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Pentecost 16A – Matthew 20: 1-16 

 I would like to begin by talking to you about expectations.  At this time of year many 

people are full of expectations.  Teachers have already been hard at work setting expectations for 

their students…..telling those students what they are expected to follow in terms of behavior, 

attitude, daily work and homework.  Students hoping to make sports teams are working hard to 

follow the expectations of their coaches.  Parents are constantly explaining their expectations to 

their children, like how to behave in public, how to manage their money and how they should not 

run around and be loud when they are at grandma and grandpa’s house.     

 For many people, regardless of age, expectations become a burden.  There is constant 

pressure for these people to meet the minimum expectations and hopefully go beyond them.  

Many people don’t just want jobs, they want to excel at them…..they want promotions and they 

want the raises that come with them.  Living within this type of pressure day in and day out can 

easily become a burden.  These people end up living with the fear of disappointment and failure.  

They fear having someone else perform better than they do so they push harder and harder to 

make sure that doesn’t happen.  They go to bed thinking about it and they wake up in the 

morning thinking about it.           

 This is the way much of our world works.  Our world rewards the successful and the 

unsuccessful are pushed to the sidelines.  The successful live with the constant pressure to make 

sure that those on the sidelines stay there.  The ones on the sidelines live with the constant 

pressure to work ever harder to ensure that they don’t stay there.  Our world sees this as fair and 

normal; if you work hard, if you practice a lot, if you follow instructions well…..you will 

succeed.  If you do not do these things well enough, you will not succeed. 

Pressure…..stress…..fear…..all coming from the expectation that the hardest workers will be 
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rewarded the most.            

 And then we run into our gospel reading from Matthew…..and here we find a parable 

that Jesus told in response to Peter’s question, “look, we have left everything and followed you.  

What then will we have?”  Peter was pointing out to Jesus all that he and the other disciples had 

given up in order to become his followers.  They had given up their homes, their families, their 

jobs and their security.  Peter had given up his whole life in order to follow Jesus, and now he 

wondered out loud what he would receive in return.  In response to this, Jesus told the parable 

that we heard today.  And in that parable Jesus told Peter that he would receive salvation, eternal 

life and a place in the kingdom of heaven…..so would those who had done far less than Peter.   

 Sometimes in life, despite all of our hard work, our commitment, our dedication, we still 

are not as successful as we would like to be.  Sometimes we have met all of the expectations 

placed upon us and we just didn’t get noticed for some reason…..we didn’t get that one break 

that someone else got.  Sometimes, life is just not fair.  And the same thing applies in the church.  

Like Peter we try our best to give ourselves to God.  We resist the desire to sleep in on Sunday 

mornings.  We donate our hard-earned money to support the work of the church.  We spend time 

in prayer and the study of scripture when we could be getting our work done or just spending 

some time in relaxation.  The confirmation students spent time in Christian learning when many 

of their friends are still sleeping.  We follow Jesus into the vineyard where we are called to do 

the work of Christ.            

 For most of the world…..even for those of us in the church…..it just doesn’t seem fair for 

the laborers who only worked and hour to be paid the same as those who toiled in the heat for an 

entire day.  “It just isn’t fair” the world cries.  “Surely, as a long time employee with this 

company I deserve a raise more than the person who was just hired three months ago?!”   Surely, 
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as a faithful Christian, I deserve a more handsome reward than those who have fallen away?!”  

This isn’t the way it is supposed to work…..it just isn’t fair!”     

 If you look at this problem through the eyes of the world, you would be right…..it isn’t 

fair.   But many times over in the New Testament Jesus shows us that he doesn’t look at life 

through the eyes of the world.  He ate with sinners, he healed the unclean, he picked grain on the 

Sabbath, he helped Samaritans, tax collectors and those that the world had placed on the 

sidelines.  Jesus didn’t follow the rules and the Pharisees who knew the rules…..and knew them 

well…..were left outraged and shocked at what he was doing.  And what he was doing was 

putting everyone on the same playing field…..the field where nobody was on the sidelines.  

 No wonder much of our world finds this very unsettling, or even worse, dismisses it 

altogether.  We live in a world where there are the successful and the unsuccessful…..those on 

the playing field and those on the sidelines…..those who are “in” and those who are 

“out”…..those who are “us” and those who are “them.”  Walls are thrown up and divisions 

between people are made.  And Jesus cuts into all of this and says, “no”…..he says, “you are all 

welcome because I choose to give you the kingdom…..it isn’t something that has to be earned.  I 

love you, so I give you the kingdom.”         

 If you are still feeling a little unsettled about those who come into the kingdom at the last 

moment, then please remember the thief on the cross who Jesus forgave and said, “today you 

will be with me in paradise.”  If you are still wondering about your Christian reward for faithful 

service, well…..there actually is a reward for you.  You have spent much more time in the 

vineyard with Jesus.  You have been blessed in your work many times over because you have 

been a blessing to others.  You have known God’s amazing grace and surprising mercy…..you 

have nestled deeply within it…..you have been comforted by it when life was difficult.  You 
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have gathered to worship where you have been able to sing your praises to God and you have 

been refreshed and strengthened by the Word and the meal.  You have known your identity as a 

Christian and you know the full meaning of Jesus’ words when he says, “am I not allowed to do 

what I choose with what belongs to me?”  These are your rewards as a faithful Christian…..and 

they are wonderful rewards indeed.           

 There are people out there who still think they have to earn the kingdom of heaven.  There are 

people out there who live in fear because they believe that they have not met the expectations of a harsh 

and judgemental God.  We are called to help these people…..some of whom are our close friends and 

family members.  We are called to tell them that our God is actually one who is merciful and kind, slow 

to anger and abounding in steadfast love.  We are called to somehow communicate to them that they too 

belong to Jesus…..that the kingdom of heaven waits for them as well as us, and that gift has absolutely 

nothing to do with having earned it.  We are called to tell them that here is nothing we can do to make 

God love us more and there is nothing we can do to make God love us less.      

 We are called to do these things so that they too may come here on a Sunday morning to have 

their questions answered…..to have their fears relieved and to have their hearts filled with forgiveness, 

grace and mercy.  So that they too may come to the table where nothing needs to be done to earn the body 

and blood of Christ…..where all of us receive the same reward…..the lift-giving presence of Jesus.  So 

that they too may feel what it is like to be welcomed, accepted, and loved.  So that they too may know the 

answer to Peter’s question, “what then will we have?”      

 Does this make sense?  To much of the world it does not, but if we look at it through the eyes of 

Christ, we will not see how we have been treated unfairly, we will instead see all of the blessings that we 

have received.  And being filled to overflowing with these blessings we are expected to share them with 

others…..for in the midst of that sharing will be Jesus…..and that is the one expectation in life that is the 

most rewarding.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.   
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