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Septuagesima Sunday 
St. Matthew 20:1-16: “It’s Time for a Performance Review.” 
February 16/17, 2019 | Saude, Jerico, & Redeemer Lutheran Churches 
 

In Nomine Iesu 
+  +  + 

Lord God, heavenly Father, through Your holy Word You have called us into Your vineyard: 
Send, we beseech You, Your Holy Spirit into our hearts, that we may labor faithfully in Your 
vineyard, shun sin and all offense, obediently keep Your Word and do Your will, and put our 
whole and only trust in Your grace, which You have bestowed upon us so abundantly; through 
Your Son Jesus Christ, that we might obtain eternal salvation through Him; who lives and 
reigns with You and the Holy Spirit, one true God, now and forever. Amen. (ELH, p. 151) 
 
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen. (Rom. 1:7, etc.) 
 

The sermon text for today is taken from the twentieth chapter of the Gospel according to St. Matthew. We 
read selected verses in Jesus’ name: 
 
[Jesus said:] “For the kingdom of heaven is like a master of a house who went out early in the 
morning to hire laborers for his vineyard. After agreeing with the laborers for a denarius a day, 
he sent them into his vineyard. / “And going out about the third hour he saw others standing 
idle in the marketplace, and to them he said, ‘You go into the vineyard too, and whatever is 
right I will give you.’ So they went. / “Going out again about the sixth hour and the ninth hour, 
he did the same. And about the eleventh hour he went out and found others standing. And he 
said to them, ‘Why do you stand here idle all day?’ / “They said to him, ‘Because no one has 
hired us.’ He said to them, ‘You go into the vineyard too.’ / “And when evening came, the 
owner of the vineyard said to his foreman, ‘Call the laborers and pay them their wages, 
beginning with the last, up to the first.’ And when those hired about the eleventh hour came, 
each of them received a denarius. Now when those hired first came, they thought they would 
receive more, but each of them also received a denarius. And on receiving it they grumbled at 
the master of the house, 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.’ / “But he replied to 
one of them, ‘Friend, I am doing you no wrong. Did you not agree with me for a denarius? Take 
what belongs to you and go. I choose to give to this last worker as I give to you. Am I not 
allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me? Or do you begrudge my generosity?’ / 
“So the last will be first, and the first last.” (ESV) 
 
These are Your words, heavenly Father. Sanctify us by Your truth, Your Word is truth. Amen. (Jn. 17:17) 

 
In Christ Jesus, who chose us by grace to be first in His kingdom though we are considered last 
in the world, dear fellow redeemed: 
 
The presence of our circuit visitor at our churches last weekend was a new experience for all of 
us. He was here to observe how divine services are conducted, to learn about member 
participation in the work of the church, and to discuss the blessings and challenges we face in 
the church and in our community. His goal in each of these areas was to encourage us to remain 
faithful to the Word of God, and to grow in love toward God and one another. 
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In a sense, his “parish visitation” functioned as a sort of “performance review” for our 
congregations. This was healthy for us to take part in. We know we do not operate perfectly as a 
congregation, and that there is always room for improvement. We are also glad to receive 
encouragement to keep the good things going. A performance review done well can help to 
sharpen the focus and strengthen the purpose of an individual or organization. 
 

I 
In today’s text, Jesus administers a sort of performance review for the entire Christian Church. 
He uses a parable to talk about the motivation for our work, our attitude toward the work, and 
our reward for the work. He said that “the kingdom of heaven is like” the owner of a vineyard who 
went looking for laborers. The first ones he found agreed to work for a denarius a day, which 
was a fair wage. He found more standing idle at the third, sixth, ninth, and eleventh hours and 
hired them with the promise of compensation, but with no specific amount set. 
 
All the laborers were glad to be employed. More than likely, they were waiting in the 
marketplace because they hoped someone would come looking for workers. If they did a good 
job, they knew they would receive payment and would likely be well-positioned to be 
employed in the future. 
 
These laborers signify Christians, those who have been called by the Gospel to work in the 
Lord’s vineyard. This includes the work done in and for a congregation. But it also includes the 
work you do in your vocations in the world. The Lord has called you to confess His truth no 
matter what you are doing, and to reflect His love no matter what you are involved in. This 
includes your interactions with your spouse, your children, and your extended family. It 
includes your work and behavior at your job, among your friends, and in your community. You 
carry out each of these vocations as a Christian, as one who has been called out of the darkness 
of unbelief into the light of God’s grace. 
 
But the work is not always easy. The laborers hired at the first hour described themselves as 
those “who have borne the burden of the day and the scorching heat.” Those are challenging working 
conditions. It’s hard to work on a blistering hot day. The harder the conditions are, the more 
energy is expended by the worker. 
 
You may not feel much discomfort as a Christian as long as you are respected and valued by 
others. But when you are criticized or attacked for your beliefs, the heat is much more intense 
and the working conditions more unpleasant. Working in the Lord’s vineyard—living out your 
calling as a child of God—is difficult, and there are many controlled by the devil who want your 
work to fail. 
 
Still, there is plenty of motivation for being a Christian, such as the comfort of knowing your 
sins are forgiven and life has been won for you by Jesus, and the confidence that your life of 
faith is pleasing to the mighty God who made everything good. 
 
The motivation is there, but our attitude does not always reflect our confession. Of those 
working in the vineyard, some do not endure the scorching heat as well as others do. They 
constantly complain about their pain and troubles. They imagine that no one has it as bad as 
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they do. Every burden, both the heavy and the relatively light, elicits groans and tears. These 
Christians need more training in the Word to bear up under troubles with patience and to keep 
their eyes fixed on Jesus while they carry their cross after Him. 
 
Other workers are tempted to take it easy and let others do the heavy lifting. This includes a 
laid-back attitude about hearing and learning God’s Word and supporting the work of the 
church. They figure they can slide by on a little faith. They tell themselves that they could 
always pick up the pace down the road if the situation calls for it. These Christians are lazy. 
They need to be reminded what trials and torments the Savior endured to redeem them from 
their sins. 
 
Others are hard workers. Despite set-backs and obstacles, they keep plugging along. Sometimes 
the heat is intense, but they know relief will come. They meet challenges one day—or even one 
hour—at a time, knowing the Lord has not forsaken them and will come to their aid. But these 
Christians are not perfect either. They grow tired of the Christians around them who don’t seem 
to put forth the effort they should. Or they become resentful of those who don’t know how 
good they have it, those who did not have to go through the hard times they did. 
 

II 
It is this last category of workers that Jesus especially talks about in the parable. The workers 
hired at the first hour assumed they would receive more than those who were hired later. After 
all, they worked longer and harder. Their raw fingers, sore muscles, and burnt skin proved it. If 
those who worked just one hour were paid a denarius, then those who worked all day should 
receive a great deal more. 
 
Instead, they received exactly what they were promised: one denarius. “This isn’t fair!” they 
said; “this isn’t right!” You can imagine the looks on their faces – quite different from the looks 
on the faces of those who received the exact same pay for much less work. These would have 
looked at one another with astonishment and joy and said, “What good fortune! Look what we 
were paid for so little work!” The vineyard owner turned toward one of the grumblers and said, 
“Friend, I am doing you no wrong. Did you not agree with me for a denarius? Take what belongs to you 
and go. I choose to give to this last worker as I give to you. Am I not allowed to do what I choose with 
what belongs to me?” 
 
We wouldn’t like this so much if it happened where we work. But we give thanks and praise to 
God that this is the way salvation is distributed to sinners. We sang about this in the chief hymn 
for today, “Salvation unto us is come / By God’s free grace and favor” (ELH 227, v. 1). Salvation 
is given not to those who have the best attitudes or work the hardest. Salvation is given to all 
who trust in Jesus for their salvation. 
 
It does not matter how long you have been working in the Lord’s vineyard or the amount of 
work you have accomplished. What matters is not your work. What matters is Jesus’ work. If 
you want to talk about bearing burdens and feeling heat, think about Jesus. He bore the burden 
of every sin—every wicked thought, every wrong word, every sinful action. He took the full 
weight of your sin, my sin, and everyone’s sin on Himself and carried it to the cross. On the 
cross, God the Father poured out every ounce of His wrath against sin upon His only Son. 
There, Jesus felt the heat of the eternal fires of hell in the place of all sinners. 
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Looking to Jesus and everything He suffered for our salvation lightens our burdens and 
troubles. When we see what He endured, we are assured of His love for us. One who would go 
through all that for us is not going to forget about us. His sacrifice in our place also inspires us 
to work harder and to think more about the needs of our neighbors. Since He has already 
completed the work of our salvation for us, we are free to serve Him and others. We don’t have 
to worry about impressing the boss. We don’t have to put on a show. “It is finished!” (Joh. 19:30), 
said Jesus. The work is done. The reward is yours. 
 
And what is that reward? The reward is the same for everyone who believes in Jesus alone. The 
reward is “the crown of righteousness” (2Ti. 4:8), “the crown of life” (Rev. 2:10), which is bestowed 
on all believers. It is eternal salvation in the presence of the holy God. It is never-ending joy 
with all the saints who humbly counted themselves last. The saints in heaven do not begrudge 
the Lord’s generosity. They know that no one would be in heaven except by His grace, His 
undeserved love toward them. They deserved eternal punishment but received eternal life 
instead. 
 
So, dear friends in Christ, It’s Time for a Performance Review. Each of us can see where we 
have not been the best workers for God. We have complained about our burdens instead of 
relying on the Lord’s mercy and grace. We have taken His goodness for granted instead of 
honoring His gifts with our best effort. And we have judged others as being lower than us, 
while expecting greater reward because of our better efforts. There is plenty of room for us to 
improve. 
 
But in Christ, we are forgiven for our impatience when the burden seems too heavy. In Christ, 
we are credited with perfect righteousness even when our faith is weak. And in Christ, we are 
redeemed from our self-righteous attitudes and our pride. We deserve no reward for our own 
flawed efforts. But Jesus’ performance in our place is perfect, and He gladly shares with us His 
eternal reward. “For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our 
Lord” (Rom. 6:23). 
 
Glory be to the Father and to the Son and to the Holy Ghost; as it was in the beginning, is now, and ever 
shall be, forevermore. Amen. 

+  +  + 
 


