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INTRODUCTION 
 
We live in a culture of meritocracy. It’s the idea that our merit—
our talent, good deeds, achievements—determines our value. It’s 
a culture based upon performance. And some meritocracy in 
some places is in fact a good thing. In school, students get grades 
based upon the quality of their homework or tests. In sports, the 
best athletes receive medals and trophies. At work, we expect 
promotions or pay increases if we perform well. In fact, much of 
our culture relies upon meritocracy. This is why so many people 
were outraged when the recent college admissions scandal was 
uncovered. It flies in the face of our idea that students should 
earn their admission into schools; admission must be earned, not 
bought. 

But have you ever noticed how pervasive meritocracy is? 
How merit-based values infect our lives in places where they 
don’t belong? For instance, do our families operate by merit? I 
was reading a New York Times article called “Love and Merit” in 
which the author writes that today’s parents are “more 
competitive than ever” to get their kids “into good colleges and 
onto good career paths.” Parents are spending more time 
“investing in their children’s skills and résumés and … practices 
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and rehearsals.” As a result, the love parents give to children 
becomes “meritocratic affection.”1 
 
This article highlights the danger of tying people’s identity and 
value to their merit and performance. I wonder, how has 
meritocracy affected you? In your friendships, do you feel like 
love is something you have to earn or something that’s a gift? In 
your marriage, do you have to sustain the relationship through 
what you give to it or is it an unconditional covenant? And has 
this performance-based culture infected your relationship with 
God? That’s the question we’ll consider today. 
 
THE CONTEXT 
 
Apparently, meritocracy existed in Jesus’ day, too. There was a 
rich man who once asked Jesus what he had to do to be saved. 
This man listed all of his merits—he claimed he had kept every 
commandment! So, Jesus tested him by challenging him to sell 
all that he had and to follow him. But the man was unwilling to 
leave his money, his merit. However, this scene got Jesus’ 
disciples thinking. “You know Jesus, we’ve left everything to 
follow you. If you don’t mind us asking, what do we get?” It’s a 
natural question, one that may have been on their minds for a 
while. Jesus answered, saying they will be richly rewarded for 
following him. But as their eyes got big, Jesus saw meritocracy at 
work, so he quickly added, “But many who are first will be last, 
and the last first.” Then Jesus taught this parable about God’s 
Kingdom. 

 
THE PARABLE 
 
Scene 1: The First Workers (v. 1-2) 
 
It’s about a farmer who goes out to hire workers for his vineyard. 
As farmers are, he’s up before the sun, and he heads into town at 
6 am to find some workers. Of course, in his day, there was no 
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Google search or jobs website for the unemployed. Instead, the 
unemployed gathered in the marketplace and waited for 
someone to hire them. It may have been similar to how today 
day-laborers sometime gather at places like Home Depot, hoping 
to be hired. Likewise, these were workers who didn’t have any 
consistent income. They were dependent on being hired each day 
to care for themselves and their families. Hence, the workers 
were paid at the end of each day, to buy food on the way home. 
These are the workers the vineyard owner finds in the 
marketplace to hire. So, he calls some of the laborers, presumably 
the most able-bodied and skillful, and they negotiate a contract 
for the day. The farmer offers to pay them a generous amount: a 
denarius for the day—the going rate for skilled labor. The 
laborers agree and go to work in the vineyard. 
 
Scene 2: The Farmer’s Compassion (v. 3-5)  
 
At this point, the vineyard owner goes home, let’s the workers 
do their thing, and tends to other business, right? Actually no, 
something odd happens…the owner returns to the marketplace 
at 9 am. Then again at noon and again at 3 pm. This farmer must 
be terrible at calculating how many workers he needs. But even 
stranger, the owner keeps going back to the marketplace himself. 
He could have sent his manager to hire more workers. This is a 
wealthy landowner; he’s got things to do. Imagine Mark 
Zuckerberg going to hire a new techie for Facebook or Jeff Bezos 
hiring a delivery man for Amazon. Why the hands-on concern? I 
think he cared about these workers. The owner must have had 
real compassion for those jobless workers. They would have been 
hungry, disappointed for not having work, and increasingly 
hopeless as the day went on. “Am I going to be able to put 
something on the table tonight?” This farmer seeks these poor, 
vulnerable, unemployed workers and offers them a job. He 
promises to give them what’s fair for their labor. In other words, 
he offers them hope. He might need extra workers, or maybe he’s 
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deliberately overstaffing his vineyard in order to provide work 
for more people. This is a gracious farmer. 
 
Scene 3: The Last Workers (v. 6-7) 
 
Then 5:00 pm rolls around. The workday ends in an hour. Yet the 
owner goes out one more time. Does he really need more 
workers? Or does he want as many workers in his vineyard as 
possible? And imagine who these final workers would be. 
Everyone has already been passed up; they’re likely the least 
desirable workers. Since they’re still in the marketplace at 5:00 
pm, they must be desperately needy. They were probably the sick 
and disabled, the elderly and the orphans, the widows. These are 
people with no social network, no bank account, no food pantry. 
They were powerless to help themselves. They must’ve been 
thinking: “Who would hire us? What can I offer to anyone?” But 
then, here comes the vineyard owner, one last time. What hope 
must have fluttered in their stomachs as they thought, “could it 
be…?” Perhaps this time they would be chosen. And the farmer 
asked them, “Why are you still here?” And they said, “Because 
no one has hired us, no one wants us.” And without even 
mentioning what he would pay them, the farmer tells them the 
most incredible words imaginable: “You, go into the vineyard, 
too!” 
 
Scene 4: Paying the Last Workers (v. 8-9)  
 
Now all of the workers are in the vineyard. As the last ones join 
the rest, they can tell the other workers are exhausted. These first 
workers have been gathering grapes all day. You can tell they 
have because their clothing is sticking to their sweaty bodies, and 
there’s a steady stream of perspiration down their faces. And—
"sniff”—there’s a distinct odor…especially around those who 
have been working since 6 am. But now as the last workers begin, 
the sun has fallen behind the hill, and it’s cool and shady. There 
are only a few vines left to gather. It feels like only a few minutes 
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later when the manager comes out and announces that the 
workday is over. “Already?” So, the farmer’s manager comes to 
pay the workers. Per some strange instructions from the farmer, 
the manager begins with the last workers. Now these workers 
don’t know how much to expect. They’ll be grateful for anything. 
But to their surprise, the manager pays them each a denarius. A 
denarius! The farmer has decided to pay these last ones a whole 
day’s wage for their one hour of service! Wow! Imagine if your 
day’s wage increased by more than ten times! What undeserved 
generosity for these most needy of workers. 
 
Scene 5: Paying the First Workers (v. 10-16)  
 
Now when the first workers see this, they think, “If that’s what 
he gives for one hour, what will our bonus be? Twelve denarii?” 
And they go, very happily, up to the manager, and each receive… 
one denarius. “What!? That’s not fair—that’s unjust. Has he 
forgotten how much we worked today? We’ve been here through 
the hottest part of the day. But he’s paid us the same as the last. 
How have they merited this? How can he make them equal to 
us?” Well, they weren’t exactly saying this to themselves. So, the 
vineyard owner overhears them and says to one of them, 
“Friend, I have not wronged you. Did we not make a contract this 
morning for one denarius? How have I wronged you? Would it 
be ‘fair’ for me break this contract which I have kept? No, I will 
keep the contract, and you may keep your denarius. I choose to 
give to these last workers as I give to you. Can I not give my 
money as I please? Or is the problem not that you think a 
denarius is inadequate for a day’s work, but instead you are 
upset that I am generous?” In the original language, he said, “Or 
are your eyes evil because I am good?” In other words, “Is my 
goodness rubbing up against your evil? Are you upset because 
you see this good thing for someone else, but you want it for 
yourself?” 
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THE MEANING  
 
These first workers could see how generous the owner was being 
to the last workers, but their response was not wonder, it was 
envy. They weren’t upset because they had been cheated. They 
were upset because the order of meritocracy was being 
challenged, and they wanted to be under meritocracy. Under 
meritocracy, they had worked longer and harder than the others. 
We, too, often prefer living under meritocracy because it 
maintains the illusion that we have some modicum of control 
over our identity and value. At work, we try to be more efficient 
than our co-worker in the next cubical. At home, we compare our 
parenting styles with our neighbors: they’re too strict, they’re too 
loose. Yet God says to us, “I’m not going to judge you by output, 
by performance, by anything you can do. Your ‘first’ will be my 
‘last’ and your ‘last’ will be my ‘first.’ No, I’m satisfied that you 
are willing to come follow me into my vineyard and serve me.” 

That’s what the Kingdom of God is like. God’s grace, his 
unmerited generosity, upsets our ideas of fairness and merit. 
Jesus is telling this parable to his disciples, who want to know 
what they have earned. What do they get for leaving everything 
and following Jesus? Jesus affirms that they will be rewarded; 
their sacrifices have been seen. But Jesus also says everyone who 
follows him will be rewarded, regardless of the time they start. 
Jesus promises that his first disciples will be rewarded, as will the 
rich, young man if he repents, as will the tax collectors like 
Zacchaeus, and prostitutes and Pharisees and people in 2020, if 
they follow him. Jesus will be gracious to all who follow him. In 
the meritocracy of God, no one gets what they deserve, they get 
grace. All human values and identities based on merit will be 
disrupted and God will make all equal by his grace. Every 
disciple gets more than they deserve. Every disciple receives 
eternal life, which is a relationship with God forever. God, like 
the gracious vineyard owner, lavishes his grace upon all of his 
workers.      
 



110 
 

 

 

September 2020 

THE GOSPEL 
 
There’s still one question that remains. How is it that God can be 
gracious to us, sinners? It’s one thing to give obedient workers 
more than they deserve. It’s another to give us, sinners and rebels 
toward God, the gift of reconciliation with God. Jesus’ disciples 
seemed to miss this foundational point. They, like us, want to 
keep the order of meritocracy. But the ugly truth of meritocracy 
is that it’s a double-edged sword. It cuts both ways: we compare 
ourselves to others and realize that we don’t measure up. It 
shows our shortcomings. And while this truth is inconvenient in 
the earthly meritocracy, it’s deadly in God’s meritocracy. 
According to God’s meritocracy, we have all fallen short. None 
of us have any standing before God. Far from meriting anything, 
we owe an unlimited debt. So how can God be gracious towards 
us? How can God be both just and gracious? How can God 
uphold justice while at the same time giving something 
unmerited to the undeserving? 

It’s because of the Good News. God becomes one of the 
vineyard workers with us. God the Son became a human being, 
who perfectly obeyed and honored the Father. Talk about 
merit—Jesus did everything right: he loved God and loved his 
neighbors. Jesus had all power and riches at his fingertips, but he 
leveraged his life for others rather than for himself. See, the Good 
News isn’t what we do, it’s what Jesus has done. Even though he 
had unparalleled merit, Jesus didn’t seek his own position. 
Instead, he traded his merit, his ‘paystub,’ for ours. If you look in 
your Bibles, you’ll see that right after this parable Jesus predicts 
his own death. I don’t think that’s an accident. Jesus’ death helps 
us understand God’s grace in this parable. At the end of his life, 
Jesus will experience the biggest injustice of all time. Yet even 
during his trial and his beating, Jesus never says the one thing 
the vineyard workers say: “It’s … not … fair.” If ever those words 
were to be truly spoken, it would have been from Jesus’ lips. But 
Jesus doesn’t complain that we, his followers, have been given 
his wages. No, Jesus freely shares himself with us. Jesus 
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exchanges his merit of righteousness for our lack of merit. Then, 
by freely receiving Jesus’ perfect merit, we are freed from earning 
our value and identity in meritocracy. And even more 
importantly, God can now be gracious to us because, by Christ’s 
work, we have perfect merit before God. It’s because of Jesus’ 
sacrifice that God could “be [both] just and the justifier of the one 
who has faith in Jesus.”  

So how can God be both just and gracious? How does he 
not ignore sin yet welcome sinners? It’s that God, out of His great 
love for us, met the demands of justice on our behalf. All we do 
is accept this as a gift. Just like the last workers in the vineyard, 
we don’t merit this gift. That’s why it’s called grace. Friends, we 
have been saved by grace through faith in Christ. In the 
meritocracy of God, we are not judged by our own merits, but by 
Jesus’. Praise Jesus for his gracious gift towards us. And from our 
identity and value centered upon Jesus Christ, let us go out, 
joyfully and gratefully, to do good works for God’s Kingdom. We 
are no longer worried with the meritocracy of our culture, but 
instead fully committed to sharing this amazing grace with 
everyone we meet. 
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