Reflection for the Website – Sunday 20th September 2026 – Trinity 16A
“For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to hire labourers for his vineyard. 2After agreeing with the labourers for the usual daily wage, he sent them into his vineyard. 3When he went out about nine o’clock, he saw others standing idle in the marketplace; 4and he said to them, ‘You also go into the vineyard, and I will pay you whatever is right.’ So they went. 5When he went out again about noon and about three o’clock, he did the same. 6And about five o’clock he went out and found others standing around; and he said to them, ‘Why are you standing here idle all day?’ 7They said to him, ‘Because no one has hired us.’ He said to them, ‘You also go into the vineyard.’8When evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his manager, ‘Call the labourers and give them their pay, beginning with the last and then going to the first.’9When those hired about five o’clock came, each of them received the usual daily wage. 10Now when the first came, they thought they would receive more; but each of them also received the usual daily wage. 11And when they received it, they grumbled against the landowner, 12saying, ‘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.’
13But he replied to one of them, ‘Friend, I am doing you no wrong; did you not agree with me for the usual daily wage? 14Take what belongs to you and go; I choose to give to this last the same as I give to you. 15Am I not allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me? Or are you envious because I am generous?’ 16So the last will be first, and the first will be last.”  (Matthew 20:1-16)

Most of us have an instinctive sense of what is and isn’t fair. We generally accept that we shouldn’t jump a queue when other people have been waiting patiently before us. We expect to pay more for higher-quality goods. And we have some concept of “equal pay for equal work”, even if there can sometimes be lengthy debates about how different roles and tasks should be valued. So the fact that the wages given to the workers in today’s parable don’t seem fair disturbs us. Those who had worked for only one hour were given as much as those who had worked all day. We probably wouldn’t be particularly impressed if an employer for whom we worked behaved in that way. 

But the parable disturbs us on another level, too. The parable begins by telling us that “the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner…” And the first hearers of the parable would have understood that the landowner represented God. So, at first glance, we seem to have a story in which God isn’t behaving justly. There are a couple of things we need to notice about the way the story unfolds. First, the landowner hasn’t actually broken any promise to those who came early. He gives them the usual daily rate, exactly as they had agreed with him at the beginning of the day Their discontent arises because of his generosity towards those who have worked for a much shorter time - they are envious of what somebody else has received. And secondly, it would have been unusual for the latecomers to be paid first. If the landowner had paid the first group their normal amount and sent them on their way before paying the others, much of the controversy could have been avoided. But by deliberately paying the last arrivals first, the landowner makes sure that everyone sees what is happening.

The workers are being invited to compare themselves with one another. We’re so often inclined to compare ourselves with other people. We can feel envious or insecure when someone else seems to receive more than we do, or to be more highly regarded than we are. But when we remember how often we ourselves fail to live up to our own resolutions, let alone God’s commandments, perhaps our response should not be envy but gratitude. We should be grateful that God doesn’t simply operate according to our understanding of fairness. God deals with us instead with a love and generosity which we could never earn by our own efforts, and try to treat others with love and generosity, too. 

This prayer from the Lutheran Church of Australia expresses some of these thoughts:

Loving and righteous God, 
you are far more generous to us, 
and to all who work in your kingdom, 
than we desire or deserve. 
Make us generous to others 
as you have been to us. 
We ask this through your Son, 
Jesus Christ our Lord, 
who lives and reigns 
with you and the Holy Spirit, 
one God, now and forever. 
Amen.

