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(Mt 20:1-16) 

 In the Parable of the Eleventh-Hour Laborer, Jesus challenges our way of 
thinking and reveals the paradox of the Kingdom of God.  This is a parable about 
the generosity of God, which redefines our earthly concept of what is fair.   

 The “reward” which the laborers receive at the end of the day represents the 
heavenly reward we receive at the end of our earthly labors.  That is to say, 
“heaven,” which is the gift of God Himself.  God desires the salvation of all men, 
which is why, again and again, He sends out the invitation to conversion.  “Time 
and again God offered man covenants, and through the prophets 
taught him to look forward to salvation” (Eucharistic Prayer IV).   

 Salvation comes as a reward for the holy work of God we undertook in this 
life, inspired and strengthened by sacramental grace.  Yet, in no way can we say 
that salvation is “earned” by the work we do in God’s name, however great.  The 
gift of salvation will always exceed the work of even the greatest saint.  Therefore, 
as the parable indicates, there can be no direct correspondence of the heavenly 
reward to any particular number of hours worked.  In the end, the reward remains 
an independent gift flowing from the generosity of God.   

 There is then, no justification for the sin of Envy, by which workers compare 
themselves to each other, claiming that God is unfair in His Goodness.  The only 
comparison we should make is that of our own particular work – however much it 
may have been – to the infiniteness of God’s gift of salvation in Christ, and 
recognize that there is no comparison.   

 Nevertheless, even though our earthly “work” in the Kingdom of God 
cannot correspond with the gift received in the end, this cannot be used to say that 
good works are therefore useless, or unnecessary for salvation.  The parable 
stresses that in order to receive the wage, the laborer must not stand around idle, he 
must work, and work to the degree that he can!  Good works, “indulged” by God’s 
grace, are necessary for salvation.  Heaven is a “reward.”   

 Thus, the parable challenges us with a two-fold lesson: 1) avoid any envy or 
comparison of oneself to others with regard to the Gifts of God; and 2) work hard 
in this world for the Kingdom of God like one’s salvation depends on it, because it 
does.   

 Recognizing the generosity of God in the gift of salvation, we likewise 
recognize the failure of the full-day worker who complains at the end of the day 
that he received the same as the one-hour worker.  God defines the fundamental 
principle of the Kingdom of God as generosity – giving as much as one can, not 
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selfishness – taking as much as one can, getting by with as little inconvenience or 
hardship as possible.  The full-day worker should not complain that he had to work 
hard and suffer all day; it is an honor and privilege to have served so good a King 
for as long as possible.  Though the reward received at the end of the day is the 
same for all mankind – the reward is God himself – nevertheless the reward is 
sweeter to the one who worked harder and longer.  There are different degrees of 
heaven, not because God loves any soul more or less, but because on the part of the 
souls in heaven there are different generosities.  Some worked harder, for a longer 
time. Their eternal rest is greater.   

 We must therefore strive to see each day as an opportunity to serve God in 
His Kingdom.  From the moment we rise until the time we return to sleep, we 
should focus only on the task of bringing the Light of God and his love into every 
situation, and the more challenging, the better.  Whatever job, chore, or duties are 
before us, we must challenge ourselves to see in them God’s invitation to go into 
His vineyard.  It is not merely earthly labor, but heavenly.  It does not merely 
achieve some worldly end, it is an opportunity to merit eternal salvation, however 
small or insignificant.  Most particularly, the tasks or duties that uplift or directly 
benefit others are the priority.   

 And no matter how long we think we may have been working – even if we 
were baptized as babies – the truth is that to some degree we have been lazy or 
idle.  We must go again into the Lord’s vineyard, with deeper commitment and 
greater generosity, and start again today as if we have not worked before.   

 


