
Sermon 16 Year A 2020 

     Matthew 20:1-16 

   Jesus’ parable, The Laborers in the Vineyard is today’s text.  The disciples have asked Jesus, 

why do you speak to the people in parables? His answer will help us understand this parable.  He 

says: "To you it has been given to know the secrets of the kingdom of heaven, but to them it has 

not been given.  For to those who have, more will be given, and they will have an abundance; but 

from those who have nothing, even what they have will be taken away.  The reason I speak to 

them in parables is that 'seeing they do not perceive, and hearing they do not listen, nor do they 

understand.' With them indeed is fulfilled the prophecy of Isaiah that says: 'You will indeed 

listen, but never understand, and you will indeed look, but never perceive.  For this people's heart 

has grown dull, and their ears are hard of hearing, and they have shut their eyes; so that they 

might not look with their eyes, and listen with their ears, and understand with their heart and 

turn-- and I would heal them.' But blessed are your eyes, for they see, and your ears, for they 

hear. Truly I tell you, many prophets and righteous people longed to see what you see, but did 

not see it, and to hear what you hear, but did not hear it.” (Matthew 13:11-17).  Jesus’ parables 

reveal the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven.   

  Let’s begin at the end – “So the last will be first and the first will be last.” 

  Throughout history God has chosen the least and smallest to overturn the cosmic order on earth.  

God began with Abraham, then raised up a shepherd boy to king and then when the land has 

been occupied by the mightiest army and empire of the world God chooses Mary to be the 

Theotokos, the Mother of God.  Art traditionally elevates and portrays Mary as a queen, in royal 

robes wearing a crown seated on a throne worthy of God’s choosing, filled with some special 

merit or virtue.  But God chose a peasant girl from among the least not a princess from among 

the great through whom to become Incarnate, Emmanuel, God with us. Mary’s Song (Luke 1:46-

55) humbly recognizes her own lowliness and God’s radical reversal of worldly expectation.  

She describes the future when the last are first and the first are last. 

  The future, God’s kingdom come, belongs to the poor and exploited.  True liberation will be 

when the oppressed themselves receive their redemption from the generous sacrifice of Christ.  

Jesus overturned tradition, making good trouble.  He went about preaching good news, healing 

the sick and forgiving sin. Jesus was generous with God’s mercy and forgiveness. He healed on 

the Sabbath and out of jealousy the religious leaders conspired against him, how to destroy him.  

He was freely giving away what institutional religion was withholding – the power to forgive 

sins and heal the people.  To preserve its power and prestige, religion demands that we work 

long and hard doing penance, bearing the burden of the day and scorching heat to earn and be 

worthy of the wages of grace, that we must earn forgiveness through suffering for our sins.  

Institutional religion has exploited the power of forgiveness, the keys to the kingdom of heaven 

given to Peter, to make its self equal with God.  Institutional religion envies God’s generosity 

and fears if it gives forgiveness away freely to all, pretty soon they will have spent all their 

treasure, power and prestige.  It will have no way to rule over us as the rulers and tyrants of the 

world do – keeping us poor and oppressed.  Humans are inclined to be greedy and stingy, God is 

generous. 

  Jesus asks a convicting question as he ends this parable.  He looks straight at each of us, into 

the depths of our hearts… ‘Are you envious because I am generous?  Another translation “is 

your eye evil because I am good?” 

  Why did your momma teach you not to stare at people? Do you feel threatened if you catch 

someone staring hard at you? A stare is that intent look that weighs you in the balance and sees 



you as weak.  A stare seems dangerous as if someone wants to take from you what is yours.  In 

Jesus time to stare at someone was to fix them in the gaze of the evil eye, to look upon them with 

the malicious intent of envy, to take from them blessing and leave a curse.  Jesus asks ‘is your 

eye evil? Do you curse God when you receive the bad from God’s hand?  (see Job’s conversation 

with Mrs. Job – 2:9-10).  The original sin came from envy, the desire to be like God – knowing 

good and evil, in charge of judgment.   

  The world says the successful are to be put in charge, they get to conserve and preserve the 

blessings for themselves and those who are like them – the good people who work all day.  In 

their judgment people who stand around idle all day don’t deserve to be paid a day’s wage.   

  It is not so in heaven.  Jesus’ parable reveals to those who are self-righteous workers ‘there is 

no injustice or unfair labor practice here.  This morning we made a deal, we were in agreement.  

You worked and I paid.  Done deal.  A day’s wage for a day’s work.  … Except only those first 

chosen to work all day had the covenant… A day’s wage for a day’s work…. 

   Do you think the others got something for nothing?  …  Do you think the generosity of the 

landowner invalidates the value of those who worked all day?  If people who did only a little 

work get a full day’s pay … why would anyone work?   

   The envious think the landowner is a fool.  How will he profit if all those people, workers and 

idle alike show up at the end of tomorrow expecting a day’s wage without working?  Isn’t it 

wrong to live depending on the generosity of others?  People need to work, work sets you free.  

Everyone should take responsibility and earn their own living… 

  Jesus asks the convicting question.  ‘Are you envious because I am generous?’  It is part of the 

cost of discipleship to be aware of our envy.  Envy is a burden, a curse that embitters daily life.  

If you feel others have what should be yours then what you have will be taken away and you will 

be left with nothing.  Envy blinds us to the blessings God has poured out for us.  The stinginess 

of the envious sows the seeds of oppression and anger.  The generosity of God sows the seeds of 

peace and salvation for all.  

  We are totally dependent on God’s generosity.  We cannot redeem ourselves from sin or save 

ourselves.  There is no merit we can earn that will make us worthy of salvation.  The prophets 

and apostles have borne the burden of the day and the scorching heat working in the vineyard of 

God the Father and they have received their just wage – salvation through Christ Jesus by grace 

through faith.  Jesus says the greatest in heaven serve the least on earth; the greatest do not lord 

over the least as earthly rulers and tyrants do.   It is possible that heaven isn’t as we imagine, it 

isn’t our reward, our wage for a day’s work.  Heaven, living in harmony and reconciliation with 

God is the freely given generous gift of extravagant love.  The One who was lifted high above us 

all was the God who was made man and for our sake was crucified, suffered death and was 

buried for our salvation, so that none would perish.  Are you envious because he is generous?  

Amen.    

    

   

   

   

     


