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This parable is unique to Matthew’s Gospel. The owner of a vineyard hires day
labourers at various times throughout the day. The ones hired at six o'clock in
the morning put in a full day’s work. Those hired at five o'clock put in only one
hour of work. But the owner pays everyone a full day’s wage (a denarius). He
goes out of his way to make sure that everyone knows that all are paid the same
in spite of the different number of hours worked. Not surprisingly, those hired
first complain that they worked longer but earned no more money than those
who started late in the day. “But the owner replied to one of them, ‘Friend, I am
doing you no wrong; did you not agree with me for the usual daily wage?... Am
I not allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me? Or are you envious
because I am generous?’ So, the last will be first, and the first will be last”
(Matt. 20:13, 15-16).
Unlike the parable of the sower (Matt. 13:3-9; 18-23), Jesus does not give us an
explicit interpretation. As a result, scholars have offered many interpretations.
Because the people in the story are laborers and managers, some assume it is
about work. In that case, it seems to say, “Don't compare your pay to others” or
“Don't be dissatisfied if others get paid more or work less than you do in a
similar job.” It could be argued that these are good practices for workers. If you
earn a decent wage, why make yourself miserable because others have it even
better? But this interpretation of the parable can also be used to justify unfair or
abusive labor practices. Some workers may receive lower wages for unfair
reasons, such as race or sex or immigrant status. Does Jesus mean that we
should be content when we or other workers are treated unfairly?
Moreover, paying people the same regardless of how much work they do is a
questionable business practice. Wouldn’t it give a strong incentive to all
workers to show up at five o'clock in the afternoon the next day? And what
about making everyone’s pay public? It does reduce the scope for intrigue. But
is it a good idea to force those working longer hours to watch while those who
worked only one hour are paid an identical wage? It seems calculated to cause
labour strife. Pay for nonperformance, to take the parable literally, doesn’t seem
to be a recipe for business success. Can it really be that Jesus advocates this pay
practice?
Our own society condones some very interesting attitudes towards pay. MPs
were given a £1,049 pay rise from April which will see their salaries rise to
£76,011 while public sector workers face a continued cap.

The Independent Parliamentary Standards Authority has announced that MPs
pay will rise by 1.4 per cent, their second increase since the General Election. It
would appear that if you find yourself called to one of the more vocational
professions like nursing, teaching, medicine or are a public- sector worker your
reward for the care and nurture of all ages in our society is scantly rewarded
while the public sector has rules of their own, which is fair enough, now that the
“jobs for life” ethos has almost completely disappeared.
Perhaps the parable is not really about work. The context is that Jesus is giving
surprising examples of those who belong to God’s kingdom. He is clear that the
kingdom does not belong to the rich, or at least not to very many of them (Matt.
19:23-26). It belongs to those who follow him, in particular if they suffer loss.
“Many who are first will be last, and the last will be first” (Matt. 19:30). The
parable is followed immediately by another ending with the same words, “the
first will be last, and the last will be first” (Matt. 20:16) which is from today’s
gospel. This suggests that the story is a continuation of the discussion about
those to whom the kingdom belongs and entry into God’s kingdom is not gained
by our work or action but by the generosity of God.
Once we understand the parable to be about God’s generosity in the kingdom of
heaven, we may still ask how it applies to work. If you are being paid fairly, the
advice about being content with your wage may stand. If another worker
receives an unexpected benefit, wouldn’t it be graceful to rejoice, rather than
grumble?
But there is also a broader implication. The owner in the parable pays all the
workers enough to support their families. The social situation in Jesus’ day was
that many small farmers were being forced off their land because of debt they
incurred to pay Roman taxes. This violated the Old Testament command that
land could not be taken away from the people who work it (Leviticus 25:8-13),
but of course this was of no concern to the Romans. Consequently, large pools
of unemployed men gathered each morning hoping to be hired for the day. They
were the displaced, unemployed and underemployed workers of their day.
Those still waiting at five o'clock have little chance of earning enough to buy
food for their families that day but the vineyard owner pays even them a full
day’s wage.
If the vineyard owner represents God, this is a powerful message that in God’s
kingdom, displaced and unemployed workers find work that meets their needs
and the needs of those who depend on them. We have already seen Jesus saying
that, “labourers deserve their food” but this does not necessarily mean that
earthly employers have a responsibility for meeting all the needs of their

employees. Earthly employers, like the Government, are not God and the
parable is a message of hope to everyone struggling to find adequate
employment and make ends meet. The JAM society that exists in the mind of
Mrs. May, perhaps?
The parable is definitely a challenge to those who have a hand in shaping the
structures of work in today’s society. Can Christians do anything to advance
this aspect of God’s kingdom right now?
This is a very good example of how Jesus taught his disciples and the others
who followed him. It was not immediately evident and sometimes had to be
thought about. It also serves to remind us that the Gospels are not to be
understood fundamentally but more as a discussion document to gain more of
an insight into the teachings of Jesus.
Another former Tory Prime Minister once enjoined us to “get back to basics”. It
was in another context but perhaps he had a point where our attitudes towards
fair pay, on the one hand, and the true meaning of teachings of Jesus are
concerned.
Amen.

