The Compassionate Employer – Matthew 20: 1 – 16  
St Paul’s 22/03/26
Jesus tells another parable about the Kingdom or Rule of God.  AS with so many of Jesus’ parables we can expect it to be illuminating and challenging.
The situation Jesus uses is typical in the M/E, a vineyard owner needs workers to prune the vines or to gather in a harvest.  So he goes to the local unemployment office; that is the village market where those without steady work will gather each day hoping that someone will give them a job.  Any job even just for a day.  This custom survives today in the M/E.  One location where the “unemployed” assemble is just to the North of the Damascus gate in east Jerusalem.  Palestinians gather there hoping to find work even for a day. 
At the beginning of the day, the vineyard owner appears at the unemployed corner of the market, selects some workers and offers them the standard wage for the day – a denarius.  This is similar to the English practice in days gone-by where the pound was the standard daily wage for labourers.  The workers agree to the proposal and go to work in the vineyard.  No doubt they will work as well as they are able in the hope of work again in the same vineyard tomorrow and perhaps even longer.
At mid-morning the vineyard owner returns to the market and finds other men standing, waiting to be employed.  The fact that they are standing is significant, it shows that they are alert and eager to work - they are like a runner ready at the start of a race.  Clearly they are still hopeful someone will come by and offer them work.  A 2nd group is hired, but no pay rate is agreed.  The owner offers to pay what is just, right and fair.  The worker’s acceptance of his offer, points to the owner being known as a respectable and trusted man in the community.  These workers will be glad of work and have escaped the humiliation of not being able to provide something for their families at the end of the day.  
Remarkably the vineyard owner returns to the market at the 6th hour, the 9th hour and finally at the 11th hour, each time hiring more workers!  The owner does not even offer to pay what is just and fair to those employed at the 11th hour.  They are promised nothing.   
Is this owner badly organized or inexperienced or just plain incompetent?  What is driving him to return to the market for more workers 4 times during the day?
Perhaps it is none of these suggestions.   Perhaps he has compassion for the unemployed labourers.  At the beginning of the day he hired some, hoping that someone else would hire the others who were waiting.  The owner checked throughout the day to see if they had been employed.  When he finds them still waiting at the market, he employs more each time because, though they are keen to work, no-one had employed them.  WE can imagine that by noon and 3.00pm these waiting workers must be despondent and frustrated.  And those who waited until 5.00pm were remarkable in their tenacity but then it was probably better to wait than to return home to their families empty handed.
Verse 8 is the center and critical hinge point of the parable.  Here we are faced with 3 big, unexpected surprises.  
Firstly, the vineyard owner has an estate manager, a steward or supervisor.  It would normally be the steward’s job go to the market to hire workers for the vineyard – particularly in the heat of the day.  Why was the owner going to the market to employ workers and not the steward?
2ndly, the steward is instructed to call the workers and to pay all of them the wage (their wages).  Everyone is to receive the wage, a full day’s pay, ie a denarius!
3rdly, the Master tells the steward to reverse the normal order in which workers are paid, with the last employed being paid first!  If those hired first were paid first they would leave happily with their agreed wage, unaware of what the others were paid.  The tension rises as each group are paid in turn.  Those who have worked 9 hours’ notice that the men in front of them have been paid a full day’s pay.  Will they be paid more?  No they receive the same as those who worked 1 hour.  Then those who have worked through the heat of the day, all 12 hours of it, surely they will receive more?  But these are given the agreed amount, 1 denarius.
There is a centuries old principle or understanding of justice – “equal pay for equal work”.  No Doubt you have heard the phrase.  There are disagreements in NZ at present about what this means in practice.  However, this is not the case here – no-one is underpaid.  The parable focuses on the generosity and grace of the Master.
In verse 12 we hear the cry of “foul” from the 12 hour workers.  They are right in claiming that they worked longer and harder than all the others.  Worse, the master has made the 12 hour workers equal to those whom no-one else would employ by paying them the same.  Generosity can be infuriating when it is to someone else and not to us!
The Master responds to the angry workers protest, addressing them not as friends but with a term reserved for a stranger.  Early Arabic translations use the term, “You who are doing the shouting!”
Prof Kenneth Bailey suggests that perhaps the master’s words went something like this, “You have no complaint!  I have given you what we agreed at the beginning of the day. You are free to do what you like with your pay, as I am free to do what I like with mine.  You will be able to go home to your families and proudly announce that you found work and have a full day’s pay.  I chose to pay the men who did not work a full day a living wage.  I want these men to be able to go home with the same joy in their hearts and for their families to be as proud of them as yours are of you. 
What was I doing while you worked through the heat of the day?  Taking a traditional siesta?  No, I was checking to see if there were others in need of work just like you.  I could have sent my steward, but out of compassion I went myself.  I want to help alleviate the suffering of these men.  Why are you jealous of them and angry at me?  You need to know that I am not only just, I am also merciful and compassionate, because mercy and compassion are part of justice.  You want more for yourselves; I have given more of myself.  You want to be richer at the end of the day.   I have chosen to be poorer at the end of the day.  Don’t try to control me!”
And there Jesus’ parable stops.  M/E parables have a poetic form, and the form makes it clear that Jesus’ parable has the last line missing.  As he has done on other occasions, Jesus leaves the parable unfinished (parable of the waiting Father and parable of the Good Samaritan).  How will the 12 hour workers respond?  WE do not know.  Jesus leaves it to the hearers, including us, to finish the drama.  The final wisdom saying, “So the last will be first and the first will be last” describes what has just happened in the parable.  
What can learn from this parable?
Who is the vineyard owner?
What is the vineyard owner like, his character?
Discuss with your neighbour, “Who is the vineyard owner and what is the nature of his character?”
The vineyard owner, the Master, is God Almighty.  And God is merciful, generous and gracious.  God’s generosity transcends human ideas of justice and fairness.  No-one is underpaid and some receive more than they worked for.
The parable helps us understand the nature of entry into God’s kingdom or vineyard, commonwealth.  There is only one way to become citizens of God’s Kingdom, and that is through the grace of the Master.  Grace alone is the gateway to become members of God’s family and workers in his vineyard.  
Peter receives the same grace as blind Bartimaeus, whom Jesus healed on his way to Jerusalem for the final time.  Simeon who witnessed Jesus’ dedication in the Temple receives the same grace as the penitent thief on the cross.  The people who responded to Peter’s preaching on the day of Pentecost receive the same grace as those who received Jesus Christ at Easter Camp in 2025.  There is no special status or privilege of coming to trust Jesus Christ early in life compared to later in life.  The benefit for people who come to faith earlier in life is that they get to enjoy knowing the Father and the peace of Christ for longer than those who come later in life.
Further when this parable is viewed in the context of Matthew Ch 20, there are no specially favoured disciples, none that are more privileged.  Who receives more because they worked harder and longer.  What we receive from God is not a reward for work done.  Who can do enough to earn God’s forgiveness and reconciliation with God the Father?
God makes covenants with us – God promises everything and calls all who follow Jesus to lay down their lives for him, ie to offer everything.
God surprises insiders and outsiders with outstanding undeserved grace.
I wonder if, like me, you had some sympathy for the men who laboured for 12 hours.  In a sense their complaint is true, they did the hard yards!  However, perhaps that thinking reveals more about ourselves and how little we share God’s values.  Perhaps we are less merciful than we thought.  Are we more under law and less under grace in our attitudes and behaviour than we had realised?  God is good and compassionate far beyond his children’s understanding.
The parable reveals an example how God treats people and provides a model for employers.  Employers are challenged to be sensitive to the needs of their employees, both physical needs and needs for self-respect and dignity.  Clearly there is the expectation for employees to give a good day’s work for their employer.
The parable offers a warning to those who seek to control or bargain with the Master Jesus’ exercise of grace.  We have no place in pressuring Jesus to deny grace to the needy who have done their best.  Such people are given short shift in this parable.
Finally, we note that the Master goes the extra mile to where those in need are waiting, to offer them an opportunity to join the workers in His vineyard.  He could have sent his steward.  But he went himself, an outworking of the incarnation.  In paying all the workers the daily wage he bears the cost of their participation in His Kingdom.  Here is an expression of the Atonement.  In this parable we have an example of Incarnation and Atonement joined together, Bethlehem and Jerusalem come together.
The parable is without an end.  How do we respond?  
Do we welcome newcomers to God’s Kingdom? Or are we critical of those who are new and maybe haven’t worked as hard or given as much as we have?
What ending will you be part of?
