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Once you domesticate Jesus - He isn't there anymore. [… … …] Once you 

make Jesus… just the way you like Him… It is not Jesus that you are 

worshipping. 

 

If Jesus makes you feel comfortable with all your assumptions and 

priorities… then you can know – you have not experienced a real 

encounter with Jesus.  ...  

 

If any one of us… can approach a passage like Matthew chapter 20… and 

not feel a challenge to our thinking about plain ol’ common sense… or feel 

a challenge to our understanding of what is urgent… (and less urgent)… 

then we will not have experienced a real encounter with Jesus.  

 

Once you domesticate Jesus - He isn't there anymore. 

 

Today and next week… our passage of study (Matthew chapter 20)… just 

might reveal to you that you have been clinging to some false 

assumptions… and false priorities.  … So this is my diligent call for anyone 

who listens to these messages: “Oh Christian repent!  Be challenged… be 

forever changed by God’s Word.”   

 

Once you domesticate Jesus - He isn't there anymore. 

Three events occupy Matthew chapter 20.  (1) The parable of the workers 

in the vineyard… who were employed at different times in the day… yet 

paid an equal pay at the end of it… … (2) the request of the mother of 

James and John that her sons sit on the right and left of Jesus in His 

kingdom… … and (3) the healing of two blind men in Jericho… who cried 

out for mercy and were healed of their blindness. … In each of these 
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events there is a consistent challenge.  It is a challenge of basic 

assumptions (that we commonly have)… and a turning around of a logical 

sense of priorities.  

The portion of Matthew 20 that we will study this morning… is a 

continuation of Jesus' discussion in chapter nineteen… with His disciples. 

… The disciples wondered how anyone could be saved… and then Peter 

asked Jesus what rewards they would receive in the kingdom… (because 

they left everything behind to follow Him.)  

Jesus commended them for a child-like faith. (He did not rebuke them.)  He 

told them of their great reward. However… Jesus detected in Peter's 

question the possibility of a wrong attitude for serving. This was why He 

added the warning that some who were first in their own eyes would be last 

in the judgment… and some who were last would end up first. … This truth 

was amplified in the Parable of the Workers in the Vineyard… which opens 

chapter 20. 

But before we get to the parable… it is important to realize that this parable 

has nothing to do with salvation. The payment of a denarius (which is a 

day's wages in that time)… does not represent salvation. Salvation can 

never be earned. It is not a wage that you earn. … No. … The parable is 

emphasizing a right attitude in service.  (We are about to be challenged 

about our attitude in serving Christ.) 

I would also like for you to be on the lookout for something else. There 

were actually two kinds of workers hired that day - those who wanted a 

contract and agreed to work for a denarius…  and those who had no 
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contract and agreed to take whatever the owner thought was right. … The 

first laborers that he hired (you will see)… insisted on a contract. 

Matthew 20:1 

Work began around sunrise (about 6 a.m.)… before the day became hot. 

 

Matthew 20:2 

The landowner reached an agreement with these workers… agreeing to 

pay them what was generally expected for this kind of work. The workers 

consented to the terms of the agreement and were satisfied with the 

arrangement.  

 

Matthew 20:3-4 

 

Three hours later, the landowner saw other people standing in the 

marketplace without any work. In this case… he did not guarantee them a 

day's pay for a day's work. … However… he did promise to pay them 

what(?) - whatever was right. … They trusted him to be fair.  

 

Matthew 20:5-7 

 

Throughout the day at successive intervals… additional workers were hired 

and sent to the field.  The first hires went at 6a.m. … the next group at 

9a.m. … then 12noon … then 3… and finally 5 o’clock. 

“The last”… are those picked last in this parable… because no one else 

wants them…( no one else thinks they are worth hiring or worth investing 
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in.)  They are the socially awkward… the unskilled… the oldest… the 

weakest… the likely to be least productive… and thus the ignored. … But 

the owner of the vineyard (who represents God in this parable)… values 

them… as much as he values the first (the “best” of the workers.) 

So then “the first” symbolize the opposite of “the last.” … “The first” are 

those believers (they are Christians as well)… who due to their status in 

life… their wealth… power… talent… beauty… success… fame… or any 

other trait… are deemed valuable to the world. … They are much 

esteemed by the world… and often also within the church. … They are first 

in the eyes of man… but not necessarily in the eyes of God.  

 

Matthew 20:8-12 

 

Their argument seems to have validity. They had labored industriously 

throughout the entire day – and under the sun's heat. The others had 

arrived at different periods throughout the day… some arriving as the sun 

was setting. … How was this fair? … How was this just? … Why should 

someone who worked one hour receive the same pay as someone who 

had worked twelve hours? 

But as we see this story unfold the way it does… when Jesus gets to verse 

8… we are sympathetic with the grumblers of verses 11 and 12. … When 

the last get paid first… we cry… “Injustice!”… and when the last get paid 

the same amount… we cry out again… “Injustice.”  

The lord of this vineyard has broken the first rule of all economics: the more 

work - the more pay.  

http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Mt+20%3A8
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Mt+20%3A8
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Mt+20%3A11
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Mt+20%3A12


5 
 

Now… you probably all know the answer to this… but who does the 

landowner represent in the parable…? … God!  … God does not have the 

same rule of economics – the more work… the more pay!   

But let me remind you (at this point) that… once you domesticate Jesus - 

He isn't there anymore. … Once you try to make Him fit into your 

assumptions and priorities – He is no longer the Jesus of Scripture. 

There is tension here.  This employer (and by extension… the Lord)… do 

not model fair labor laws. Who hires someone at quitting time (5:00 

o’clock)? … Who pays the same wages for nearly a day’s difference in 

work? 

The beauty of a parable is this: They are teaching tools… designed to grab 

us by the throat… and confront our personal sense of assumptions and 

priorities.  And that is just what this one does.  

 

The workers had a legitimate argument except for one small detail. They 

had agreed with the landowner on the pay that they would receive for 

working all day in the vineyard. The landowner had paid them exactly the 

amount agreed upon. Therefore… the landowner was perfectly fair and had 

treated these workers justly. 

 

Matthew 20:13-15 

 

As long as he had treated the workers justly (paying them the agreed sum 

for their day's work)… no one should have questioned what he did with his 

money. … The workers' focus was upon the work they had done 

compared to the other workers… rather than upon the generosity of the 
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landowner. … … … Whenever we compare ourselves to other believers – 

we will always lose sight of God’s astounding mercy ! 

 

Matthew 20:16 

What then is the point of this parable? … It must have something to do with 

grumbling. … This parable has all the appearance of being unfair… and our 

natural sense of justice sides with the complaints of the men who had 

worked all day… only to feel cheated of an appropriate reward at the end of 

the day. … At the beginning of the day… one denarius had seemed fair 

enough to them… but not when… at the end of the day…  the same 

amount was being paid for one hour's work as for twelve hours' work.  … 

So it caused them to grumble.  

It often seems… doesn’t it(?)… that our grumbling is so justified. … But if 

you look at all the references to grumbling in the Bible… you will realize 

that to God… grumbling is as deadly a sin… as adultery or murder. The 

grumblers’ camp is not a good camp in which to be.  

That’s why Paul tells Christians not to grumble (Philippians 2:14). 

Philippians 2:14 (ESV)  
Do all things without grumbling or disputing, 

Peter tells Christians not to grumble (1 Peter 4:9) 

1 Peter 4:9 (ESV)  
Show hospitality to one another without grumbling. 

James tells Christians not to grumble (James 5:9) 

http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Php+2%3A14
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=1Pe+4%3A9
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Jas+5%3A9
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James 5:9 (ESV)  
Do not grumble against one another, brothers, so that you may not be 
judged; behold, the Judge is standing at the door. 

…and our Lord Jesus… here in this parable in His own way… teaches that 

same truth. Don’t grumble against God. 

God will do “no wrong”—so don’t grumble about God’s undeserved grace. 

Don’t feel wronged or cheated by God… if He seemingly gives more grace 

to others… than to you. … Don’t be angry or envious if others are loved by 

God… who are not as “holy”… or as “hard-working”… or as “long-working” 

as you. … Be grateful for being chosen. Be grateful for the opportunity to 

work. Be grateful for getting paid anything at the end of the day. Don’t 

grumble. 

It is never the length of our service… how others appreciate what we do… 

the notoriety of our accomplishments… or the recognition of our standing - 

that has anything to do with kingdom rewards. … It is the faithfulness of our 

obedience to God and our dependence on God… that is the true measure 

of our lives. 

Those who presume higher status for themselves… on grounds of their 

longevity of service… or the notoriety of their lives… will by that very 

assumption… be last rather than first.  (I will say it again.) … Those who 

presume higher status for themselves – will be last. 

Many of God's people can see evidence of His working in them (and 

through them)… and for that… they may legitimately rejoice in gratitude to 

God. … But some of his choicest people see very little of that.  
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Jeremiah in the Old Testament preached for forty years with no response 

to his ministry… except persecution… ridicule… abuse… and subsequent 

kidnapping from Judah. … We could write 'failure' across his life and 

ministry… and the people of his day would have to agree it was an 

appropriate summary.  

Isaiah was called to a non-productive ministry by being told to preach a 

message - that no one would understand. 

Isaiah 6:9-12 (ESV)  
And he said, “Go, and say to this people: “‘Keep on hearing, but do 
not understand; keep on seeing, but do not perceive.’ Make the heart 
of this people dull, and their ears heavy, and blind their eyes; lest 
they see with their eyes, and hear with their ears, and understand 
with their hearts, and turn and be healed.” Then I said, “How long, O 
Lord?” And he said: “Until cities lie waste without inhabitant, and 
houses without people, and the land is a desolate waste, and the 
LORD removes people far away, and the forsaken places are many 
in the midst of the land.  

How would you like to be called by God in the way that Isaiah was…? He 

was commissioned to a ministry of failure… from which there would be no 

let up!  

These men struggled deeply with their own roles and with understanding 

what God was doing… especially Jeremiah about whose personal 

struggles we know more than any other character in the Bible. … Yet 

through it all… God was accomplishing lasting purpose… not least in their 

legacy. … They both wrote two of the longest books in our Bible. 

Maybe you have struggled – or given-up in a ministry… because others 

seemed to have a greater reward than you.  … “God!  Why do others have 
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such a vital and gratifying ministry? … I put my due diligence in… but their 

pay-off is better! … I have been a Christian for many years. I’ve read many 

books… watched great videos… and I have been discipled by great 

Christian men/women.”  

But let me tell you…there is a wonderful unconsciousness of true 

spirituality. Those who are preoccupied with their own holiness and 

spirituality…  are literally that—preoccupied with themselves! … Genuinely 

holy people are preoccupied with God rather than themselves… and in fact 

are generally less conscious of themselves… other than of their innate 

inability!  

Their dependence on God is because of their consciousness of 

weakness… and therefore it follows that the more aware we are of their 

own natural failure (about which Scripture is very clear)… the more 

dependent we become on God… therefore the more God works… and the 

more effective we become. However the more conscious we are of our 

effectiveness… the less dependent on God we are… and we are in real 

danger! … … (It all comes from a desire within us… to justify our worth.) 

How can we escape this deceptive character flaw of our human nature —

(the need to justify our worth?) … Our whole existence is consumed with 

the primal need to validate the meaning of our lives. Throughout the 

education process… we are graded on our ability to learn… retain… and 

master the subjects that we are told are necessary for a meaningful life. 

Throughout our careers… we make every effort to outperform or 

outmaneuver our colleagues to advance up the ladder… thus proving that 

we are worth more than others around us. 
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This fundamental drive… the pride of the flesh… still rears its ugly head in 

our perceptions about our relationship with God. … People… (even 

believers)… often resent God’s graciousness gifts that are bestowed on 

others… forgetting the great measure of God's grace that has been given 

to ourselves. … Even here… when we are dealing with the eternal 

Creator… we are consumed with the passion to justify our worth to Him… 

believing that we can somehow convince Him… that we deserve more of 

His love and consideration for His gifts.  And yet, God said: "I will be kind to 

anyone I want to. I will be merciful to anyone I want to" (Exodus 33:19). 

… … … … … … … … … … … … 

But now… let me get more to the point of this parable. … The first group of 

field workers simply could not rejoice over the landowner's generosity.  

Their natural standard of merit got in the way.  And isn’t that often true of 

you and I…?  

So… The challenge to our assumptions and priorities from our passage 

this morning… is that our standard of merit needs to be replaced with a 

focus on God’s generosity.   

Have you ever been jealous of what God has given to another person? … 

Can you accept what Jesus says here? … Can you look beyond your false 

sense of need to establish your worth… and simply rejoice in the gifting 

that has been given to you? … Focus on God's gracious benefits to you… 

and be thankful for what you have. 

http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Ex+33%3A19
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Here is the reason you can… and must replace your human standard of 

merit: God is infinitely generous and gracious and will always give us 

better than we deserve. 

We must beware of criticizing God and feeling that we have been (or might) 

not be given our due.  … The early morning workers needed an agreement.  

They trusted the owner because of a pre-arranged agreement. That seems 

like good ‘ol common sense… doesn’t it?  … But we are dealing with God’s 

economy and I can’t help but wonder what their payment would have been 

if they did not base their trust on a pre-arranged (specific) agreement.  The 

landowner was generous… and willing to pay more than a worker 

deserved.  Each of the other workers trusted the landowner… and they 

were compensated at a day’s wage – without doing a full day’s work.  

… … … … … … … … … … … … 

When Peter and the other disciples left everything to follow Jesus… they 

showed a child-like faith.  But suddenly it seemed like Peter was clamoring 

for a specified agreement… in order to continue. …  Jesus told him that 

they would be very well compensated. Then Jesus warned them with this 

parable about a proper attitude in their serving. It needs to focus on the 

truth that God is infinitely generous and gracious and will always give us 

better than we deserve. 

How foolish it is… when you and I try to secure guarantees from God… for 

our service to Him.  “God… I’ll do this ministry for You… but this is what I 

want in return… I expect everyone to appreciate what I do… and that it will 

go as well as Frank’s ministry…”   That may or may not be your reward 
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(and probably it wont be)… but God is infinitely generous and gracious and 

will always give us better than we deserve… especially to those who are 

humble. 

Are you holding back (in any way) with your service to God… because you 

cannot secure certain assurances from Him…? … … God is infinitely 

generous and gracious and will always give us better than we deserve… 

especially to those who are humble. 

Lamentations 3:22-23 (ESV)  
The steadfast love of the LORD never ceases; his mercies never 
come to an end; they are new every morning; great is your 
faithfulness.  

 

 
His mercies never come to an end; they are new every morning. The 

English word new is the Hebrew word hadas … It means never before 

experienced. Today's mercy is different from yesterday or the day before or 

the day before the day before. Just as the seasonal flu vaccine changes 

from year to year, God's mercy changes from day to day. It's a new strain 

of mercy. Why? Because you didn't sin today the way you did yesterday!  

Try this little exercise: Figure out how old you are—not in years but in days. 

That's the sum total of different kinds of mercy you've received life-to-date. 

By the time you're twenty-one, you've experienced 7,665 unique mercies. 

When you hit midlife, it numbers 14,600. And by the time you hit retirement, 

God has mercied you 23,725 times. 

The great missionary explorer, David Livingstone, served in Africa from 

1840 until his death in 1873. An incident from Livingstone's life illustrates 

why we need to see God’s goodness… when we are tempted to grumble. 
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David Livingstone was eager to travel into the uncharted lands of Central 

Africa to preach the gospel. On one occasion, the famous nineteenth-

century missionary and explorer arrived at the edge of a large territory that 

was ruled by a tribal chieftain. According to tradition, the chief would come 

out to meet him there; Livingstone could go forward only after an exchange 

was made. The chief would choose any item of Livingstone's personal 

property that caught his fancy and keep it for himself, while giving the 

missionary something of his own in return. 

Livingstone had few possessions with him, but at their encounter he 

obediently spread them all out on the ground—his clothes, his books, his 

watch, and even the goat that provided him with milk (since chronic 

stomach problems kept him from drinking the local water). To his dismay, 

the chief took this goat. In return, the chief gave him a carved stick, shaped 

like a walking stick. 

Livingstone was most disappointed. He began to gripe to God about what 

he viewed as a stupid walking cane. What could it do for him compared to 

the goat that kept him well? Then one of the local men explained, "That's 

not a walking cane. It's the king's very own scepter, and with it you will find 

entrance to every village in our country. The king has honored you greatly." 

The man was right. God opened Central Africa to Livingstone, and as 

successive evangelists followed him wave after wave of conversions 

occurred. 

Sometimes, in our disappointment over what we don't have, we fail to 

appreciate the significance of what God has given us.  


