
EMPOWERED TO SERVE CHRIST’S KINGDOM 

Matthew 20:1-16 

 

Sermon for Peace Church 

September 6, 2009 

 

PURPOSE – To call people out of religious pride to saving faith in a God full of 

mercy who invites them to work in His Kingdom. 

 

MAIN IDEA – To follow Christ is to serve God’s kingdom in the joy of His grace. 

 

 I.    INTRODUCTION 

 

 Let’s open our Bibles to Matthew 20. 

 

1.  At Peace Church our vision is to become a place where EVERYONE is being 

INVITED, ENCOURAGED & EMPOWERED. 

 - Invited to Belong TO US through our Family Tables – here (sanctuary / 

fellowship hall) & at home – the church is about people belonging to people = 

relationships – you matter to meet – what’s going on in your life? 

 -  In that belonging, our vision then is that people become ENCOURAGED TO 

GROW in Christ – to know Him as Savior & give their life to Him as Lord. 

 -  Doing that, people are EMPOWERED TO SERVE His Reign on earth! 

 

2.  Using some parables of Jesus, my messages of late are reflecting on these 3 

statements – helping us get “back in the saddle” of church life after summer break. 

 Today we’re on the 3rd statement – EMPOWERED TO SERVE CHRIST’S 

KINGDOM.  The parable being featured is the one beginning Matthew 20 -“The 

Parable of the Workers in the Vineyard”. 

 

(i)  But I want to start our reading back into chapter 19:28 – because it’s always 

fascinating to see how gospel-writers weave parables into their surrounding context. 
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 A.  Jesus has just met with the Rich Young Man.  He invited him to forsake a 

life of following COMFORT in order to FOLLOW HIM. 

 But the young man rejects that invitation.  So Jesus comments:  “It’s hard to 

be rich and enter the kingdom.  (The pleasures of this world are powerfully 

enticing.)   In fact, it’s downright impossible – like a camel going through the eye of 

a needle.  Only God can make it happen!” 

  

B.  So Peter says – v. 27 – “We’ve left everything to follow you.  What then will 

there be for us?” …  Read vv. 28 – 20:16 

 

C.  That’s our parable – but now let me continue to read to the end of the chapter 

– because it’s all about being empowered to serve in Christ’s Kingdom. 

     Read Mt. 20:17-34 

 

D.  PRAYER:  Lord have compassion on us.  Touch our eyes.  Give us sight – that we 

might follow You … through Your Word for us.  AMEN. 

 

 II.   FOLLOWERS ARE SERVANTS 

 

1.  The first thing I want us to learn from today’s parable is that FOLLOWERS OF 

JESUS ARE KINGDOM SERVANTS. 

 - Did you notice that  connection leading into the parable? 

(i)  Peter asks about the rewards of following Jesus – and Jesus answers by saying 

that “Following Me is like being EMPLOYED in the kingdom … working in a 

vineyard.” 

 In other words, to follow Jesus is to be a KINGDOM WORKER. 

 It’s not as though you become a follower and THEN a servant.   

  TO BE A FOLLOWER IS TO BE A SERVANT! 

 

2.  So Peace’s last 2 Vision Statements are closely connected: 
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 WE GROW IN CHRIST BY BECOMING A SERVANT. 

“Whoever wants to become great (in Christ) must be your servant”, as Jesus put it 

in v. 26. … Just as the Son of Man came not to BE SERVED but serve. 

 

(i)  The commitment to serve others – especially those “lesser” (those who are 

poorer socially, economically, spiritually … those younger, less popular, the 

stranger, the marginalized) -, as Jesus did for us -  is how you can tell if someone is 

truly a follower of Jesus.  This is so IMPORTANT! 

 

 A.  Young ladies (& their parents), when potential men take an interest in you 

& come a-courting, don’t assess their Christianity by whether they go to church 

(that may not mean a lot – Yes, it’s good to worship – but even that can be very 

cultural – just a lifestyle thing).  Look instead to see whether they SERVE others. 

 -  Do they serve their siblings?  The elderly?  Do they serve in their church? 

 -  Do they have a servant’s heart?  Can they see the way of a servant in a 

situation – I.e. In a ROOM -  Cleaning up the table?  Talking to someone whose 

alone?  Asking questions, taking interest? 

 … TRUE CHRISTIANS ARE SERVANTS OF OTHERS, especially those LESSER. 

Jesus did not come to BE SERVED, but to serve – those of us who are lesser than 

Him. 

 

 B.  Parents, when your son or daughter goes off to college – and you wonder, 

“Did they really get it? …What will their Christianity be like how that they’re 

outside the home?  … Will it continue forward?” 

  Don’t be satisfied if they just go to church in their new town.  Challenge 

them & help them to find a lesser group of people to serve. 

 I.e. – A cadet group, a SS class, a greeter ministry, a weekly soup kitchen. 

That’s true life in the kingdom.   
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C. So too with growing your children in the faith while they’re at home.  Train 

them to serve.  You need to help them SEE the path of servanthood in situations.  

It takes training.  It takes wisdom to know the needs of others – and to identify 

your gifts & opportunities to serve. 

 

 FOLLOWERS ARE SERVANTS.  And you STOP following Christ when you stop 

serving those people and situations lesser than you.  That’s the IMPORTANCE OF 

TODAY’S TOPIC.  Now let’s look at the parable itself! 

 

 III.   THE PARABLE – THE HIRING 

 

There’s really 2 parts to it – THE HIRING & THE PAYING 

 

1.  Kenneth Bailey, in his book, “Jesus Through Middle Eastern Eyes” calls this 

story, “The Parable of the Compassionate Employer”. 

 - Bailey is probably Christianity’s foremost scholar on the culture of the 

ancient Middle East.  He was a professor for 40 years in Jerusalem, Egypt, 

Lebanon.  He states that what’s really remarkable about this parable is the 

LANDOWNER – and his concern for the unemployed men. 

 (i)  After the landowner has hired the first workers at the outset of the day to 

go into his vineyard & work – agreeing to pay them a denarius (= a fair wage for a 

day’s labor – a “living wage” – enough to look after their self & family – to care for 

their needs -  say, $100 / day), he goes back to the LABOR STAND 3 hours later. 

 In those days - and you still see this in many countries where there’s a lot of 

unemployment - men would gather each morning in an area where employers 

who had labor needs could go meet them and hire them for the day. 

 SO WHY WOULD THE LANDOWNER GO BACK TO THIS LABOR POOL? 

 

(ii)  Bailey writes, QUOTE – p. 358 
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2.  GOD HATES UNEMPLOYMENT.  (That’s a good word for a Labor Day weekend!)  

 He goes out again and again and again in the course of the day just to bring 

people into the work of His kingdom.  He is concerned for their dignity.  He is 

concerned that their abilities are used.  He is concerned that they have a LIVING 

WAGE.  He is the COMPASSIONATE EMPLOYER! 

 

(i)  This is SIGNIFICANT for our church vision.  We want to be a place that 

“empowers people to serve Christ’s Kingdom” because God is a compassionate 

employer! 

 

(ii)  There is a HOST OF IMAGES that people have of the church. 

 A.  Some people see the church primarily like a SCHOOL – as an educational 

organization = a place to LEARN the things of God, His salvation.   

 B.  Others see the church more as a HOSPITAL – a place to get HEALED & 

restored. 

 C.  Some people see the church more as a FAMILY – a place to make friends, 

build relationships 

 D.  Some people see the church as an ACTIVITY CENTER – a place that runs 

programs – keeps people busy in wholesome activity – reaches out to others and 

gets them involved in the activities. 

 E.  Some today might even now be seeing the church as a THEATER – a place 

to be engaged with truth in an entertaining way. 

 THERE ARE A LOT OF IMAGES OF THE CHURCH THAT PEOPLE OPERATE WITH 

– and it’s not as if the church is completely one or the other. 

 

(iii)  But let’s recognize this one today:  The Church is an EMPLOYMENT CENTER. 

  The Church is a JOB TRAINING AGENCY! 

We exist to go and get workers for the VINEYARD – because that’s who God is – A 

Compassionate Employer … and there are people standing around with great 

abilities DISENGAGED in meaningful, eternal labor.   
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 A.  In outreach, too much we’re inclined to think – let me get to know 

somebody; introduce them to Jesus; and then get them working for God.  But we 

might better start right with the work. 

 I.e. – For example, let’s have an outreach program advertising for people to 

go to Mississippi and shingle roofs.  Let’s us go too – but, in order to participate, 

you need to bring one unchurched friend.  (That’d be easier to get many people to 

than a concert!)   

Let’s engage people directly at the level of serving God’s causes in this world!   

 In other words, our Service CAYA Group – Jesus’ Hands – may well be our 

most POTENT evangelistic ministry! 

ü  “Come, serve!  Come work in the vineyard.” 

The church as an EMPLOYMENT CENTER – because God is a COMPASSIONATE 

EMPLOYER 

 

 IV.     THE PARABLE – THE PAYING 

 

The second half of the parable is the PAYING.  This is where the story takes some 

very interesting TWISTS! – and gives us more insight on empowering people to 

serve. 

 

1.  Everyone gets the same pay – a full day’s wage, a denarius! = a “Living Wage”, 

one translation puts it. 

 - That’s what the landowner and the first group of workers agree to = it’s a 

fair wage.  So they start their work at 6:00 in the morning. 

 - With those who start at 9:00, noon & 3:00, the landowner promises: “I’ll 

pay you what’s right”.  He doesn’t specify – but it ends up also being a denarius! 

 - And even those who are hired at 4:00 are given the same $100 at quittin’ 

time – 5:00! 
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(i)  FINE!  That’s a unique way of paying your workers = very generous for those 

hired at the end of the day.  It looks after their needs.  But it wouldn’t have been 

too big of an issue except for one thing – the landowner pays the last-hired first in 

public! 

 See - if he would have just paid the first-hired first their $100, things would 

have proceeded much calmer.  They got what they agreed on.  They’d take their 

money & go.   Then would come the 9:00 / noon / 3:00 hirelings, they’d be very 

pleasantly surprised, take their money & go.  Then the 4:00 hirelings would be 

shocked & so thankful.  The landowner didn’t promise any specific amount to 

them.  But they’d get enough to live on, feed their family on – for just an hour’s 

work.  They’d go home & everything’d be kinda calm.   

 A.  - That’s the order you & I would expect these workers to be paid.  It’s 

both generous & it keeps everyone calm. 

 

(ii)  But it’s not what happens!  The last are paid first the $100 – in the presence of 

all who’ve worked longer. 

- And you can just see the eye-balls of those longer-workers open wide 

when they notice that the 4:00 hirelings get $100.  (= “Wow, what’s 

coming my way? …) 

- Then the 3:00 workers get $100 – (= OK – not what I thought they’d get, 

but still very generous) … then the noon, 9:00 workers get $100 – and the 

TENSION of the story starts building! 

A.  Finally, they come up, get their $100 – and their TICKED!  They’re grumbling! 

 > “We worked all day – we’re getting the same as them!” 

 

(iii)  But, of course, they’ve got no case to grumble.  They’re getting a FAIR WAGE.  

They’re getting the income they need for living.  Plus, it’s what they agreed on at 

the outset of the day. 

- So essentially they’re just BEGRUDGING the owner’s generosity! 

SO WHY?  WHY DOES HE PAY THEM IN THAT ORDER – AND CAUSE THIS STIRRING? 
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2.  Well, what gets exposed are the DEEP MOTIVES IN THE HEART. 

 WHY are they working in the vineyard? 

- Is it just to get “paid”? …  

 Or might there be OTHER MOTIVES for working in the kingdom? 

  

(i)  Imagine the landowner driving up to the same labor pool the next day.  Of all 

those guys standing there at 6:00 in the morning, who would be the most 

“empowered to serve” in the kingdom? 

 It would be those men who had been hired at 4:00 the previous day, right?! 

Those guys would say, “Wow – there’s the owner gave me $100 bucks for just 1 

hour of work yesterday.” 

 Now some of them might think, “Wonder what I’d get for a full day’s work!” 

– But if they thought that way, they’d be as off the mark as the Grumblers. 

 

A.  The properly-empowered would be those who sign up immediately to work 

again because they realize what a COOL LANDOWNER that guy is.  He is SO 

GENEROUS – I LOVE THAT GUY.  I want to bless Him – whatever he chooses to give 

me is OK cause I know he looks after all my needs.  He’s great! 

 I want to see Him prosper so that his vineyard grows larger and He can 

employ others & they too can get to know Him!  

 In fact, I’ll work OVERTIME for this guy – and don’t even bother to pay me … 

cause he’s such a great guy! 

 

 V.     APPLICATION 

 

SO HERE’S WHAT THE PARABLE ASKS: 

 Do we work for the “pay” – the RECOGNITION of our work-  or do we work 

for the love & blessing of this amazingly-generous LANDOWNER? 
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1.  Jesus catches us in this parable – cause we’re so naturally inclined toward the 

recognition.  We read this parable & think about the payments from the 

WORKERS’ PERSPECTIVE, not the Landowners.   

 So we’re tempted to say, “Hey – that’s not fair!  Those guys who worked 1 

hour getting paid the same as those who worked all day!” 

 … COME ON! … EQUAL PAY FOR EQUAL WORK! … Bring in the Labor Unions! 

 

(i)  We’re inclined to say this because our hearts have been severed from God & 

love’s ways … so we naturally gravitate to the recognition - the “PAY”. 

 - Even Peter said, “Jesus, we’ve left everything to follow you, Jesus … what 

will there be FOR US?” 

 That’s what prompted the parable.  Jesus assures Peter that He’s serving a 

God who will look after your needs 100 times worth, but it’s not about the 

recognition.  It’s about knowing the HEART and loving the PERSON of God. 

 

2.  Martha got caught in the RECOGNITION TRAP when Jesus came to visit her 

home.  She was working hard in the kitchen, while her sister, Mary, just sat in the 

living room talking with Jesus.   We know that she was in it for the pay because, 

like the first workers in our parable, she starts GRUMBLING!   

 The “PAY” she expected was the Jesus would recognize her for how good she 

was in doing her work.  Maybe even that her SISTER would recognize her – how 

good the food was, how clean the house is, how good she is.  But she wasn’t 

getting the “PAY” she expected.   

 Meanwhile the DENARIUS HIMSELF – the LIVING WAGE – was with her! 

 So she starts to grumble.  When you’re into the PAY, deep down service 

becomes about the work & yourself =  Recognition. 

  

Like those hypothetical workers who signed up the next day because they loved 

this generous landowner, Martha could have continued working just cause she 

loved Jesus: 
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ü  “Isn’t He great – He’s having this good connection with my sister.  I know 

He loves me.  Always has.  He’ll connect with me in His good time … I’m 

just so glad that He’s with us & I can be doing these things for Him!” 

NO – MARTHA GRUMBLES.  She starts to complain because, deep down, for her 

it’s still about the recognition, not the Lord. 

 

(i)  So Jesus must correct her – just as He attempts to correct Peter & you & I 

through the parable. 

 He says, “Martha – there’s one thing that’s needed.  You need to know God 

better.   You need to see how compassionate & generous God is, how much I love 

you.  You need to do what Mary’s doing. 

 … Filled with my love, if I send Mary out to work I know she won’t get burned 

out & grumble.  LOVE IS HER MOTIVE – God’s glory, not her recognition. 

 

3.  GOD IS THE COMPASSIONATE & GENEROUS EMPLOYER! 

 To empower people to serve Christ’s kingdom, we must help people to see 

how BIG His heart is for them.  How much He loves them, is compassionate & 

generous to them – so that they won’t get burnt out and grumble. 

 Christian service is about LOVE.  It’s about God –  not recognition in the work, 

the self, the church.     

 GOD HIMSELF – known in Christ, His compassion & grace - is the power to 

serve Christ’s Kingdom! 

 

 VI.     CONCLUSION 

 

This explains in the rest of the chapter, following the parable. 

 

1.    In order to reveal the BIG HEART of God, Jesus was betrayed, mocked, flogged 

& crucified by proud, recognition-seeking sinners … you and I. 
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 Right after the parable, He predicts it – along with his resurrection on the 

third day.   = the historical stamp of God’s heart. 

 (i)  Jesus is the denarius given to a world who hasn’t even worked 1 minute in 

the vineyard!  There’s no deserving ANY of his compassion & grace! 

 BUT HE IS GIVEN FOR YOU & ME – a LIVING WAGE – ALL we need to meet 

ALL our needs in this life and the next. 

 

A.  Jesus reveals the heart of God for you – so that you would serve Him back in 

love, not for recognition. 

 DO YOU SEE THAT? 

 

2.  James & John, the sons of Zebedee, couldn’t. 

 Right after Jesus reveals the life of love, they’re talking to Him again about 

RECOGNITION.  That’s the next story. 

- Even worse, they get their mother to do it … > “Umm, Jesus, could my 2 

sons sit on your right & left hands in your kingdom?  … They really should 

be recognized for how good workers they are!” 

(i)  They’re BLIND!  And the other 10 disciples aren’t much better.  They become 

indignant instead of sad at James & John’s blindness. 

  

A.  Jesus must teach them that life with God is not about BEING SERVED, but 

SERVING in the grace of God – for His glory! 

 

3.  We share their blindness.  We too love recognition! 

 In subtle ways, we bring up what we do.  We love the applause.  We 

complain if it’s not loud enough.  We want the work, the self, the church to be 

recognized! 

 

 But Jesus is passing us by this morning – in the Word. 
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So CRY OUT TO HIM – like those 2 BLIND-MEN who close the chapter: 

  “LORD, have mercy on us … Son of David, have mercy on us.” 

 

 WE WANT TO SEE 

 WE WANT TO SEE LOVE.  WE WANT TO SEE GRACE. 

 WE WANT TO SEE GOD. 

 

Jesus touched their eyes.  They received their sight.  And they followed Him …  

 EMPOWERED TO SERVE CHRIST’S KINGDOM! 

 

AMEN 

 

 

 

 

 

 


