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Septuagesima 
February 12, 2017 
Matthew 20:1-16 
Grace Evangelical Lutheran Church in Muncie, Ind. 

Grace, mercy and peace to you from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus 
Christ. 

 “After agreeing with the laborers for a denarius a day, he sent them into his vineyard. And 
going out about the third hour he saw others standing idle in the marketplace, and to them he 
said, ‘You go into the vineyard too, and whatever is right I will give you.’” 

 What is the difference between the first and the last laborers in the vineyard? Some 

might think it’s simply a matter of greed and jealousy: the first didn’t get what they thought 

they deserved in comparison to the others. Doesn’t this greed that shows itself in us all at 

the first hint that we are being treated unfairly in financial matters or that somebody else is 

getting way more money than they deserve? But is that the real difference between the first 

and the last laborers in the vineyard? Doesn’t it go much deeper than that? 

 The first laborers had an agreement, a contract with the landowner to work for a 

denarius a day, which was the going rate for a day’s work. This was a fair day’s wage for a 

good day’s labor. The other laborers, however, had no such agreement or contract. There 

are no definite terms. Rather, the landowner simply says, “You go into the vineyard too, and 

whatever is right I will give you.” 

 Now if that were you, would you have gone to work for this landowner? Would you labor 

for him not knowing what your wages were going to be, if all you had to go on was his 

promise to do what was right? It all depends, doesn’t it? It depends on what kind of person 

you think him to be—is he miserly or generous, is he a man of good character or bad? It 

depends on whether or not you trust him—do you know him, do you have a good 

relationship with him? If you didn’t trust the landowner, you probably wouldn’t go into his 

vineyard. If you did, you just might. 

 Ultimately, that’s the real difference between the first and the last in this parable. The 

first were dealing with the landowner on the basis of a contract; the last were dealing with 

him on the basis of trust in his goodness. The first wanted to deal with him on what they 

deemed to be fair. The last dealt with him on the basis of what he deemed to be good and 

right. Do you see the difference? 

 The vineyard’s owner in this parable, of course, is God the Father. By His Word and Spirit 
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He sends out the call of the Gospel to come into His vineyard, which is the Church, and for 

His people to be about the things pertaining to the holy Vine. Some come into the Church 

from the first moments of their life, baptized as infants, remaining faithful their entire lives, 

never really having any idea of what it’s like not to be a Christian. Others are converted as 

adults, with all manner events and experiences in their lives before they heard God’s call. 

Some aren’t brought to faith in Christ the Savior until their lives are almost over. But God 

gives all the same thing at the end of the day: full forgiveness of sins, deliverance from 

death and the devil, everlasting life with Him in heaven. He doesn’t do this because He’s 

unfair, but rather, because He’s generous and loving and merciful. He pours out His gifts on 

His people abundantly and lavishly. This is because the reward at the end of the day is 

given not based on our work but on the work of His Son, who lived and died and was raised 

again for us. This is Good News, for we don’t know how long or how short we’re given to 

work in the Lord’s vineyard. 

 The problem arises when some in the vineyard of the Church begin to think that their 

length of time and service deserves some special reward, who want God to work on the 

merit system. This is a problem for two reasons. First of all, it destroys the relationship of 

love that God wishes to have with His people. Love has nothing to do with what is owed or 

deserved. Real love is a freely given gift with no strings attached. As soon as we start 

wanting to deal with God on the basis of what He owes us, it’s no longer a relationship of 

love but, in the end, one of manipulation, where we get God to do what we want by pulling 

the right strings. We put in the good works, like a coin into the slot, and out pops the 

blessing. To treat God like that is really to treat Him as nothing more than a vending 

machine or a puppet. 

 Second, if we want God to deal with us on the basis of what’s fair, where does that put 

us? What would be fair? What do we deserve from God? What does your sin merit? Those 

who want the merit system with God either have no clue what they’re asking for or have 

forgotten. What do the Scriptures say? “The wages of sin is death.” What’s the just payment 

of faithless works? When the judgement comes, where will the faithless be sent? In their 

unbelief the damned will bitterly disagree with God’s judgment and spend all of eternity 

suffering the anguish of growing infinitely more angry with Him whom they consider to be 

unfair. 
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 Do you find yourself considering God to be unfair because of your situation in life or 

something that’s happened to you? Are you one whose religion is like a contract with God, a 

system of rewards for your good deeds? Do you negotiate with God in your prayers (I’ll do 

this for you if you do this for me)? If so, then you’re behaving like the first laborers in this 

parable, and you must repent. Turn away from ranking yourself above others, turn away 

from your own works, and turn to the works of Christ. Believe that it’s only and entirely 

through Him that you receive any blessing from the Father. Trust in Christ alone to save 

you from death and hell. 

 That is the difference between the first and the last, between unbelief and faith. 

Unbelievers seek a God who is fair, and when they find Him, they don’t like Him. Believers 

seek a God who is merciful and gracious, and when He finds them, they love Him. Believers 

know that it is only by grace that they are even in the vineyard, no matter how long they’ve 

been there. They consider it a privilege and an honor to be able to contribute to the health 

and the growth of the vineyard. They are not jealous of the newcomer or of the one 

converted in his dying days, but they rejoice that the same mercy that saved them has also 

saved another. Even a faithful lifelong Christian recognizes that of himself he deserves 

nothing and that it’s only because of Jesus that he has forgiveness and life. As it is written, 

“The free gift of God is eternal life through Christ Jesus our Lord.” And again, “By grace you 

have been saved through faith, and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God, not of works, 

lest anyone should boast.” 

 Remember, the landowner said, “‘You go into the vineyard too, and whatever is right I will 

give you.’” The word for “right” in the Greek can also be translated “righteous.” “Whatever is 

righteous I will give you.” That puts a little different perspective on that phrase, doesn’t it? 

God isn’t simply saying, “I will give you whatever is fair,” but, “I will give to you according 

to my righteous plan of grace.” “I will give to you what My righteous Son Jesus won for 

you.” Or most simply, “I will give you My righteousness.” It is written in Romans 3, “You are 

declared righteous freely by God’s grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus.” 

 Do you trust the owner of the vineyard to give you what is right? Do you rely on your 

own righteousness, or do you seek His righteousness which He gives as a free gift in 

Christ? Do you believe that He will be good to you at the end of the day? Faith says, “I trust 

You, O Lord, to give whatever is right, for I know You to be One who is gracious and 
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merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love.” 

 It is as we prayed in the Introit, “For you save a humble people, but the haughty eyes you 

bring down.” Or as Jesus said, “So the last will be first, and the first last.” For this is His way. 

He who is the first and the greatest humbled Himself to be the last of all on the holy cross. 

He was treated unfairly so that we would be treated graciously. He Himself was the one 

who did the work in the vineyard that brings us the generous reward at the end of the day. 

Consider the times mentioned in this parable. Christ was handed over to Pontius Pilate at 

dawn. He was crucified at the third hour of the day. Darkness covered the land at the sixth 

hour, noon. Our Lord died at the ninth hour as the perfect and complete sacrifice for our 

sin. He was buried at the eleventh hour of the day just before sundown. 

 Indeed then, Jesus Christ is the true Laborer in the vineyard. See how the work was all 

done before you were even brought to the faith. You need to add nothing! For Jesus said, “It 

is finished.” Only receive and cling to His mercy and grace. Lay hold of the denarius Christ 

earned for you, the forgiveness and life and salvation that He gives to you in His Word, in 

His Baptism. Cling to that saving flood in penitent faith, for there is a sure sign of His 

blessing—not because it’s fair, not because it’s owed; but simply because it is His good 

pleasure to be generous and loving toward you. 

 In His name. 

The peace of God, which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ 
Jesus + to life everlasting. 


