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Around the late first-century of the common era, almost surely 15 years after 

Marks Gospel found its way circulating among the growing number of Jesus’ 

disciples, the gospel, according to Matthew, breaks onto the scene in the third 

largest city of the ancient world: Antioch. The grandeur of city planning, captured 

the Roman empire’s vision of status, power, and wealth. Did I mention that this all 

belonged to a small ruling elite? This elite espoused Rome's greatness and 

attributed it to the will of the gods. You see, Greco-Roman religion was 

polytheistic; if you wanted to win a war, you prayed to Mars, the war god. When 

you wish for fertile soil, you pray to Cybele; she was the goddess of Earth, nature, 

fertility, mountains, and wild animals. If you wanted your wedding blessed with 

love and marriage, you prayed to Juno.1  

And suppose you did not get the results you wanted. In that case, if you had 

exceptional political influence and riches enough to build and donate public 

buildings, you could put your statue in front, displaying your generosity. You 

could become a god or at least a son of god. The political, social, economic, and 

theological merged in support of the Pax Romana, which in Latin means "Roman 

Peace." Anyone who would dare to stand against Rome was standing against the 

gods. The Roman empire did not have a separation of church and state like we do 

here in America, and due to this convergence, one could consider the priest a 

government worker.  

50% of the Roman population lived in poverty and at subsistence levels, and 

another 40% were slaves. 85% of Rome's Gross domestic product was agricultural. 

So, Rome had an economic interest in Judea. It was an excellent place for crop 

 
1 Woff, Richard. A Pocket Dictionary of Greek and Roman Gods and Goddesses. United States: Getty 
Publications, 2003. 



production. Galilee had rich fertile soil with plenty of water and a prime location 

for a trade route that made the occupation of Judea great for produce and export. 

Rome acquired farmland by raising taxes forcing the farmers into debt over their 

heads, and at foreclosure, the farmers' property seized.2  

Adding insult to injury, the former occupants would barter their services to stay on 

the farm with no place to go. In other words, they would become sharecroppers 

and indentured servants. Now we get a picture of the context of Jesus parable, is he 

on the side of the exploitative, unjust system where charity looks like you care. 

However, a radical unfair abiding system hovers, letting them know you really do 

not care. 

Today those who study the bible use many methods to search sacred text and 

bring our consciousness to the daily struggle. Contemporary theology attempts to 

overturn every stone to acquire more access to the context of holy scripture. One of 

the tools and ways analogously we "see through a glass dimly" is through the 

social sciences discipline. Jesus parable this morning invites us to imagine a 

landowner who generously extends a welcome invitation to work in his vineyard. 

 
“For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the 

morning to hire laborers for his vineyard. 2 After agreeing with the laborers for the 

usual daily wage,[a] he sent them into his vineyard. 3 When he went out about nine 

o’clock, he saw others standing idle in the marketplace; 4 and he said to them, 

‘You also go into the vineyard, and I will pay you whatever is right.’ So they 

went. 5 When he went out again about noon and about three o’clock, he did the 

same. 6 And about five o’clock he went out and found others standing around; and 

he said to them, ‘Why are you standing here idle all day?’ 7 They said to him, 

‘Because no one has hired us.’ He said to them, ‘You also go into the 

vineyard.’ 8 When evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his manager, 

‘Call the laborers and give them their pay, beginning with the last and then going 

to the first.’ 9 When those hired about five o’clock came, each of them received 

the usual daily wage.[b] 10 Now when the first came, they thought they would 

receive more; but each of them also received the usual daily wage.[c] 11 And when 

they received it, they grumbled against the landowner, 12 saying, ‘These last 

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 he replied to one of them, 

‘Friend, I am doing you no wrong; did you not agree with me for the usual daily 

wage?[d] 14 Take what belongs to you and go; I choose to give to this last the same 

as I give to you. 15 Am I not allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to 

me? Or are you envious because I am generous?’[e] 16 So the last will be first, and 

the first will be last.”[f] Matthew 20:1-16 (NRSV). 

 
2 Lettsome, Dr. Raquel S. “The Gospel of Matthew.” New Testament Lecture. Fall Semester © 2020. Eden 
Theological Seminary 
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Agriculture is an essential driver of economies in the Midwest. So, those 

who work on farms might know what it is like to work hard all day, and due to the 

nature of our location, I imagine at times in inclement weather. At first glance, it 

seems the Landowner is inconsiderate of those who were first and worked all day. 

After all, we have instituted the hourly wage, and the last group may have done an 

hour or two. Why does being first and bearing the brunt in the heat of the day 

matter so much? Is self-worth tied to being first? Maybe it had to do with being 

equal? Remember they murmured, "you have made them equal to us."  

This parable reminds me of the elder brother in the parable of the Prodigal 

Son, who, in his mind's eye, earned the "right" to have a say in whether his 

younger brother should be given equal status with him, after all, "he did all the 

right things!" What about the "chosen ones," the steadfast generations Jews who 

resisted the grafting in of the recently “God Fearing” populace of the gentiles into 

their religious communities. Matthew paints a bigger picture for his audience (who 

would have identified with those who first hired); this parable destabilizes the 

deception of a works-based justification for the "holy few."  

So, it is not about a pure and holy few. It is about a parking lot FULL. My 

father had a business in Southern California for 40 years; he was a demolition 

contractor. A proud Christian man who boasted of putting all six of his children 

through Christian private school. There were three boys and three girls in my 

family - Monty, Matthan, Marla, Maury, Monica, Micole, and our middle names - 

Davah, Devon, Dannaya, Damon, Demetris, and Desiree; we are all MD's. I 

digress. I remember going to work with my father and stopping at the Home Depot 

parking lot to pick up day workers, many of whom were immigrants, American 

Vietnam Vets, and privileged white men addicted to meth or cocaine, often seen 

living on the streets. I remember them telling us how their families had finally 

given up on them. Sometimes the day workers, especially those of Mexican 

descent, would ask if there was room in the truck for their brother or amigo. 

The incarnation is God's immigrant story; he left his throne in glory, left his 

domain, left his residence, immigrated to this Earth to a beautiful Edenic garden 

rich with fruits, flora, and fauna. Came amongst his people whose land was 

occupied by Roman Colonial rule. Found himself to be an undocumented 

Palestinian in the land of Canaan. I imagine the Landowner moved by the patience 

of the last group who waited all day for someone to give them work and 

discriminately he decided that they should not have to wait for their pay. They had 

the same responsibility of taking care of their families as the first group of workers, 

so he paid them the same wage. Where do we go from here?  

On Monday September 14, the Federal appeals court ruled that the current 

regime in a history of dynasties that go back to George Washington's 



administration can now end the Temporary protected status program. Many of the 

recipients have lived in the U.S. for decades and have children who are U.S. 

Citizens.3 No matter where you end up on the political landscape as Christians, 

how will the good news of the kingdom of heaven be heard in this debate? – 

Matthew displays for us the action taken by a thoughtful and gracious landowner. 

This morning, we may embody this good news; the Kingdom of heaven is 

like, a landowner with a vineyard who discriminately advocates for equal 

distribution and inclusion of those who are overlooked and forgotten on the street. 

The Kingdom of heaven is like a familial kinship, the inverse of isolation and 

individualism. The Kingdom of heaven is like an economy where no one is left 

out! The place where a just economy thrives without either underemployment or 

unemployment. The place where the family table is the centerpiece of kinship 

reality. The front line moves to the back of the line, and those in the back move to 

the front. You see, the Kingdom of heaven negates the necessity for such a 

desperate system requiring one to wait in the Home Depot parking lot to feed their 

families. The miracles in the gospels are scenes and spaces in which Jesus proves 

that unjust systems do not need to exist.  

The welcoming Landowner invites Julio and Edwardo to work in his 

vineyard, but Julio and Edwardo will not accept the offer unless Fernando, 

Enrique, Mario, and Jesus, Yes! I said, Jesus can come along. You see, Jesus 

identifies as an immigrant worker; that is why He said, " Inasmuch as ye have done 

it unto one of the least of these my brethren, ye have done it unto me." Matthew 

25:40 (NRSV). I stand before you today as a living witness to testify that Jesus 

migrated from heaven to the parking lot to show us a future that can and must 

become our present reality. 
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