The Laborers in the Vineyard
Matthew 20:1–16
Jesus tells a story that makes us think about those questions. It starts with a simple agreement between a vineyard owner and some workers. By evening, someone is upset. And honestly, we might understand how they feel. This story asks us how we feel when someone gets more than we think they deserve. A vineyard owner goes out early in the morning to hire workers. He agrees to pay them one denarius for the day. That was what a worker would usually earn in a day.
But the owner keeps going back to the marketplace. At nine, at noon, and at three, he hires more people. Then he goes back around five. The workday is almost over. Some people are still waiting. He asks why they haven't been working. They tell him, “Because no one has hired us.”
Let's listen before we judge them. Jesus doesn't say they're lazy. They're ready to work. But no one has hired them. We don't know why. And when we don't know someone's story, it's easy to guess. People can work very hard and still struggle with poverty. 
Their poverty wasn't simply a matter of effort. Low wages and limited opportunities kept them struggling. In places where good jobs, education, and support are hard to find, people can work very hard and still struggle to get out of poverty. I thought the United States offered more chances. Surely, here, people could get ahead if they worked hard enough.
But when I attended a poverty simulation seminar, that assumption was challenged. Having opportunities doesn't mean everyone can reach them. Here, too, a family can work hard and still struggle with rent, transportation, and childcare. Think about a parent who needs a job but can't afford childcare. Or someone who needs a car to get to work but needs a paycheck to repair the car. One problem makes the next problem harder. When you're worried about food today or rent tomorrow, planning years ahead can be difficult. We need to understand the pressure people live under and the barriers they face.
The owner goes back and offers them work, even at five o'clock. I love that he keeps going back. He already has workers. But he hasn't forgotten the people outside. If this owner shows us something about God's heart, then God cares about those people, too. So here's a question for our church: Who is still waiting for someone to notice them? When we invite someone to join us, we help them feel that they belong.
Now comes the biggest surprise. The workday ends. The owner tells his manager to pay the last workers first. The people hired at five get a whole denarius. A full day's pay. Imagine how they feel. They look at the coin, then at the manager. “Is this really for me?”
The early workers are watching. If those people get that much for one hour, how much will they get for a whole day? But they get exactly what the owner promised that morning. And they complain. The owner reminds them that he paid what he promised. Then he asks: “Or are you envious because I am generous?” He hasn't taken anything away from them. But when they see what someone else gets, their own pay does not look so good anymore.
Has that ever happened to you? You felt good about your work. Then someone else got the praise. You were happy to help. Then someone who did less got all the attention. What you received hasn't changed. But once you start comparing, it's harder to be thankful. Sometimes there is a hurt behind that feeling: “Does anyone see what I have done?” If you have served this church for years, God sees the meals you have made, the people you have visited, and the work you have done without a thank-you. Your faithful service matters. When God welcomes someone else, that does not erase what you have given. There is still a place for you when someone new joins us. We can honor those who have served for years and welcome those just getting started. That helps us look at this story differently.

The early workers ask, “Why are they getting as much as we are?” The people hired late may ask, “What can I bring home tonight?” A day's pay can make a real difference to a family. When we think about their needs, we see another side of the owner's kindness. Even the person hired last has something to bring home. We can count someone's hours. That won't tell us everything about their life.
Think about a building. We can say, “Everyone is welcome to use these stairs.” That sounds equal. But someone who uses a wheelchair needs a ramp or an elevator.
Sometimes people need different kinds of help to have the same chance to join in. That is what people often mean by equity. We look at what's making life harder for someone and ask what help they need.
But Jesus is showing us something bigger: how generous God is. That can change how we respond to people's needs. For example, salesforce says it checks employee pay every year and makes changes to help keep pay fair. That is different from the owner's gift. But it reminds us to pay attention to gaps that need fixing.
As Christians, we start by seeing the person in front of us. This is someone made in God's image. Their life matters, and we should care.
Jesus' teaching here follows God's command in Deuteronomy 15:11: “Since there will never cease to be some in need on the earth, I therefore command you, ‘Open your hand to the poor and needy neighbor in your land.”
This story won't answer every question about money or work. But it challenges us to look beyond how much someone can produce.
If you hire people, could you give someone a chance who has not worked for a while? Could we offer a ride so a neighbor can be here? Could we support fair wages and affordable childcare, helping families move forward?
These things take time, money, or effort. Being generous often does. But our help may open a door someone could not open alone. And this brings us back to our own faith.
We belong to God because of his grace. We could never do enough good things to earn his forgiveness. Jesus loves us and gives himself for us. He brings us into a new life we couldn't find on our own. That's why we serve him.
Some have known God since childhood. Others came much later, after years of questions or searching. However we got here, we belong because God has shown us mercy. Being in church longer doesn't mean God loves us more than someone who just walked in. Before we ever did anything for God, God gave us his love.
So we can look at our money, experience, connections, and time and ask, “How could I use what I have to help someone else?”
This week, listen to someone whose situation you don't fully understand. Then find one way to help. Offer a ride. Help with an application. Invite them to serve with you. And when someone gets an opportunity, you hoped for, ask God to help you be happy for them, too.
Now you're hearing their story. The person sitting with you matters more than who's getting more. That's the change Jesus invites us to make. The early workers can go home upset about someone else's pay. Or they can be glad another family has been helped. What will we do?
Some of us need to stop keeping score. Others need to hear that God still has a place for us, even when we feel overlooked. The owner keeps going back to the marketplace. There's work to do together, a place to belong, and grace for all of us. May that grace make us thankful for what we've received and generous to the people God brings into our lives.
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