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Matthew 20:1-16 (ESV) – Laborers in the vineyard  
 
Main point: No matter when you join God’s kingdom, God 
provides joy and security. 
 
Open with a short prayer, inviting God to teach us. 
 
Background: In this section from the gospel of Matthew, Jesus has been teaching about what his 
followers will receive. 
 
Focus of study: 
[Jesus said,] “For the kingdom of heaven is like a master of a house who went out early in the morning 
to hire laborers for his vineyard. 2 After agreeing with the laborers for a denarius [one day’s pay] a day, 
the owner sent them into his vineyard. 3 And going out about the third hour the owner saw others 
standing idle in the marketplace, 4 and to them he said, ‘You go into the vineyard too, and whatever is 
right I will give you.’ 5 So they went. Going out again about the sixth hour and the ninth hour, the 
owner did the same. 6 And about the eleventh hour he went out and found others standing. And the 
owner said to the laborers, ‘Why do you stand here idle all day?’ 7 They said to him, ‘Because no one 
has hired us.’ The owner said to those laborers, ‘You go into the vineyard too.’  
 
8 And when evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his foreman, ‘Call the laborers and pay 
them their wages, beginning with the last, up to the first.’ 9 And when those hired about the eleventh 
hour came, each of them received [one day’s pay].  
 
10 Now when those hired first came, they thought they would receive more, but each of them also 
received [one day’s pay]. 11 And on receiving it they grumbled at the master of the house, 12 saying, 
‘These last laborers worked only one hour, and you have made them equal to us who have borne the 
burden of the day and the scorching heat.’  
 
13 But the owner of the vineyard replied to one of them, ‘Friend, I am doing you no wrong. Did you not 
agree with me for a [day’s pay]? 14Take what belongs to you and go. I choose to give to this last worker 
as I give to you. 15 Am I not allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me? Or do you begrudge 
my generosity?’ 16 So the last will be first, and the first last.” 
 
Questions: 

1. Let’s start at the top of this interesting story. Who are the characters in this story?  
a. A man who owns a vineyard. 
b. Laborers looking for work. 

2. When does the first group of laborers get hired? 
a. Early morning. (Traditionally, the Jewish working day starts at 6 a.m. and ends at 6 p.m.) 

3. How much will the workers get paid? 
a. They’ve agreed with the vineyard owner on the price: one day’s wage. 

4. Then, throughout the day, the owner gets more workers at what times? 
a. The third hour: 9 a.m. 
b. The sixth hour: noon 
c. The ninth hour: 3 p.m. 
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d. The eleventh hour: 5 p.m. 
5. So, at the end of the day, what does the vineyard owner say to his foreman? 

a. “Round up the laborers and pay them their wages.” 
6. How much does each laborer receive, no matter what time they started work? 

a. One day’s wage. 
7. So, let’s think about the guys who started work at 5 p.m. How do you think they were feeling at 

4 p.m., when they hadn’t yet gotten a job for that day? Do you think they had a good day? 
a. Sad, scared, anxious, worried about how they will eat or feed their family. 

8. And how do they feel now, at the end of the day, when they get paid? 
a. Happy, surprised, grateful, excited, relieved: they got what they needed to get through 

another day. 
9. Now let’s think about the guys who started work at 6 a.m. How do you think they felt at 6 a.m. 

when they were chosen for this work crew? 
a. Thrilled, secure, grateful. No worries for that day; they’ll have money to buy food for 

themselves and their family. 
10. BUT: how do they feel when they see that the guys who started at 5 p.m. are getting paid the 

same amount of money? 
a. They grumble at the owner: “Hey! We worked all day, and those guys only worked one 

hour. ‘You have made them equal to us who have borne the burden of the day and the 
scorching heat.’ Those of us who started early should get paid more!” 

11. What is the vineyard owner’s response? (reread v. 13-15) 
12. How would you summarize or rephrase the vineyard owner’s response? 

a. “We agreed on one day’s pay when you took the job, and you had a good day knowing 
you’d be paid fairly.”  

b. What is the wage based on? How long they worked? 
i. No; it’s based on the vineyard owner’s generosity. “What you and your fellow 

worker receive isn’t connected to how long you worked; you receive the same 
because you’re both with me, and I’m generous with everyone, no matter 
what!” 

13. I wonder how you think this story illustrates the kingdom of God. What do you think the story 
teaches us about God’s character? 

a. God is generous and provides fully for everyone in his kingdom, regardless of who they 
are or how long they have been there.  

14. And what does this story teach us about God’s kingdom? 
a. It’s a place where we work and are glad, doing God’s work in obedience and peace. 

 
If you’ve followed Jesus for years or decades, it might be tempting to think of it as a chore. But being 
part of and working in God’s kingdom, in relationship with this joyful, generous Father, offers us daily 
joy, security, peace—the sure knowledge that we will have everything we need because we are with 
God. How does that compare to a lifetime of idleness and worry? And God is abundantly generous: 
Even those who come to the kingdom late in life receive all God has to offer. 
 

15. Ask for prayer requests for today. 
16. Close in prayer, naming people and needs listed. 
17. End with a song, e.g., first verse of Amazing Grace 



 

Matthew 20:1-16 
 

1 [Jesus said,] “For the kingdom of heaven is like a 
master of a house who went out early in the 
morning to hire laborers for his vineyard. 2 After 
agreeing with the laborers for a denarius [one day’s 
pay] a day, the owner sent them into his vineyard. 
3 And going out about the third hour the owner saw 
others standing idle in the marketplace, 4 and to 
them he said, ‘You go into the vineyard too, and 
whatever is right I will give you.’ 5 So they went. 
Going out again about the sixth hour and the ninth 
hour, the owner did the same. 6 And about the 
eleventh hour he went out and found others 
standing. And the owner said to the laborers, ‘Why 
do you stand here idle all day?’ 7 They said to him, 
‘Because no one has hired us.’ The owner said to 
those laborers, ‘You go into the vineyard too.’  
 
8 And when evening came, the owner of the 
vineyard said to his foreman, ‘Call the laborers and 
pay them their wages, beginning with the last, up 
to the first.’ 9 And when those hired about the 



 

eleventh hour came, each of them received [one 
day’s pay].  
 
10 Now when those hired first came, they thought 
they would receive more, but each of them also 
received [one day’s pay]. 11 And on receiving it they 
grumbled at the master of the house, 12 saying, 
‘These last laborers worked only one hour, and you 
have made them equal to us who have borne the 
burden of the day and the scorching heat.’  
 
13 But the owner of the vineyard replied to one of 
them, ‘Friend, I am doing you no wrong. Did you 
not agree with me for a [day’s pay]? 14Take what 
belongs to you and go. I choose to give to this last 
worker as I give to you. 15 Am I not allowed to do 
what I choose with what belongs to me? Or do you 
begrudge my generosity?’ 16 So the last will be first, 
and the first last.” 
 
 


