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5]& INTRODUCTION

To a certain extent, the world works like a vending machine. We expect certain outcomes based
on our effort. But sometimes we get more than what we put in. For example, teachers may curve
grades up if most students did not do well in an exam. Some bosses give employees a bonus for
their good performance. In both cases, people did what they should but they got surprising
freebies. I read a heart-warming story like that about basketball coach John Calipari of the
University of Kentucky. He actually directed the team at the University of Memphis for nine
years before that. After a pre-season exhibition game, someone forwarded a photo to coach Cal.
It shows a father sitting with his young son at the game. The dad was wearing work clothes and
his face was covered with coal dust. Coach Cal could identify with the man because his
grandfather was also a coal-miner. The coach was able to track down the family the next day.
The worker, named Michael, is a big fan of Kentucky basketball. He got off work late that day,
and he did not have time to take a shower and change clothes before taking his son to the game.
Coach Cal was moved by the love of Michael for his family and the team. He promised to give
VIP tickets to the whole family for the season. He also used the story to motivate his players
about the lessons of hard-work and dedication. Later, restaurants, hotels and car dealerships
reached out to the family and presented them special treats. An ordinary man became an instant
celebrity because of the kindness of a famous coach. The Bible calls such virtue grace. The
parable we will study today is about God’s grace. Often when we think of grace, our focus is on
the recipient. But we should not lose sight of the grace-giver. Like coach Cal did to Michael’s
family, God offers grace to us out of His power.

7% EXPLANATION

The parable captures a common scene in Jesus’ days. At that time, most people were day-
laborers. They gathered at the town-square early in the morning and waited for employers to hire
them. I saw the same situation when I lived in Texas. Some Hispanic men met at a gas station,
hoping that someone would give them work. Perhaps it is some home-improvement duties or
landscaping jobs. Two things are identical to the situation in the parable. Employees receive their
pay at the end of the day, and there is no guarantee that they will find work the next day. The
Lord told this parable after a rich young man visited Him. He asked the teacher what he had to
do to inherit eternal life. Jesus ordered the man to sell all that he had, gave to the poor, then
followed Him. The wealthy guy was unwilling, and he walked away in a sad face. Then Peter
asked Jesus: “Lord, we have given up everything to follow you. What will we get?” Jesus replied
that the disciples would receive blessings in this life and in heaven. He ended by saying:

“The first will be last, and the last first.” (Matthew 19:30) The Lord then used the parable to
explain that statement. Afterward, He repeated the same words: “The first will be last, and the
last first.” (Matthew 20:16)

1. T A Recruit Workers



In the parable, a landlord went to the marketplace early in the morning to recruit workers to labor
in his vineyard. At that time, most people worked from sunrise to sunset. We can assume that the
master recruited those workmen at 6 am. Verse 2 says he agreed to pay each person one denarius.
That was the standard rate for a day of work at that time. The landlord did something unusual
because he went out again to recruit workers four more times. In today’s language, he recruited
them at 9 a.m., noon, 3 p.m. and even 5 p.m. Suppose they finished their job at 6 p.m. You can
calculate the number of hours they worked. The boss promised those he hired at 9 o’clock:
“Whatever is right I will give you.” (v. 4) No detail was given. Those men trusted that the
landlord would be fair. In comparison, he said nothing about the pay to the other three groups of
workers he later recruited. If I were them, I would feel fortunate to find a job so late in the day.
After all, no income means no dinner. Family members would go to bed hungry. Therefore, it
was better than nothing even if they could only earn a small amount. But as we shall see in the
story, those late-comers got more than they deserved. Why did the owner recruit more workers?
Did he underestimate the number of people he needed? Did the workmen hired earlier not
perform well enough? Those are not the reasons given in the passage. Jesus gives us a clue. Verse
3 says when the landlord went out at 9 a.m. ““...he saw others standing idle in the marketplace.”
We find similar wordings in a conversation between the owner and the eleventh hour workers in
verses 6-7: 6 ...““Why do you stand here idle all day?” 7 They said to him, ‘Because no one has
hired us.””... They had the capability to work. All they needed was an opportunity. They could
do nothing besides waiting. There was no temporary job agency in town that posted job listings.
They could not put their resumes online either. They just hung around passively while chatting
with each other or starring at their phones. The landlord showed grace to them by hiring them. It
was not because of his need but their needs. The helpless situation of those unemployed people
symbolizes our spiritual status before we knew Jesus. We were lost, ignorant and spiritually-
blind. Paul describes in Ephesians 2:4-5 — 4 But God, being rich in mercy, because of the great
love with which he loved us, 5 even when we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive together
with Christ — by grace you have been saved. God showed grace in saving us. Paul makes it plain
that we were not just bad when we were sinners. We were dead like a piece of meat! You cannot
yell to a pack of chicken or a fish filet at a grocery store: “Wake up, try harder. I know you can
do it!” The meat is helpless because it is dead. It is only fit for your stomach. We are dead in our
sin. We have no interest in spiritual matters because we cannot respond to God. If it is not
because of His grace, no one can be saved. We often mistakenly believe that we are like cute
little kids. They are adorable by their appearance. They look more charming when they put on
beautiful clothes. Salvation is not decorating a good-looking person. It is infusing a new life to a
set of skeleton! God gives you grace when He picks you out from millions of people in the
world. God saves you not because you are good. It is because He is good to you. Therefore, we
are not saved by any good work we do. Work is contrary to grace. Paul explains in Romans 4:4-5
— 4 Now to the one who works, his wages are not counted as a gift but as his due. 5 And to the
one who does not work but believes in him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is counted as
righteousness. Paul compares a wage to God’s grace. A wage is something we work hard for. In
contrast, grace is something we receive freely like a gift. To say that we are justified means that
our sins are forgiven. God also considers those He saves as righteous. God gives us salvation
grace because no one can earn it. We will be prideful if we believe that we can somehow earn
salvation by doing good work. We think that we deserve a place in heaven. God saves us not
because He is short of members in His heavenly choir. He does not need us. But we need Him
desperately. A brother once shared his testimony that illustrates God’s grace perfectly. He came



to the U.S. several decades ago to study. Like many young people in that era, he had to work
part-time to pay for tuition and living expenses. One of his jobs was to work in the library. In one
winter break, a lot of students went home. With not many people on campus, the chief librarian
told the brother that he did not need to work the next few weeks. The brother explained his
financial situation to the boss. Later, he was told that he could continue to work as usual. The
librarian assigned him to move some journals from one section of the building to another area.
Later he found out that the library did not actually need to relocate those books. The librarian
created the task to find an excuse to pay him. He kept a worker not because he had work. It was
because the worker needed work. That was grace! The landlord in the parable also recruited
workers out of grace. Similarly, God saves us by grace into His family. We are the eleventh hour
workers. Our contribution amounts to nothing. God’s grace makes up for what we are lacking.

2. 2% T 3& Reward Workers

The master recruited workers to help in the vineyard. Soon the sun set. It was time to reward
people for their service. Once again, the landlord did something out of the norm. Listen to his
instructions to a foreman in verse 8: “...“Call the laborers and pay them their wages, beginning
with the last, up to the first.”” Of course, he did that on purpose. Continue to read the next verse:
“And when those hired about the eleventh hour came, each of them received a denarius.”
Everyone must be surprised that those who only worked an hour received a full pay. Naturally,
other workers expected that they should get more. Their high hope quickly turned into a dashed
dream. Everyone received one denarius regardless of the length of their service. Guess who
would be the most upset people? The ones who worked the whole day! They went to the boss
and vented their frustration. They protested in verse 12: ... 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.”” They stressed the workload as well as the extreme heat. In their mind, those who
contributed more should get a higher wage. They believed that they were unfairly treated. Too
bad that there was no Labor Department for them to file a complaint. Was their argument
reasonable? In his answer, the landlord presented a very different perspective. Look at verses 13-
15: 13 “...“Friend, I am doing you no wrong. Did you not agree with me for denarius? 14 Take
what belongs to you and go. I choose to give to this last worker as I give to you. 15 Am I not
allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me? Or do you begrudge my generosity?’” The
master highlighted a few qualities in his answer. First, his honesty. He had agreed to pay the 6
a.m. workers a denarius. They got what they were told. He did not cheat them. Second, his
authority. He had the freedom to use his money the way he wanted. Third, his generosity. He
willingly pay the other four groups of employees more out of compassion. Allow me to change
the plot to prove a point. What if the foreman paid the 6 a.m. people first? If you were one of
them, how would you feel when you received your paycheck? You may say to yourself: “Finally,
I’'m done! No more roasted pig in the field. I can go home and relax.” You would be satisfied to
get the money, but there might not be any excitement. It was because you knew all day that one
denarius would be your reward. You felt relieved that at least you fulfilled the obligation by
putting food on the table for your family. You can guess that the landlord intentionally paid the
eleventh hour laborers first so that everyone else could see their wage. He showed them that he
rewarded their effort not according to their work, but based on his grace. The 6 a.m. workers felt
unfairly treated because other people got more than they deserved. Joy can quickly change to
jealousy when we make comparison. You feel content that you have a stable income, a decent



house, two cars and healthy kids. All that feeling of accomplishment turns sour when you go to a
class reunion party. You feel jealous when you hear that this person has a successful business,
another classmate married a rich and handsome man and the guy who had the worst grades in
school retired at 50. You say to yourself: “Life isn’t fair!” Comparison may lead to two
outcomes. We take pride in ourselves, thinking that we earn everything by our own effort. On the
other extreme, we blame God for blessing others more. Both situations will take our joy away. If
you truly want to compare, you should compare your current status with the time when you had
not much. Remember when you were a poor student or when you first immigrated to the U.S.? In
addition, you should compare yourself with the God who blesses you with everything. It is true
that you work hard to accumulate wealth. But who gives you intelligence to study? Who gives
you good health to work? Who gives you opportunities to prosper? Let me also ask you this: who
do you thank when you receive your income? I doubt anyone will thank his/her boss. If you feel
that you deserve what you get, then you will only thank yourself. But if you remember to thank
God, then you understand and appreciate His grace. God does not follow the rule of fairness
because He operate by a principle of grace. What do you think we deserve if we ask God to deal
with us fairly? Paul says in Romans 6:23 — For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God
is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord. We only deserve God’s punishment due to our sins. It is
interesting that Paul uses the word “wages” to describe the consequence of sin. From the moment
we were born, we started sinning. It is like kids saving money in a piggy-bank. Our sin record
keeps piling as we grow up. The time will come for God to settle our account. The sins we earn
in our lifetime will result in death. In other words, hell. That will be the only payment we truly
deserve. Thankfully, God has a much better solution for us. He deals with us by grace. God sent
His Son to die for us on the cross. Jesus paid our sin debt in full. Those who receive Jesus are
recipients of God’s grace.

4Ex6 CONCLUSION

God offers grace to us out of His power. He freely gives grace to those He intends to save. Now
let us go back to Jesus’ statement “The first will be last, and the last first.” What does He mean?
The last group of workers recruited were rewarded first. God’s priority is different from ours. He
gives grace to the people whom we feel the most undeserved. Heaven will be filled with eleventh
hour people. They may include criminals, dictators, crooked politicians, disabled people, the
poorest folks from third world countries, etc. It will also include you if you are a true believer.
These people get there not because of what they have. No one can enter heaven by their own
effort. Everyone who joins God’s family is by invitation only. His name be praised!
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