
 
 
THE EPISCOPAL DIOCESE OF WEST TEXAS 

Seek First the Kingdom 

The Kingdom of Heaven in the Gospel of Matthew 

Session Four: Third Sunday in Lent 
 
Putting the World’s Values Into Reverse 
 
Opening Prayer 

Grant us, Lord, not to be anxious about earthly things, but to love things heavenly; 
and even now, while we are placed among things that are passing away, to hold 
fast to those that shall endure; through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns 
with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever. Amen. (Collect for Proper 
20, Book of Common Prayer, p. 234). 

 
Introduction to this Week’s Study  
The passage for this week’s study could easily find its way onto any list of the hardest 
teachings of Jesus. Many people tell us that they don’t like this story, or don’t 
understand it, or that they worry over it without ever feeling satisfied that they have a 
sense for what Jesus wants them to learn from it. Perhaps it will make more sense to us 
in the context of a whole season devoted to studying the Kingdom of Heaven. 
 
Note that we are giving you the immediate literary context for the parable, with the 
verses that come just before and after it. Perhaps those passages will give you some 
clues to the story of the landowner and the laborers. 
 
 

Matthew 19:27 Then Peter said in reply, “Look, we have left everything and 
followed you. What then will we have?” 28 Jesus said to them, “Truly I tell you, 
at the renewal of all things, when the Son of Man is seated on the throne of his 
glory, you who have followed me will also sit on twelve thrones, judging the 
twelve tribes of Israel. 29 And everyone who has left houses or brothers or sisters 
or father or mother or children or fields, for my name’s sake, will receive a 
hundredfold, and will inherit eternal life. 30 But many who are first will be last, 
and the last will be first. 
 
“For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the 
morning to hire laborers for his vineyard. After agreeing with the laborers for 
the usual daily wage, he sent them into his vineyard. When he went out about 
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nine o’clock, he saw others standing idle in the marketplace; and he said to them, 
‘You also go into the vineyard, and I will pay you whatever is right.’ So they 
went. When he went out again about noon and about three o’clock, he did the 
same. And about five o’clock he went out and found others standing around; and 
he said to them, ‘Why are you standing here idle all day?’ They said to him, 
‘Because no one has hired us.’ He said to them, ‘You also go into the vineyard.’ 
When evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his manager, ‘Call the 
laborers and give them their pay, beginning with the last and then going to the 
first.’ When those hired about five o’clock came, each of them received the usual 
daily wage. Now when the first came, they thought they would receive more; but 
each of them also received the usual daily wage. And when they received it, they 
grumbled against the landowner, saying, ‘These last worked only one hour, and 
you have made them equal to us who have borne the burden of the day and the 
scorching heat.’ But he replied to one of them, ‘Friend, I am doing you no wrong; 
did you not agree with me for the usual daily wage? Take what belongs to you 
and go; I choose to give to this last the same as I give to you. 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.” 
 
[While Jesus was going up to Jerusalem, he took the twelve disciples aside by 
themselves, and said to them on the way, “See, we are going up to Jerusalem, and 
the Son of Man will be handed over to the chief priests and scribes, and they will 
condemn him to death; 19 then they will hand him over to the Gentiles to be 
mocked and flogged and crucified; and on the third day he will be raised”] 
(Matthew 19:27-20:19). 

 
Before we go any further in discussing the parable, let’s pose a few basic questions: 

 How does this teaching fit with some of what we have seen in previous weeks 
about the Kingdom of Heaven? 

 What are the first laborers grumbling about? Is there some anxiety or fear 
beneath their grumbling? 

 What would it feel like to be the manager? 

 How would it feel to be the last-arriving laborers, when everyone is paid? 

 Where is God in this story? 

 Are you somewhere in this story? Does your identification with one character or 
another affect your interpretation of the story? 

 
Look at the passages that come just before and after the parable. 

 How does 19:27-30 relate to the parable? 

 How does the Passion prediction in 20:18-19 relate to the parable? 
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Notice that the Kingdom of Heaven is not taking place in a celestial afterlife; it is 
concerned with mundane things and relationships, like workplaces and paychecks; 
employment, unemployment, and underemployment; sweat and tears. 

 For this reason, it is important to remember the historical context of this story, 
even before we try to apply it to issues in our time and place. 

 At this point in Matthew, Jesus and the disciples are involved in ministry in and 
among the small villages of Galilee. 

 These were some of the places hardest hit by Roman oppression and greed. 
Theywere also places where the value of local community had traditionally been 
extremely important. Though the fabric of these small towns and villages was 
unraveling under the pressures of heavy layers of taxation, many of them still 
had a sense that the well-being of all the people in a locality was deeply 
interwoven. 

 It was considered dishonorable for a wealthy landowner simply to stockpile 
wealth for himself and his family. The wealth of a landowner should also mean 
prosperity for a whole community through employment. 

 These traditional values, embedded in the Torah, were under siege during 
Roman rule, when people were kept hungry enough to be in constant 
competition with one another for the basic provisions of life. 

 Knowing the historical context causes us to wonder what the backstory might 
have been for the hiring of workers on that particular day. Did the landowner 
not really have enough work for the whole pool of laborers? Had the people 
hired last been waiting all day without luck, steadily growing more desperate? 
How many people in a household were depending on those workers to bring 
home enough money for dinner? 

 
Part of how this parable functions on us as faithful listeners is that it causes us to walk 
around in the shoes of each character in the story: the landowner, the various waves of 
workers hired at different times, the manager, the village full of people for whom this 
vineyard may be the most important piece in their economic well-being. The parable 
schools us in the Christian virtue of empathy, of imagining the world from other 
people’s point of view. 
 
Even while the sense of the parable is embedded in Jewish traditions of social 
relationships based upon the Torah, it is still shocking. The first-arriving laborers are 
deeply offended at the decision of the landowner. The landowner’s behavior turns 
upside down their (and our) conventional understandings of justice. 

 We usually think of justice in terms of people receiving exactly what they 
deserve, based on their effort and skill. 

 But the parable focuses justice not on what the laborers have done, but on the 
landowner’s practice of giving each person equal pay. 

 What is the landowner paying attention to? 
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 If the vineyard owner is a model for the behavior of God, what does that tell us? 
Where does it tell us to look for justice? 

 
Parables can often mean more than one thing, or spark more than one arena of meaning. 

 Some people have heard in this story a reference to the acceptance of Gentiles 
(the late-arriving laborers) into the people of Israel (the original laborers in the 
vineyard). The vineyard was a long-standing metaphor for Israel. 

 In that case, the grumblers could be the longstanding faithful Jewish community 
who did not want to accept God’s inclusion of the Gentiles who did not share 
their history of faithfulness. 

 But whatever the context, the parable always forces us to acknowledge that our 
habitual ways of thinking of justice look paltry compared to the generosity of 
God’s justice. And the parable also insists that we acknowledge that the whole 
world is God’s. Nothing that we earn is really ours, because we are merely 
laborers in God’s fruitful vineyard. 

 
How might we experiment practicing the wisdom of the parable in our own lives? 

 St. Benedict’s Workshop, the ministry we are both involved in in San Antonio, 
has experimented for fifteen years with making our offerings free of charge, 
while encouraging participants to give generously if and when they can. As in 
the parable, this practice means that there is no strict justice in the cost of our 
events, from the participants’ point of view. And yet there has always been the 
financial means for the work to continue. This practice has also meant that we 
have had to be attentive to where God is calling us from month to month. 

 The Society of St. John the Evangelist in Cambridge, Massachusetts, has a similar 
financial practice. They give their teaching away online (see ssje.org), and yet 
they are far and away better funded now than when they ran a publishing house 
and retreat center with standard fees. 

 We are not suggesting that these non-profit models be applied haphazardly in 
the economic sphere, but we do see them as an invitation to pay attention to 
what God is doing in your life through every aspect of your material well-
being. Allow the surprise of God’s ways to inform and perhaps alter your 
usual sense of justice. 

 
 

For Further Reflection 
 

1. Why do you think Jesus told this story? 
 

2. How is this story “like the Kingdom of Heaven”? What blueprint for human life 
on earth does it describe? 
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3. Now that you have spent more time with the story, how do you think it connects 
with the crucifixion of Jesus (the passage that follows the parable)? 
 

4. Have you had any surprising experiences of God’s justice as distinct from human 
justice? Have you ever grumbled because God’s justice was being done, rather 
than yours? 

 
5. Do you hear a particular call to you in this parable? What is your reaction? 

 
6. If you wanted to make room for God’s justice to flow forth from your life into 

your community, what actions or new practices might you experiment with? 
 
 
 
 
 
 


