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In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, Amen. Our sermon text for today is the
Gospel reading, the Parable of the Workers in the Vineyard from Matthew 20:1-16.
The verse preceding where our Gospel reading begins today has Jesus speaking these words, “But many
who are first will be last, and the last first” (19:30). Hence, when Jesus begins today, “For the kingdom of heaven
is like a master of a house who went out early in the morning to hire laborers for his vineyard” (20:1), He is
explaining what this “first will be last, and the last first” business means by way of parable. Thus, whenever we
encounter Jesus saying that phrase in the Bible, we would do well to remember this lesson. It’s a most encouraging
Parable, for it explains that the Kingdom of heaven is not a kingdom of works righteousness, but of grace.
The master of the house goes out early in the morning to hire laborers for his vineyard. The word “hire”
assumes wages, a contractual agreement, and job expectations. In the context of the analogy, however, we see
that “hire” is synonymous with how we speak of the Holy Spirit’s work: that He “calls, gathers, enlightens, and
sanctifies the whole Christian Church on earth.” None of the workers fill out applications or interview for the job.
It is the master who goes out and seeks them. In the same way, it is the Holy Spirit who calls through the Gospel.
Those first “hired” by the master of the house were given a promise: they would receive a denarius, which
was the fair or just wage for a day’s work. If the parable ended there I don’t think we would be wrong to assume
that the kingdom of heaven would be an equal, covenantal relationship between workers and master; they do the
works they have been given to do and the Master pays them their wage of eternal life. If it ended there it might
seem to be a parable that teaches works righteousness. But, as you know, it doesn’t end there.
The master goes out at the third, sixth, and ninth hour, too, hiring more hands for labor. But for them he
gives no assurance of a days’ wage. Instead He says, “…Whatever is right I will give you” (v. 4). The word right
here is the same word for “just”, as in God is just, and this seems to suggest that a just master would give the
appropriate amount of wages based on the amount of work performed. For that is how justice works in this world.
But at the eleventh hour, the master goes out and sees “others standing. And he said to them, ‘Why do you
stand here idle all day?’ They said to him, ‘Because no one has hired us.’ He said to them, “You go into the
vineyard, too’” (v. 6-7). Remarkably, they go…
They don’t have the promise of a set wage like those hired
early in the morning, nor the promise of “whatever is right” for those hired throughout the day. They simply trust
they will be provided a wage. That subtly says something about the master. He must have a reputation of being
just.
“When evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his foreman, ‘Call the laborers and pay them their
wages, beginning with the last, up to the first” (Mt 20:8). Remarkably, those 11th hour hired hands received a full
days’ wage! It is precisely those hired last who listened to and trusted the invitation of the master that are paid
first. One could make the case that they are rewarded for their faith, not their labor. But it is not as if their faith
was the work that merited their payment, but instead the grace, that is, the undeserved kindness of the master.
They were paid for work they didn’t do!
According to human reason and experience, those hired first “thought they would receive more, but each
of them also received a denarius” (Mt 20:10). According to human reason and experience, they should have been
paid more! For that’s how it’s supposed to work, right? “And on receiving it they grumbled at the master of the
house, saying, ‘These last worked only one hour, and you have made them equal to us who have borne the burden
of the day and the scorching heat.’ But he replied to one of them, ‘Friend, I am doing you no wrong. Did you not
agree with me for a denarius? Take what belongs to you and go. I choose to give this last worker as I give to you.
Am I not allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me?” (Mt 20:10-13).
Thus, the Parable flips on its head how we think the kingdom of heaven should be according to reason or
experience. We can’t apply the rules and standards of the kingdom of this world to the kingdom of heaven! When
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we do, we will always get the kingdom of heaven wrong! For the kingdom of heaven is its opposite! In the
kingdom of this world, he who finishes the race first gets the Gold Medal. But alas, the Kingdom of heaven is a
kingdom of grace. God gives His grace according to His grace. Those who finish last by faith receive the honor
and reward of He who finishes first. By God’s grace, we Christians are “paid” the wages of eternal life for the
work we didn’t do, but rather the work that Christ did! The parable is most comforting.
The 1lth hour workers are blessed because they go to work in the vineyard for no other reason than the
master called them to go. They trusted that the master would provide what is just. Their cup overflows (Ps 23:5)
with an overabundance of what could be expected. What a blessing to serve such a master!
An error could be made concerning our works then. We could think, “Heck, I’ll just wait til I see my life
drawing to a close, then start doing the works God has given me to do. This is wrong on two accounts. One, God
calls us through the Gospel. We cannot by our own reason or strength believe in Jesus Christ or come to Him.
The Lord calls when He calls. We don’t get to choose! We can only reject the Call when it comes! Attempting to
put the “call” off until the 11th hour is rejecting the gift!
Two, even if we could put off our Christian responsibility until life’s end, that wouldn’t be a remotely
Christian to do, which is why the Epistle today is an excellent illustrative exhortation to faithfulness from the
moment the Holy Spirit converted us to faith until life’s end.
Paul writes, “Do you not know that in a race all the runners run, but only one receives the prize? So run
that you may obtain it.” In relation to the parable, the point is that we all have been given work to do. No, the
work doesn’t merit us the wage. No, it doesn’t mean we compete against each other as if we could receive a bigger
or grander prize for working harder, as if whoever does the most works wins. But what the Epistle does teach us
is a proper Christian works ethic, and how our works relate to grace and faith. God called you. His Call is just.
Trust Him like the 11th hour workers. By grace through faith, you will receive eternal life. Now that you have that
assurance of eternal life, work hard. Do what God has given you to do in your vocations. Be the best Christian
you can be in service to your neighbor. “Every athlete exercises self-control in all things. They do it to receive a
perishable wreath, we an imperishable” (1 Cor 9:25) as Paul writes. He says, “So I do not run aimlessly; I do not
box as one beating the air” (v. 26). Paul didn’t labor in vain; he didn’t go through the motions as if his vocation
did not matter. Your labor is not in vain either.
Until Christ calls us home, there is work to do. Temptation for the young is that they can put it off til they
are older, thinking, “Let the retired people do it who have more time.” The temptation for the retired people is to
think, “Let the younger folks do it who have the energy. I’ve already put in my time.” When such temptation
comes upon you, remember Paul’s exhortation: “Do you not know that in a race all the runners run, but only one
receives the prize? So run that you may obtain it!” Do the work God has given you to do so that you may seize
your wage – the gift of eternal life that Christ Jesus earned for you through His suffering, crucifixion, and death
on the cross!
Is there anyone here who is not tired and weary of this past year? Just the word “pandemic” is nauseating!
Who wants to keep working for the Lord when they’re tired and exhausted? The Christian life is a marathon. It
can feel like our work is in vain; it can certainly feel like we are boxing as one beating the air!
When you’re tired, exhausted, or just feel like you’re “over this or that”, remember Jesus’ words: “Come
to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest” (Mt 11:28). How do we come to Jesus? You’re
doing it now; and you have the opportunity to do it more intimately in a few minutes in the Sacrament of the
Altar. We come to Jesus by trusting that in fact He comes to us. We receive rest by trusting that Christ coming to
us gives us rest. This is what “by faith” means. Certainly you can come to Church and receive the Sacrament of
the Altar and not feel a lick of a difference from when you walked in here this morning. And human reason and
experience actually might say you could even feel worse. But we don’t put our faith in our feelings. We don’t
trust what our heart feels or our thoughts think. We trust Jesus’ words. “By faith” is more encompassing than
trusting in Jesus for forgiveness. It’s trusting all the promises He makes!
Christ teaches that He is present in the Word and Sacraments. When Jesus says, “Come to me”, faith
trusts, “I come to Jesus by going where He promises to be!” And when Jesus says that our coming to Him will
give us rest, regardless of how we might feel or think, we must learn to trust that in Christ we have rest. Human
reason and experience says, “I’m just eating a little piece of bread and drinking a little sip of wine. I can’t get any
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rest from that.” But Jesus promises, “Under this bread and wine, I give you my body and blood. Find respite
here.” Faith must trust Jesus.
Yes, we might all be tired. Yes, we might all be weary. But none of us have been stuck in the hands and
feet with nails and hoisted up on a cross, bearing the sins of the entire world. None of us have been forsaken by
the Father. That was Jesus.
Here He gives you the respite you need, which strengthens you in both body and soul to keep battling;
keep working in the vineyard until life everlasting.
“The last will be first, and the first last.” That makes no sense according to human reason. But we trust
it’s true because Jesus said it! How much more so when He promises and gives us the forgiveness of sins, life,
and salvation! Trust that you have received your rest and received your Christ. By faith, you have obtained the
prize already now. Live like it! Carry on courageously, brothers and sisters! In Jesus’ name, Amen.

