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Session Eight:  The Workers in the Vineyard in the Gospel of Matthew  
 
Prayer 
 
Introduction to this last section of the video series:  

 We begin the last portion of our series by turning to Matthew’s text, specifically to the 
later portions of his Gospel.  

 We began with Mark and a parable early on in the ministry of Jesus, and then with 
parables from Luke in the middle portion of the ministry of Jesus, and now we find 
ourselves toward the final teaching discourses.  

 We will cover three parables from Matthew, all of which are unique to his Gospel:  the 
workers in the vineyard, the wise and foolish virgins, and the judging of the nations.  

 Each in their own way turn around a similar theme:  the final judgement and our 
preparations for it.  

 This session:  the workers in the vineyard, which is a curious and often confounding 
parable.  

 
Some contextual themes of the Gospel of Matthew to help us understand the story :  

 Some theories suggest that as Matthew was assembling his text, he was especially 
concerned about the question of the continuity of Jesus’ teachings and his followers 
with the Jewish faith of the Old Testament.  

 There is validity in the old observances, the original law, the prophets, etc, that finds its 
flowering and right succession in the new way of life of the Christians.   

 The old, original faith of the Jews is best carried on and completed in the life and faith of 
the new Christians who now see the original covenant in a new and different light.  

 Similarly, any new Gentile (non Jewish) adherents to the Christian movement, even 
though they were probably a minority at first in the community, had an equal 
opportunity at receiving the fullness of salvation in the same way of those who had 
always been Jewish and had now embraced Jesus.  

 As Matthew sees it, God is generous in his dispensing of mercy and salvation to older 
and new commers alike if they are all common believers in the Lord Jesus.   

 
 
The text:  Mathew 20:1-16 
 
The Location of the Parable Within the Gospel of Matthew and second vineyard parable: 

 We are late in the Gospel text which is the portion in all three synoptic Gospels wherein 
Jesus speaks more directly to the question of judgement.  

 There is another parable which occurs in chapter 21, shortly after this one, also about a 
vineyard. That parable is about the vineyard owner coming in search of fruit.  
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 The 2nd vineyard parable is a very clearly tied to a famous story in the Prophet Isaiah 
where he compares Israel to a Vineyard, and explains how God the master comes in 
search of good fruit in Israel.   

 Hence, when we hear “vineyard” in Matthew, we are likely being linked to Old 
Testament Vineyard images.   The vineyard is Israel, and it is being judged.   

 Perhaps the present vineyard story about the summoning of the workers is also about 
necessary preparations for the judgement at the end of time, similar to the later 
vineyard story.  

 
The characters and setting of the parable of the workers in the vineyard 

 We are told of a vineyard approaching the time of the harvest. At harvest time it would 
be common to take on additional day laborers to handle the added work load which is 
what happens in this story. 

 There are two main movements of the story.   

 One is the hiring of more workers as the working day goes on.  Some workers are at 
work for the whole day, and some only for the very end of the day.  

 The other main movement is the paying of their wages.  

 The focal character of the parable is not really the workers but rather the master of the 
vineyard, or the employer.   

 
Is this parable an allegory?  

 In this parable, unlike the others we have looked at so far, the Lord does not offer us an 
obvious interpretive key for how to hear its meaning.   

 There is some possibility of reading this story as an allegory, where the characters all 
represent other figures or realities: 

 The employer is God, the vineyard is his offer of salvation, or heavenly reward 

 Maybe Jesus is the one who is going out to hire/ call more and more workers to his 
father’s reward. 

 Maybe the early workers are the religiously observant Jews or Pharisees, and the late 
comers are the prostitutes and tax collectors who have a conversion experience later in 
life in response to God’s call.    

 The early workers already received the reward of being in the fold of salvation and 
God’s graces the whole time, as opposed to the late comers who lived apart from God 
until their late conversions.  

 This is not a neat and clear allegorical reading or answer, but it is a possible way to read 
the story.  

 
The twist in the parable: 

 That the last-hired workers would receive their pay first, while the earlier hires were 
made to watch,  

 And, more striking, that everyone receives a full day’s wage, even those who did not 
work a full day.  



 24 

 It rubs against our ingrained tendency to equate work with reward as judged by our 
typical earthly standards.  

 
What does the parable reveal about the kingdom of God and about the Lord?  

 The central issue is why God rewards late comers with salvation in the same full 
measure as he rewards long-time or established believers.   

 God is supremely generous and merciful to those who hear him early or hear him late.  

 God offers salvation equally to old and new believers alike.  

 The kingdom is open to all who are willing to answer the call of God 

 God calls everyone into his vineyard, and anyone can choose to respond or not.  

 The offer of entry into the kingdom, “employment,” has a definite ending point and is 
limited in time.  There will be a close of the work day, a final moment in one’s personal 
life, and a second coming of the Lord.  

 God is a fair and honest judge.  
 
What does the parable reveal about us? 

 We are quick to get caught up in the question of what we think we are owed.  

 The Church must be equally generous to new comers as we are to those who have been 
in the vineyard all along.  No favorites.  

 
End of Session Eight  
 
  


