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September 21, 2014 

Philippians 1:21-30 

Matthew 20:1-16   A Parable About __________ 

 

Parables are funny things. Sometimes they are humorous. Sometimes 

they are strange. Sometimes they are confusing. But always these 

Kingdom of God stories are provocative. Sometimes when Jesus tells a 

parable, the message is clear. Be alert. Be aware. The Kingdom is near. 

Don’t ignore the wedding invitation. Don’t hide your talents. Don’t be a 

selfish steward or an unforgiving servant. Sometimes it’s hard not to get 

Jesus’ point in his parables. But parables are funny things. The deeper 

we go with them, the deeper they go with us. The more we wrestle with 

them, the more they wrestle with us. Sometimes a parable doesn’t have 

one message to tell us, it has many things to tell us. Parables are funny 

things. 

Today’s parable is one of those parables. A parable that seems like it 

should have a simple lesson. But when we go deeper, we see several 

lessons, and several issues that engage us. It’s like a prism, that when 

you it hold up to the light and turn it, it changes. New Testament 

professor, Rolf Jacobson, says something interesting. He says that when 
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we first read a parable, we should read it and then try to complete this 

sentence: This parable is about ______. Read it with that in mind. And 

then read it again and fill in the blank with a new word. Another 

perspective. Another person mentioned or not mentioned. Then read it 

again. And fill in the blank again. New things will emerge. Because 

parables are funny things. Just when we think we have them all figured 

out, they surprise us. Just like God. And just like the Kingdom.  

So when I read our parable today, I filled in the blank quickly. The 

parable of the laborers in the vineyard is about labor. Obviously. That 

was my first choice. It’s about people working. It’s about a landowner 

hiring people to go out into his fields. It’s about jobs and pay checks. It’s 

about employers and employees. It’s about shoulder-to-the-grindstone, 

9-5, getting-it-done work. Labor. That’s what Jesus is saying that God’s 

kingdom is about.  

And that pretty much summarizes life for us. Life has a lot to do with 

labor and work and living by the sweat of your brow. Like it or not, we 

all have to labor until we can retire. But somehow, even then, labor still 

finds us. Labor is, evidently, what is required of us as human beings. In 
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our first reading today, the apostle Paul tells the Philippians that life in 

the flesh for him means fruitful labor. Labor is part of life and it is part 

of the Kingdom of God. And if you don’t think so, then you have 

another think coming. Paul tells the Thessalonians in another letter that 

everyone has to work. And anyone unwilling to work should not eat. 

Even in the church. He says, some of you are living in idleness, mere 

busybodies, not doing anything. (2 Thessalonians 3:10) Tsk, tsk, says 

Paul. Everyone needs to labor and earn their keep. And so in our parable 

today, we find a landowner, going out to find laborers to work in his 

vineyard. The landowner, or God, goes out again and again finding more 

and more people to put to work. “Why do you stand here idle all day?,” 

the landowner asks. Labor is important in the Kingdom of God. 

When the landowner finds people idle in the market, he asks: “Why do 

you stand here idle?” In parables, questions are very important. We 

should pay attention to them because those questions are meant not just 

for the people in the parable but for us. Why do you stand here idle? 

There is work to do. There is so much to get done in the vineyard. There 

is so much healing and reconciling and welcoming and forgiving to do. 



4 
 

And God needs laborers to go out into the fields and to get to work. For 

the sake of God’s Kingdom. Seeking justice. Loving kindness. Loving 

our enemies. Praying for persecutors. Being merciful to our family 

members and our neighbors. Sacrificing what is ours for the sake of 

others. Teaching Sunday School. Working in the garden. Helping with 

the Yard Sale. Tutoring kids at the elementary school. Nurturing 

relationships and community growth. Living the good news that this 

world and all the people in it are loved. And that they are precious. And 

that in spite of what they have heard to the contrary, God has not 

forgotten them. There is no doubt about it; Kingdom work is work. It is 

hard work. It is long term work. But it is good work. It is great work. 

Because it is Kingdom work. Because it is part of the greater cosmic 

work of God. 

This summer, I spent a day working on the Habitat for Humanity house 

here in Midway. They are still working on it now, and they hope to have 

the family moved in by Thanksgiving. The men who have been working 

on it have worked really hard. And on my one day there, I worked hard 

too, nailing down the floor boards. And I wanted to work hard. I wanted 
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those Habitat guys to think, man, the Presbyterians know about hard 

work. They mean business! And by the end of the day, I had some pretty 

awesome blisters on my soft little hands. It was hard work but it was 

good work. Because it was Kingdom work. It wasn’t busy work or work 

where in fact I felt idle. It was work that served a greater purpose. 

Sometimes maybe our work doesn’t feel like Kingdom work. Maybe 

somehow work for us has become idle work. Our 9-5 work that feels 

like nothing work but at least it gets us a paycheck. I’ll be that most of 

us have felt that way at some point. But what would it look like, what 

would it feel like if our work was Kingdom work? What would it mean 

if we saw ourselves as laborers in God’s vineyard whether we are at 

home, at school, in the office, on the farm, caring for our kids or our 

parents? How could your work be part of God’s work? How could our 

work as a church be Kingdom work? How could we make sure that what 

our church labors at is not idle work? And would we be willing to 

discern that with one another honestly and graciously and prayerfully? 

The parable of the laborers in the vineyard is about labor. No doubt. But 

let’s look at it again. The parable of the laborers in the vineyard is about 
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compensation. That’s the next word that I would use to fill in the blank. 

It’s about what you get for your work at the end of the day. And in the 

real world, we think about that a lot. We need enough compensation to 

live on. Employees strive for the best salary. Employers want the most 

bang for their buck. This parable should have some good advice about 

compensation. Except that it doesn’t. The landowner’s idea of fair 

compensation is ridiculous and should never be practiced by any 

business owner. Because at the end of the day, all of the workers get the 

same wage. Whether they started first thing in the morning, or an hour 

before quitting time. It’s the same compensation for those working the 

full shift and for those who showed up late. Labor unions would have a 

field day with this employer. 

Compensation for labor should be fair. It’s an issue of justice. It’s an 

issue of human rights. We should be furrowing our brows when the 

landowner gives all his workers the same wage because it is not fair. 

And it’s not a smart business move. Because we know what will happen. 

We know what will happen the very next day. Everyone will try to show 

up the next day at 4pm and be paid for a full day’s work. That’s what 
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will happen. We know how human beings work. The laborers who have 

labored for this landowner since early morning won’t make that mistake 

again. They complain and they have every right to complain. “These last 

have worked only one hour,” they tell the landowner, “and you have 

made them equal to us who have borne the burden of the day.” 

It’s not fair. And the Kingdom of God should be fair. Because 

compensation in this world so often is not fair. It’s not fair that some 

who don’t deserve it have a lot and others have very little. It’s not fair 

that some have all the right connections while others are left out. It’s not 

fair that some kids have parents and communities that love and support 

them while others are on their own. It’s not fair that some have to work 

cheap so others can have cheap stuff. The landowner promises the first 

laborers at the beginning of the day: I will pay you whatever is right. 

That is the promise of the Kingdom of God. Is it a promise that we are 

trying to keep? 

This parable is about labor and compensation. And the third word that I 

would put in the blank is that this parable is about us. It’s about you and 

me. It’s about us as a community of faith trying to live our lives 
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faithfully.  We can easily see ourselves as those first early-morning 

laborers. Maybe we are the ones who have borne the burden of the day. 

We have done the labor of the church. We have taken part in 

committees. We have served on session. We have set up things for 

worship. We have gone home late after cleaning up. And someone 

comes in at the last second and benefit from the good news of God’s 

grace without all the work, it doesn’t feel fair.  

Whether we have worked all day, or one hour, we all get the same 

compensation. We all get the loving embrace from God. We all get the 

redemption and the welcome home, and the peace that passes 

understanding. All of us get it. And in the early church, that caused a lot 

of friction. There was resentment toward ‘newcomers’. The Gentiles 

who hadn’t put in their time or paid their dues like the people of Israel. 

The Gentiles had shown up at the last minute. And Jesus was offering 

them just as much of the Kingdom. It wasn’t fair.  But how often do we 

today resent others who have not done their share and yet they too 

receive God’s love? Instead of finding the joy in our own work, how 

often do we monitor what others do and what they receive and calculate 
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it against our labors? How often do we covet the fact that others have 

not worked as hard? How often does our jealousy overshadow the joy of 

our Kingdom work? 

This parable is about work and compensation and it’s about us. But 

ultimately, it’s about God. That’s the last word I would use to fill in the 

blank. This is a parable about God. And as much as we would like to 

make God’s kingdom about us, it’s about God. It’s about God’s justice. 

And God’s economics. And how God operates is so different than the 

way we do, that sometimes it is shocking. This parable is about a God 

who scandalizes the world with love. This is a God who will not live by 

our economics of carefully measured grace. This is a God who willfully 

ignores who deserves what and giving us what none of us deserve. 

Mercy. Peace. Forgiveness. This parable is about our generous God, 

slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love. And it all comes down to 

the question in the parable. The landowner asks, Are you envious 

because I am generous? Remember how important questions in parables 

are. “Are you envious because I am generous? Because that’s who I am. 

I am generous, says God. And I am going to bless and forgive in ways 
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that you don’t think are fair. But that’s who I am. Can you handle it? 

Can you be a part of this Kingdom work anyway? Because I want you 

and I want her and I want him and I want them out there. I want all of 

you to be part of this wonderful work of healing and redemption. Lifting 

up the downtrodden and mending the brokenhearted. And praying for 

new life and a new start and a new chance. Resurrection! Resurrection 

for all! Can you be part of that? Can you be part of the Kingdom work? 

The parables are funny things. They are strange and mysterious. And 

hopefully, just a little scandalous. May the work in the vineyard, the 

work of the Kingdom challenge us and encourage us and give us joy. 


