
Today, Everybody Works!   
Matthew 20:1-16 
 
Ched Myers in his book, Say To This Mountain, writes,  

“Parables have typically been preached in North American churches as ‘earthly stories with 
heavenly meanings.’ That, however, is exactly what they are not. (my emphasis) Rather, Jesus 
is describing the sovereignty of God in the most concrete possible terms, using images any 
illiterate peasant could understand. The genius of parables is that they offer recognizable 
scenarios, drawing listeners in, then throw surprise twists in order to challenge listeners’ 
assumptions about what is possible. Jesus no doubt struggled to explain his vision because it 
was so much at odds with the prevailing order and thus with the expectations of his audience.” 
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Jesus’ parables about the kingdom of heaven reveal the ordering of all of life by the reign of God.  Such 
is the parable of the Landowner and the workers in his vineyard recorded in Matthew 20:1-16.  It is a 
story of  labor relations, work, and wages in the kingdom of heaven.  And it is a story of the values that 
are fundamental to God’s re-ordering of life.  And it is a story that reveals the answer to our prayer, 
“your kingdom come; your will be done on earth as it is in heaven” as it relates to the structures of work 
and the economy. 
 
Jesus begins, “The kingdom of heaven is like a landowner hiring laborers for his vineyard.”  Let’s stop 
for a moment.  When people in Jesus’ day heard the word “kingdom”, they would have immediately 
associated it with the Roman empire—the ordering of all of life by the rule of Caesar.  So, when Jesus 
announced, “the kingdom of heaven”, they would have immediately understood that Jesus was 
describing an alternative to the kingdom of Rome and the kingdoms of earth that was built upon 
alternative values and alternative rules and resulted in alternative outcomes.  For those who had been 
oppressed and controlled by the Kingdom of earth (Rome), the announcement of an alternative would 
have been intriguing—even exciting.   
 
So, the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner hiring laborers.  The labor market in Jesus’ day was a bit 
different than our job posts on Craig’s list.  In Jesus’ world, those who needed jobs gathered in the 
marketplace and waited.  Landowners who needed workers went to the marketplace to hire.  We have 
something similar in Chicago. Every day, early in the morning, men gather just outside the entrance of 
the Home Depot on Kimball and Addison and at the Shell station at Belmont and Milwaukee hoping that 
some company will need workers and will give them a job.  These are day laborers.   
 
The marketplace of day labor works.  For a few.  I’ve never worked in a vineyard, but I’ve helped on a 
farm.  It is hard.  Vineyard labor is tough too.  It requires strong backs and stamina.  Workers must 
carry heavy loads in the heat of the day.  So a landowner looking for workers for a vineyard would have 
picked out the men who looked like they could handle the work.  That’s how the labor market works: 
Those who appear most qualified for the work get the job.  The rest have to wait for another 
opportunity.  So one can easily imagine the competition happening in the marketplace between 
workers.  Showing off.  Preening.  Demeaning one another.  It’s all about getting the job opportunity any 
way you can.  And one can easily assume that the landlord in Jesus’ story hired the healthiest looking, 
fittest, strongest men in the marketplace.  
 
Once he has selected his workforce, the landowner agrees on a daily wage.  In Jesus’ day, that was a 
denarius.  It was the standard daily rate.  There was no such thing as minimum wage.  It was more like 
the prevailing wage, but it was considered enough to live on for a day.   
 
So far, the story seems typical.  Landowner needs labor.  Landowner hires workers.  Workers go to the 
vineyard.  Work begins.   



 
But the story doesn’t end there.  For some completely unexplained reason, the landowner returns to the 
labor market at 9:00 am.  Maybe there was more work than he anticipated.  Maybe some of the workers 
he had hired weren’t working like he had expected.  The text never says.  But he shows up again at the 
market and he hires more men who are standing around waiting for work and agrees to pay them what 
is fair.  This is a lucky break for the men who were unselected at the earlier hour.  And off they go to the 
vineyard. 
 
But the story doesn’t end there.  In fact, it’s only starting.  And it’s starting to get weird. 
 
He does the same at noon and at 3:00 pm.  This is the heat of the day.  But there are still desperate 
people waiting in the job market in the unlikely event that someone will still hire them part time.  And 
sure enough, the landowner offers them jobs too.  They, too, go to work. 
 
But the landowner isn’t done.  He goes back to the labor market one last time—at 5:00 pm, an hour 
before quitting time.  This is absolutely bizarre!  Nobody hires day laborers at 5:00 pm.  I don’t know 
where you work, but an hour before quitting time is not the best time to start a project.  Most of us are 
wrapping up our work and looking at the clock.   
 
Not surprisingly, there are a few guys still hanging out.  The landowner asks them, “Why are you 
standing idle here all day?”  Now, we usually have an answer for that.  We know why people don’t 
work.  They are LAZY!  They don’t want to work.  They’re unmotivated.  They’re not interested in self-
improvement.  They are slackers!   
 
The real answer:  “Because no one has hired us.”  THIS is the reality of the job market.  There are not 
enough jobs for everyone.  It has always been the reality.  Every month, we hear a jobs report from the 
government.  The government reports the number of jobs that were created.  And the government 
reports the unemployment rate is for the month.  Get this:  There has never been a time in our economy 
when there has been 0% unemployment.  In fact, economist tells us that we should expect no less that 
4% unemployment in a healthy economy.  Unemployment currently is 5.7% of the US workforce.  
That’s the official number.  But most experts say the true rate of unemployment is closer to 17% 
because the official rate doesn’t count people who have stopped looking for work.  I hate it when I hear 
people say to people on welfare or people who beg at the bottom of the expressway ramp, “Get a job!”  
What job?  Jobs have always been in short supply.  And it’s only getting worse as robots and drones 
take over the labor market.   
 
In our story, the men who are still standing in the marketplace at 5:00 pm are not lazy.  They are the 
people we would call “unemployable.”  They are too sick, too old,  too weak.  They are people with 
disabilities.  They are people with no skills.  They are people who have no work history.  These are the 
leftovers no employer ever hires.  But this landowner isn’t like other employers.  He hires the 
unemployable people!  Today, EVERYBODY WORKS! 
 
This is an unusual landowner, for sure. But wait! This is not the end of the story.  Get ready.  It gets 
even weirder. 
 
An hour later, it’s time to pay the workers.   According to the Deuteronomy 25:15,  “You shall pay them 
their wages daily before sunset, because they are poor and their livelihood depends on them.”  Day 
laborers get paid daily.  Those who are hired last get paid first.   
 
The manager calls up those who started work at 5:00 pm.  And surprise!  They don’t get paid for an 
hour’s work.  They get a full day’s pay.  The disabled, weak, sick, old people.  They all get a denarius!  
 



Next, he calls up those who started work at 3:00 pm.  And lo and behold, they get a denarius too!  The 
same thing happens with those part-timers who started at Noon.  And the same for those who started at 
9:0 am.  Everybody is getting a full days wages!  Everybody has enough to live on! 
 
Of course, those who started work early in the day are watching this and are thinking they have hit the 
jackpot.  They’ve worked all day and start to anticipate that they will get a bonus.  But when they are 
called, they too get a denarius.  “Unfair!”   
 
What was their complaint?  “You have made THEM equal to us!”  That’s what the kingdom of earth is 
built upon.  Inequality.  Some make more—and SHOULD make more—than others based upon skills, 
number of hours worked, education, ability,  responsibility, experience.  Value is placed on the work.  
Low-skill work means low wage work.  I am paid according to the perceived value of work I perform and 
the amount of time it takes to perform it.  Those who do not work do not get paid.  Work done by 
women in the home is not as valuable as the work done outside the home.  Work of men is more 
valuable than the work of women.  It is what D. Mark Davis calls “the economy of fairness.”  We live 
and breathe the transactions of skill for wages, time for wages, education for wages, experience for 
wages.  The kingdom of earth is built upon these transactions and the result is inequality and class.   
 
While the kingdom of earth values work and bases wages upon time, skills and experience, the 
kingdom of heaven, operates with a different value—the value of the worker.  D. Mark Davis calls this 
the “economy of need.” In the kingdom of heaven, there is recognition that those who work part time 
still have the same expenses as those who work full time.  Those who cannot work because of a 
disability have the same needs as those who can lift 200 lbs.  In the kingdom of heaven, need 
determines pay, and because we all need the same things—food, water, shelter—there is equality of 
pay.   
 
Jesus is proposing nothing less than a complete reordering of the way we live out our economy and 
work based upon the value of the worker.  THIS is radical!  We want fair.  Jesus wants everyone to 
have enough.   
 
Yes, we need to talk about raising the minimum wage.  Yes, we need to talk about paid sick leave and 
other work benefits.  But these things do not go far enough.  Increasing the minimum wage alone does 
not mirror the Kingdom of Heaven because only those with jobs benefit from increasing the minimum 
wage.   What about those without jobs?  What about those without “marketable” skills?  What happens 
when the skills people have no longer match the skills we value?  What happens when jobs no longer 
exist because of automation?   
 
George McGovern, a candidate for president in 1972, ran on a proposal that sounded radical then and 
would be considered completely bonkers in today’s toxic partisan political atmosphere.  He proposed 
not an increased minimum wage, but a guaranteed minimum income.  It was not a new idea.  In 1967, 
Martin Luther King, Jr., advocated, “The solution to poverty is to abolish it directly by a now widely 
discussed measure: the guaranteed income.”   What many people do not know about George 
McGovern is that his proposal came—not from some liberal political agenda, but from his devout 
Christian faith.  McGovern was the son of a Weslyan Methodist minister.  He “got” the kingdom of 
heaven.  But America did not elect McGovern.  They elected Richard Nixon and got Watergate instead. 
 
Our faith isn’t for the future—where we go when we die.  Our faith is for life.  And our faith must be 
reflected in what we think about work, workers and the economy.  We need to hear Jesus and think 
deeply and creatively about how the kingdom of heaven can become a reality here and now in our 
economic life—not just our spiritual life.  That IS what we pray, right?  “Your kingdom come; your will be 
done on earth as it is in heaven.”   
 
This week, we begin our Lenten Compact—a Fast Food Fast for Worker Justice.  It is a fast to show 
solidarity with low-wage workers, with those in the bonds of slavery, and with those who are being 



oppressed and mistreated in the workplace.  During the next 6 weeks, we will talk about the minimum 
wage, wage theft, income inequality and other job related injustices.  But the foundation of the compact 
isn’t just about jobs or improving wages or redistributing the wealth.  First and foremost, it is about 
valuing people.  It is about moving ourselves toward the kingdom of heaven and learning to live in an 
“economy of need” rather than an “economy of fairness.”  It is about building a new foundation where 
God’s value for people becomes our defining value.  And it is about redefining “love for our neighbor” as 
“justice for our neighbor” and not just being nicer to them. 
 
This Lent, let the justice of God rolls down like a rushing wave!  Father, your kingdom come; your will 
be done on earth as it is in heaven.  Amen!  Amen!   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


