborers, and he 
sent them into the vineyard—again, with the promise, that whatever was just, he’d give 
them. 
 
11 hours into the workday (5:00 pm), he heads back out to the marketplace again. And he 
sees these laborers just hanging out. This time, there’s a little bit of judgment on the 
householder’s part—“Why do you stand here idle, not working, all day long?” But the 
householder didn’t stop with the certainty of his judgment; he went deeper, and actually listened 
to their answer. 
 
The laborers said to him, “Because no one has hired us.” It wasn’t that they didn’t want to 
work—no one had given them the chance. 
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But he was a householder; his concern and care extended far and wide; it was just how he 
understood how he was to relate to others. And so, he told them, “You go into the vineyard, 
too.” 
 
So evening comes and its quitting time (about 6:00 pm), and the lord of the vineyard says to 
his manager, “Call the laborers and pay them their wages, beginning with the last group 
and moving to the first.” 
 
“When those hired at the 11th hour came…” Doing the math, that means that they worked 
how long? (pause) That’s right, 1 hour. “When those hired at the 11th hour came, each one 
received a denarius.” 
 
A denarius is (pause), that’s right, a full’s day wage. 
 
Now when the first came, the ones hired in the early morning, the ones who had worked 12 
hours all day long in the burning sun and scorching heat, they thought they would receive 
more, but each of them also received a denarius. 
 
And on receiving it, what did those workers do? (pause) Oh, they γογγύζω, they grumbled, they 
complained discontentedly. 
 
We need to pause here, “Okay, all-day-worker-in-the-scorching-heat, just what are you feeling 
right now? And what are you thinking, really thinking—do share, and don’t hold back.” 
 
“IT’S NOT FAIR!!! These last slackers only worked one lousy hour, and you’ve made them 
equal to us who have borne the burden of the day and the scorching heat!” 
 
But the master of the household answered with such kindness, “My good friend, I am doing 
you no wrong, I am not acting unjustly, I am doing you no injustice—did you not agree with 
me for a denarius? Take what is yours and go, but I wish, I desire, I take joy and delight in 
giving to this last even as I give to you. Is it not lawful for me to do what I desire, what 
brings me joy and delight, with what is mine, or is your eye annoyed, harassed, blind, are 
you giving me the evil eye because I am good and benevolent and kind?” 
 
And Jesus finishes his story with this, “So the last shall be first and the first last.” 
+++ 
Oh, this passage just assaults all of our sense of what is just, and our Protestant work ethic, and 
our whole system of economic rewards and incentives as they relate to work, and who’s 
deserving of fair wages, and what’s fair anyway? You can’t square this with how our world 
treats your basic worker, and this asks mindbending behavior of those who hold the power to do 
the hiring. 
 
And this is compounded today with the whole vision of manna given in Exodus where God 
supplies the food the Israelites need day by day. And the verses after our passage this morning 
explain exactly how this works—each family was to gather an omer a piece and gather what 
they needed according to their size, and when they would measure the omer, he that 
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gathered much had nothing over, and he that gathered little had no lack, AND, you couldn’t 
leave any until morning, you couldn’t hoard it, or it would breed worms and grow foul. 
 
So, each household got exactly what they needed, big households gathered more, and little 
households gathered less, and yet, when it was all measured in the weights and balances, it all 
weighed exactly the same, one omer. 
 
Whether it’s at the beginning of our wilderness trek in Exodus or following in the steps of 
Jesus, God doesn’t give a hoot about our sense of fairness. God, Jesus, they are concerned with 
what is needed to thrive and be whole. God is concerned with the delight of giving and sharing 
and providing. God is concerned with those who hold power having concern for those who 
don’t. God is concerned with everyone having a chance to labor and work in the vineyard. 
God is concerned with honoring the offering of each and understanding all the things that 
impact what is able to be offered on any given day. 
 
The all-day laborers don’t get in trouble until they cast their eye over to what the others have 
gotten. Oh, Brené Brown, who I think is quoting Theodore Roosevelt is right, “Comparison is 
the thief of joy.” How many times are we cruising along feeling alright, until we look over there 
and start doubting that what we were feeling good about is indeed enough? 
 
And this parable is really painting a vision about the kingdom of heaven—“the kingdom of 
heaven is like…” This is about the world as it ought to be, the world as God sees it—“your 
kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven”—we pray it every worship 
service. So, this vision of unmerited, undeserved grace and generosity is a core kingdom of 
God value, and when we grumble against it, where are headed down an evil path fast. 
Remember, Jesus tells this story trying to explain this hard teaching about the last being first to 
his disciples right on the heels of telling them how hard it is for rich people to enter the 
kingdom of heaven and how much our wealth and our possessions can get in the way from 
following Jesus. And our possessions get in the way because these things so often separate us 
from one another, allow us to place ourselves above or below one another, when God wants us 
all to partake of the manna, each of us as we have need—an omer a piece—and Jesus wants 
us all to take our seat at the heavenly banquet. 
 
But some will say, “It’s so impractical in our day and time.” Is it? We see such unmerited 
generosity every time a natural disaster breaks out. We see such unmerited care and concern 
when crisis hits. Why can’t we get our eyes to focus on this vision in our daily life and work, 
instead of casting our evil eye upon what others have and whether they deserve to have it, or not. 
 
An omer is enough. A denarius is enough. What is enough for you? How do we handle what is 
equitable when it doesn’t feel equal? 
 
And when you’re the obedient-all-day-worker-in-the-scorching-heat, what feelings rise up in 
you when you witness grace? And if you can’t allow it for another, how good are you at 
receiving it when it comes to you in your moment of undeserving? Because believe me, 
somewhere, sometime, we will all be in a place where we have need of grace that no amount of 
work or effort could purchase. 
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If you are 1 hour worker, how are you doing with receiving that which has been so 
generously given you? 
 
If you are in a position of power, are you allowing the pain of those who are struggling for 
their daily break to crack open your heart? Are you allowing their struggle to nag at you and 
keep you looking for ways to offer opportunities that their gifts can be exercised and 
honored? 
 
And as we image God, would we rather see God as a generous householder with care and 
concern for all those under the divine roof, or would we rather see God as demanding 
employer keeping score on our performance? 
 
So many questions that rattle our sensibilities, and no easy answers to be found. It’s a parable—
we’re not meant to resolve these tensions, but rather, to engage them, and follow them, until 
God, Jesus teases our souls into a wider space to see and love this world as they do.  
 
So, go into the vineyard, side by side with those who’ve worked all day and with those 
who’ve worked an hour, and discover all that God has to teach you about grace and all the 
things that can keep you from that grace. Go and wrestle with that perennial question, “What 
is enough?” Go and learn the hidden treasure of being last and the dangers of being first, 
and the delight and joy of giving.  
 
And when the day is done, and we’re all sitting down with our denarius, or omer of manna, 
mindful of those who don’t have daily work or daily bread, may God grant us the strength to 
let our prayer become our vision and our vision become our commitment and our commitment 
become our work until God’s kingdom comes on this earth as powerfully as Jesus proclaims 
it is in heaven. Amen. 
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