TEACHER’S GUIDE - PARABLES OF OUR LORD

IS GOD FAIR/
The Parable of the Workers 
Matthew 20:1-16
INTRODUCTION

A parable is an earthly story with a heavenly meaning.  As we look at the parable we do not try to apply every thought but we apply the main thought of the parable to its spiritual teaching.

Have you ever belonged to a labor union?  One of the accomplishments of the labor unions has been to see that the worker is adequately compensated for his/her work.  How would you like it if you worked hard for eight hours and another person worked only one hour but you both received the same pay?  You would say, “That isn’t fair!”  God looks at faith and eternal life from a different perspective.  Faith and eternal life are not based on how hard we worked; they are based on God’s grace and love.  He doesn’t have to be “fair” according to our human standards!  But he does have to be true to his standards and his promises.  We see that in our lesson today.
PRAYER

Dear Lord, we are often jealous of others who seem to have it so much easier than we.  Help us overcome all jealous thoughts and words and help up see more clearly your blessings of grace, forgiveness and salvation as you give out those gifts to us and to others.  In Jesus’ name.  Amen.

GOD’S WORD – Matthew 20:1-16

1 "The kingdom of heaven is like a man who owned land. He went out early in the morning to hire people to work in his vineyard. 2 He agreed to give them the usual pay for a day's work. Then he sent them into his vineyard.  3 "About nine o'clock in the morning he went out again. He saw others standing in the market place doing nothing. 4 He told them, 'You also go and work in my vineyard. I'll pay you what is right.' 5 So they went.  "He went out again about noon and at three o'clock and did the same thing. 6 About five o'clock he went out and found still others standing around. He asked them, 'Why have you been standing here all day long doing nothing?'  7 " 'Because no one has hired us,' they answered.  "He said to them, 'You also go and work in my vineyard.'  8 "When evening came, the owner of the vineyard spoke to the person who was in charge of the workers. He said, 'Call the workers and give them their pay. Begin with the last ones I hired. Then go on to the first ones.'  9 "The workers who were hired about five o'clock came. Each received the usual day's pay. 10 So when those who were hired first came, they expected to receive more. But each of them also received the usual day's pay. 11 "When they received it, they began to complain about the owner. 12 'These people who were hired last worked only one hour,' they said. 'You have paid them the same as us. We have done most of the work and have been in the hot sun all day.'  13 "The owner answered one of them. 'Friend,' he said, 'I'm being fair to you. Didn't you agree to work for the usual day's pay? 14 Take your money and go. I want to give the ones I hired last the same pay I gave you. 15 Don't I have the right to do what I want with my own money? Do you feel cheated because I gave so freely to the others?'  16 "So those who are last will be first. And those who are first will be last." 

Note:  The workday in Bible times was usually twelve hours – from 6 am to 6 pm.  This translation says “usual day’s pay.”  That is a good way to put it because values change.  The Greek word in the original is “denarius.”  One denarius was the usual pay for one day’s work in Bible times.

DISCUSSION

1. Who is the landowner in this story?
God is pictured as the landowner.  All things, including us, belong to him.
2. Who are the workers?

We are the workers whom God has called to be his own.
3. What is the meaning of the workday in this story?

This is the length of time we live and work as Christians in the world.
4. What is the day’s wages the landowner gives out?

The gift of eternal life.
5. Is it fair that the landowner gives everyone the same amount? Explain your answer.

Humanly speaking it is not fair but God doesn’t make his decisions according to human judgment.  God has promised us the gift of eternal life.  If we are to serve him for many years with our lives or only a few hours, it makes no difference.  We all get the same blessing in the end.
6. What kind of work does God want us to do in his kingdom?

Various answers. E.g., he wants us to read and study his Word.  He wants us to pray to him for ourselves and others.  He wants us to love him and our neighbor.  He wants us to live our lives to his glory and fight against the temptations of the devil, the world and our sinful flesh.  He wants us to tell others the saving message of Jesus Christ.
7. A person once said, “Since I have faith in Jesus I don’t sin any more.” What would you say to that person?

Paul answers that well for us when he says, “The good that I would I do not, but the evil I would not, that I do.”  We all sin and fall short of the glory of God every day.  That is why we need to repent and hear God’s words of forgiveness over and over again. 
8. Can a Christian be jealous of another person and still have faith? Explain.

We all have many different sins of weakness in our lives.  For some it is the sin of jealousy of other people or of the things that others have.  We need to repent of all of our sins of weakness including that of jealousy.  We need to seek strength and help from the Holy Spirit working through the Word (and sacraments) to fight against those sins in our lives.  We still have saving faith, even with those sins of weakness.
9. How can we deal with our jealousy of other people?

We need to realize that none of us is perfect.  As we have opportunity we need to point out – in a tactful way – the sins of others so that person might repent, know the Lord’s forgiveness, and be empowered by the Holy Spirit to fight against that sin.
10. What is the meaning of the last verse: “So those who are last will be first.  And those who are first will be last.”
Those who have been Christians for a long time – and done a lot of work in God’s kingdom – should not expect that they will get more of a reward than others who seemingly have not done as much.  Our salvation is not based on the work we have done – or not done! – but on the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ.  No one could ever have worked hard enough to earn his/her salvation!
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