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GOD’S FREEDOM AND GOODNESS V. HUMAN ENVY 
 (SUNDAY, DECEMBER 5, 2010) 

SCRIPTURE READING: 10 COMMANDMENTS; MATTHEW 20:1-16 

INTRODUCTION 

Neil Postman, the author of the important book Amusing Ourselves to Death, 
suggested that TV commercials are modern day parables. As you know, some 
of them are very clever. In the space of 30 seconds they present some 
problem and then offer the solution, which is using whatever product they are 
producing and/or selling. What I find to be ironic are the products that are 
sold so that you will be different, set apart from other people. Buy this 
product so that you will be different but just like all the other people 
who have bought the same thing. 

We have noted that the common theme in Matthew 19 and 20 is how Jesus’ 
teaching went against the commonly accepted ideas and values of His day. 
He was not doing this simply to be different. He was not simply seeking to get 
attention. Rather He was presenting the path of true life and understanding 
of the nature of the kingdom of heaven. 

In Matthew 19, Jesus taught that a man did not have an absolute right to 
divorce his wife for whatever reason he wanted. Children are to be received, 
for of such is the kingdom of heaven. The rich young ruler was told to give up 
all that he owned and follow Jesus. The disciples were warned and instructed 
that wealth should not automatically be seen as a blessing. In response to the 
disciples’ concern about reward, Jesus promised the greatest imaginable 
return on kingdom sacrifice.1 

This theme of reversal of man’s thought continues in chapter 20. We will 
focus today on the Parable of the Workers, which exalts God’s freedom and 
God’s goodness over the envy of sinful men. God is free to give and bless as 
He chooses. We have no right to question His goodness and freedom to do as 
He wills. 

We will first look at the Parable of the Workers and then consider several 
points of application and connection with the Lord’s Supper which we gladly 
celebrate today. 

                                                
1 Snodgrass, 368-369. 
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Exalt in God’s freedom and goodness; be careful of envy, greed, 
and boasting.  

 

1. PARABLE OF THE WORKERS 

This parable is commonly called the Parable of the Workers or Laborers in 
the Vineyard, but a better name might be the Parable of the Good or 
Generous Employer.2 I think this last suggestion is a better name and is more 
in agreement with the structure and emphasis of the parable. 

Klyne Snodgrass in his excellent book on parables considers this one of the 
three most difficult parables along with the Parable of the Unjust Steward 
and Matthew’s account of the Parable of the Wedding Banquet.3 

The parable must have a connection with the end of Matthew 19. And we 
should note that Matthew 19 ends with a verse quite similar to the end of this 
parable in verse 16. 

The disciples we know were very concerned that their sacrifices for Christ 
and His kingdom would be rewarded. Unlike the Rich Young Ruler, they 
had given up everything to follow Jesus. What would they get in return? Jesus 
assured them that their sacrifices would be nothing in comparison to the 
blessing and reward of serving Christ. 

Verse 1 begins with the word for, which again shows a connection with Jesus’ 
instruction at the end of chapter 19 and this parable. 

This parable can be divided into six main parts.4 Let’s briefly consider these 
different parts and some of the details of this parable. 

The first part of the parable is the opening in verse 1a. For the kingdom 
of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning. The 
opening of this parable is similar to other parables. We should note that the 
kingdom of heaven, the rule of God on earth, is not just like the landowner 
but all the actions of the landowner in this parable. God’s rule in Heaven and 
over the earth advanced in a new way through the coming and work of Christ 
goes against normal expectations as this parable goes on to show. 

                                                
2 Suggested by Fortna, noted by Hagner, 582. My NKJV Bible has the title, “The Parable of the Workers 
in the Vineyard.” 
3 Snodgrass, 362. 
4 Snodgrass, 367. 



Page 3 of 9 - 12/5/10 

The second part of the parable is the hiring of workers as shown in verses 
1b-7. We are not explicitly told, but it makes sense that what is described 
here in this parable is the time of harvest. Vineyards don’t require a great 
deal of work except at harvest or during the making of wine, which is not 
described here. 

During the harvest season, a normal working day was from about 6 a.m. to 6 
p.m., which is described in this parable.5 

The typical or average daily wage for a worker was one denarius. The 
denarius was a Roman silver coin, almost the weight of a US Quarter.6 
According to estimates, an adult needed about ½ denarius per day to live, 
and so a yearly wage of about 200 denarii marked the poverty line.7 None of 
the workers in this parable were rich or making a lot of money, but the 
landowner of this parable was also not being unfair or taking advantage of 
any of the workers. 

An important detail of this parable is found in verse 2. The workers agreed 
with the landowner to work for a denarius a day. 

After the first group of workers went out, the landowner realized that he 
needed more workers. He went out again at about the third hour, or 9 a.m. 
Note verse 4 that he told these workers that he would give them what was 
right or just. Again he went out at noon and 3 p.m., the sixth and ninth 
hours. Finally the landowner went out at 5 p.m. to hire even more workers. 
Some have suggested that these last workers were perhaps undesirable which 
is why they had no work this late in the day, but that might be seeing too 
much into this parable.8 The five separate hirings is probably a bit 
exaggerated, in order to give color to this parable, but everything else about 
this parable is very realistic according to the time of Jesus.9  

The third part of the parable is the payment in verses 8-10. The 
landowner asked that his steward or manager call the workers and give them 
their wage, beginning with the last to the first. I am guessing that this 

                                                
5 Craig Keener, 482. 
6 According to Wolfram Alpha – 0.8 x mass of a US quarter; 1.8 mass of a US penny; about .16 oz. 
7 Snodgrass, 370. 
8 Hagner, 571. He wrote, “These ‘last’ ones assume particular importance in the second half of the 
parable (cf vv 8–9, 12, 14, 16). They are analogous to the tax collectors and the harlots invited into the 
kingdom by Jesus (see esp 21:31).” 
9 Snodgrass, 369. 
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way of issuing payment went against the normal way of doing things, but it 
also helps explain the complaint of the workers who were first hired. If they 
were first paid, they might have left before seeing what the other workers 
were given. 

The workers who worked only about 1 hour were given one denarius. And so 
did the other groups of workers. Verse 10 focuses attention on the workers 
who were first hired at about 6 a.m. Seeing that the other workers were 
generously treated for doing less work they assumed that they would be given 
more. Doesn’t Jesus here describe a powerful emotion and 
expectation? 

Let me give an illustration that is not identical but helps bring out some of the 
feeling of this passage. Children, imagine that your parents told you that you 
and your brothers and sisters were going to get one gift for Christmas, 
something from the Dollar Store. But then when the gifts were passed out, 
you saw your sisters and brothers receive something much nicer - a new bike, 
an iPad, and similar gifts. You would at that point start thinking, I am sure to 
get something very nice also. But then you open your gift and find a cheap 
plastic gift, a squirt gun made in China. How thankful do you think you 
would be at that point? What would be the first thought that came to your 
mind? 

The fourth part of the parable is the complaint of the workers in verses 
11-12. When the workers who had worked since 6 a.m. received their one 
denarius, not surprisingly they complained against the landowner. The last 
workers only worked one hour. You made them equal to us who have borne 
the burden and the scorching heat of the day. This is not fair. Someone 
better call the union boss or the Department of Labor. 

The fifth part of the parable is the response of the landowner in verses 13-
15. The response has several parts. The master specifically spoke to one of the 
workers who was first hired, the union negotiator we might say. 

First, there was no injustice committed. I am doing you no wrong. Did you 
not agree with me for a denarius? The landowner and workers had come to 
an agreement before they went to work as we noted in verse 2. Second, 
more forcefully, these workers were told to take their denarius and leave. 
Third, the owner emphasized his freedom. I wish to give to this last man the 
same as to you. Is it not lawful for me to do what I wish with my own 
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things? Fourth, the owner pointed out the envy of the first workers by 
asking the question, Is your eye evil because I am good? The expression evil 
eye is found also in Matthew 6:23. An evil eye is a description of a covetous 
and complaining person. 

I don’t think the main point of this parable is how you should run 
your business or understand economics. But aren’t there important principles 
of both business and economics found in this parable? The principle is not, 
pay everyone the same wage. The business principle is the essential nature of 
doing business based on mutually agreed terms and then sticking to those 
terms. The larger principle of economics is the freedom of an employer to do 
what he determines best as long as contracts or promises are not violated. We 
have lost that freedom in countless ways in our nation, haven’t we? No longer 
does the employer have the right to not hire a pervert. No longer even does a 
business have the right to refuse to do work for a group or cause that is 
considered offensive. Just recently there was a bakery that go into serious 
trouble when it declined to make goods celebrating sodomy. 

The final part of this parable are the two proverbs found in Matthew 
20:16. So the last will be first, and the first last. For many are called, but few 
chosen. 

God’s perfect ways go against the normal ideas and expectations of men. It is 
necessary that men bow before God rather than try to question Him. John 
Calvin wrote that this last proverb is not speaking here of the doctrine of 
election. Rather Jesus’ words are meant to counter both a spirit of pride and 
over confidence.10 

 

2. POINTS OF APPLICATION 

Like the other parables this one has had a long history of differing 
interpretations. There have been two sets of allegorical interpretations of this 
passage. Some see that the five hirings of the landowner represent five 
successive ages of history. Others have seen in the parable different periods in 
a person’s life related to conversion. If you are converted on your deathbed, 
you still will be given a great reward in heaven.11 These interpretations are 
perhaps at best distant applications. Others see perhaps more possibly the 
                                                
10 John Calvin, Harmony of the Gospels, s.v. Matthew 20:16. 
11 Snodgrass, 370-371. 
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theme of the rejection of the Jews and the acceptance of the Gentiles.12 
Certainly this is a theme found in Matthew. Some parables very much have 
this focus, but there is nothing directly in the context to suggest that this is the 
focus of the parable.  

The best way to interpret this parable is to see it as part of Jesus’ response to 
the disciples who were very concerned both about reward and position. God 
is the one who calls us to serve Him. And God alone will be the judge of what 
is right and fair both on earth and in eternity. Rather than fall into the 
dangerous path of envy, greed, and boasting, you are to instead give thanks 
and praise to God for His total freedom to do what He will do and also His 
goodness. This is the basis for proper service, not what will the Lord give to 
me if I serve Him. 

Again, this is in no way an encouragement to be lazy. This parable is not an 
example of socialism – far from it. But we are not in a position to try to judge 
God even if we think we are judging according to His Law. 

I think the key to this parable in terms of interpretation and application is the 
response of the landowner in verse 15. Is it not lawful for me to do what 
I wish with my own things? Or is your eye evil because I am good? 

1. God is gloriously free to do what He has determined. 

Psalm 115:1-3 Not unto us, O LORD, not unto us, But to Your 
name give glory, Because of Your mercy, Because of Your truth. Why 
should the Gentiles say, “So where is their God?” But our God is in 
heaven; He does whatever He pleases. 

Rom. 9:19   You will say to me then, “Why does He still find fault? 
For who has resisted His will?”  20 But indeed, O man, who are you 
to reply against God? Will the thing formed say to him who formed it, 
“Why have you made me like this?”  21 Does not the potter have 
power over the clay, from the same lump to make one vessel for honor 
and another for dishonor? 

Romans 11:33-36 Oh, the depth of the riches both of the wisdom 
and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are His judgments and His 

                                                
12 Gary North and David Pao would be two examples of good interpreters who have taken this position. 
Snodgrass writes: “The attempt to see Jews represented in the first hired and Gentiles in the last hired – 
even in the mind of Matthew – requires a divining rod that the text does not give.” Snodgrass, 373. 
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ways past finding out! “For who has known the mind of the LORD? 
Or who has become His counselor?” “Or who has first given to Him 
And it shall be repaid to him?” For of Him and through Him and to 
Him are all things, to whom be glory forever. Amen. 

These are familiar passages. They are beloved passages. The difficulty is 
applying them to your own situation especially in the midst of difficulty or 
when you think that you are not getting what you deserve. There are some 
who suggest blasphemously, I would say, that you need to even 
forgive God for difficult experiences you have faced. Oh, what utter 
rubbish the mind of man can compose. 

 

2. God’s glorious goodness is shown to each of us in countless 
ways. God is not only gloriously free but He also gloriously good. Again, this 
is nothing new for any believer to understand. The difficult application is in 
seeing the Lord’s goodness again through difficult situations and rejoicing in 
the Lord’s goodness when others seem to experience it in greater measure 
than you seem to be. 

Ex. 34:6 And the LORD passed before him and proclaimed, “The 
LORD, the LORD God, merciful and gracious, longsuffering, and 
abounding in goodness and truth… 

Psalm 23:6 Surely goodness and mercy shall follow [chase] me All 
the days of my life; And I will dwell in the house of the LORD 
Forever. 

James 1:16   Do not be deceived, my beloved brethren.  17 Every 
good gift and every perfect gift is from above, and comes down from 
the Father of lights, with whom there is no variation or shadow of 
turning. 

Be very careful then not to question God’s freedom and goodness. This can 
be done both directly and indirectly. Yes, there is a place for crying out to the 
Lord in the midst of pain and testing. Scripture never tells you to just shut 
your mouth and be quiet, but it does warn you to never question what God is 
doing. 
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Isaiah 40:13-14 Who has directed the Spirit of the LORD, Or as 
His counselor has taught Him? With whom did He take counsel, and 
who instructed Him, And taught Him in the path of justice? Who 
taught Him knowledge, And showed Him the way of understanding? 

3. Beware of a spirit of envy, greed, and boasting when you see 
others seemingly enjoying in greater measure God’s blessing than 
you are experiencing. 

Rom. 12:15 Rejoice with those who rejoice, and weep with those 
who weep. 

Eph. 4:31 Let all bitterness, wrath, anger, clamor, and evil 
speaking be put away from you, with all malice. 

1Cor. 3:5   Who then is Paul, and who is Apollos, but ministers 
through whom you believed, as the Lord gave to each one?  6 I 
planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the increase. 

Eph. 3:8   To me, who am less than the least of all the saints, this 
grace was given, that I should preach among the Gentiles the 
unsearchable riches of Christ, 

 

Conclusion: 

God’s freedom and goodness are brought together in the greatest way 
possible in the death of Jesus Christ on the cross. This is not how the disciples 
thought redemption would be accomplished. As Jesus and His disciples were 
on the way to Jerusalem as the next verses in Matthew tell, Jesus again for the 
third time announced His coming betrayal, suffering, crucifixion, and 
resurrection. This is not what the disciples were thinking would or should 
happen to Jesus as they approached the Holy City. 

1Cor. 1:20   Where is the wise? Where is the scribe? Where is the 
disputer of this age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of this 
world?  21 For since, in the wisdom of God, the world through 
wisdom did not know God, it pleased God through the foolishness of 
the message preached to save those who believe. 
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Together as we eat and drink in the presence of our Lord and Savior, let us 
celebrate His freedom in choosing to suffer for us and His goodness which we 
receive this day even in the bread and in the cup. 

 

Hymn before Communion: 195 

 

Benediction – Hebrews 13:20-21 

Now may the God of peace who brought up our Lord Jesus from the dead, 
that great Shepherd of the sheep, through the blood of the everlasting 

covenant, make you complete in every good work to do His will, working in 
you what is well pleasing in His sight, through Jesus Christ, to whom be glory 

forever and ever. Amen. 


