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Readings 
 

Philippians 1. 21-30 

 
21 For to me, living is Christ and dying is gain.  
22 If I am to live in the flesh, that means fruitful 

labour for me; and I do not know which I 

prefer.  
23 I am hard pressed between the two: my 

desire is to depart and be with Christ, for that is 

far better; 24 but to remain in the flesh is more 

necessary for you.  
25 Since I am convinced of this, I know that I will 

remain and continue with all of you for your 

progress and joy in faith, 26 so that I may share 

abundantly in your boasting in Christ Jesus 

when I come to you again. 
27 Only, live your life in a manner worthy of the 

gospel of Christ, so that, whether I come and 

see you or am absent and hear about you, I will 

know that you are standing firm in one spirit, 

striving side by side with one mind for the faith 

of the gospel, 28 and are in no way intimidated 

by your opponents. For them this is evidence of 

their destruction, but of your salvation. And 

this is God’s doing.  
29 For he has graciously granted you the 

privilege not only of believing in Christ, but of 

suffering for him as well— 30 since you are 

having the same struggle that you saw I had 

and now hear that I still have. 

 

 

Matthew 20. 1-16 

 

20  ‘For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went 

out early in the morning to hire labourers for his vineyard.  
2 After agreeing with the labourers for the usual daily wage, he 

sent them into his vineyard.  
3 When he went out about nine o’clock, he saw others standing 

idle in the market-place; 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 labourers 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.  10 Now when the first came, they thought they would 

receive more; but each of them also received the usual daily 

wage.  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?  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?”   
16 So the last will be first, and the first will be last.’ 

 

 

Reflection 

 

There’s a song by George and Ira Gershwin which you probably all know called “It ain’t necessarily so.”  The lyrics always 

makes me smile: 

 

It ain’t necessarily so 

It ain’t necessarily so 

De things dat yo' liable  

to read in de Bible 

It ain’t necessarily so 

 

Li'l David was small but oh my 

Li'l David was small but oh my 

He fought big Goliath  

who lay down and dieth 

Li'l David was small but oh my 

 

 

Oh Jonah he lived in de whale 

Oh Jonah he lived in de whale 

For he made his home in  

dat fish's abdomen 

Oh Jonah he lived in de whale 

 

George & Ira Gershwin: Porgy & Bess 

 

Funnily enough, Jonah chapter 3 is one of the readings set for today, and I’ve probably got you thinking I’m about to 

preach on it.   
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Well, that ain’t necessarily so either, because I’m planning to look at the parable from Matthew’s Gospel! 

 

The reason for my introductory ramble is in fact that, when we try to interpret this parable of Jesus, or any other, 

unless he himself has offered us a definitive explanation, our time-honoured assumptions about what the stories are 

saying, might not necessarily be so. 

 

This one, called: The parable of the workers (or labourers) in the vineyard is often interpreted in a certain way by preachers.  

It goes something like this: 

 

 The owner of the vineyard represents God.  He is the one who hires the labourers to work in it. 

 The labourers who toil all day in the scorching heat can be understood to represent the Pharisees who, for 

generations, worked hard to keep God’s Law. 

 In the time of Jesus, they are joined, at a late hour as it were, by new so-called labourers – followers of Jesus of 

Nazareth, to whom all the abundance of God and the gift of salvation is extended. 

 This doesn’t seem fair to the ones who have laboured from the beginning, but God in his generosity is at liberty to 

give abundantly, not based on merit but out of love, and salvation is not something which we can earn anyway. 

 

No argument from me about salvation being an undeserved gift of God, amen to that, but is this the only explanation of 

the parable? 

 

This week I was reading a book by an author called Amy-Jill Levine.  She is a professor of New Testament and Jewish 

studies, and is herself Jewish, and I found her perspective on this parable fascinating. 

 

She questions everything about the ‘classic’ interpretation, starting from the title often given to the parable, suggesting 

“Labourers in the Vineyard” might not be the best.  Thinking about it, I don’t know where this title came from, but I’m 

pretty sure it wasn’t Jesus. 

 

She suggests choosing something which draws our attention to the owner of the vineyard, or the crux of what the story 

is getting at. 

 

Here are a few of her alternative titles.  The parable of … 

 … The conscientious Boss 

 … The Surprising Salaries 

 … The Last Hired being the First Paid 

 … Lessons for Management and Employees 

 

The point is this: we’re being encouraged to think again, look at other possibilities, ask what else the parable can offer – 

it’s not only about labourers in the vineyard, but the owner of the vineyard and the relationships between all the 

characters in the story.   

 

And perhaps it’s not only about salvation either? 

 

Amy-Jill Levine finds in the parable much practical advice about everyday working life.  It leads us to explore, for example, 

fairness and justice in the workplace.  She asks: was Jesus speaking up for those who couldn’t find a whole day’s work?  

Was he saying it’s right to find ways of preserving the dignity of those who aren’t able to contribute much, but still need 

a living wage?  She also asks whether this is a lesson for Christians about how to live together as fellow workers in God’s 

Kingdom in the here and now.  After all, the opening verse of the reading starts by saying: For the Kingdom of heaven is 

like a landowner – it doesn’t actually say that God is like a landowner. 

 

So, is it saying that those who work hard for the Kingdom all their lives shouldn’t expect to receive more than those who 

haven’t done the same, but all should celebrate the reckless generosity of God? 
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It also shows us that, in that kingdom, people should mirror God’s own generosity by going above and beyond in the cause 

of others, even if it might raise eyebrows round about. 

 

I think we are missing a trick if we allow ourselves to believe that parables have only one interpretation.  Looking for 

multiple meanings is not a question of whether one is right and another wrong, but – as in all scripture – of being open to 

the possibility they will offer up different blessings for us at different times.   

 

What this, or any parable, meant for us yesterday may be extended into another layer of meaning for today, and we can 

anticipate more will be there for us in the future. 

 

So if anyone ever suggests that this or that is THE interpretation of any passage from the Bible, please pause and think 

again, because it ain’t necessarily so! 

 

 

 

Intercessions 

 

We bring our intercessions to the Lord, knowing he 

hears us as we pray.  

 

Heavenly Father, we give you thanks for your word;  

for the wisdom you give us when we study it,  

and the new layers of meaning which it offers  

when we return to it time and again.  

Keep us open to all you are teaching us,  

and ready to respond as you encourage, challenge and 

lead us.  

Lord in your mercy, hear our prayer.  

 

Creator God, we give thanks for the beauty of the 

world, especially in this part of your creation where we 

are blessed to live; for the harvest, for the food we eat, 

and for our farmers working around the year and in all 

weathers.  

Lord in your mercy, hear our prayer.  

 

God of peace, as we commemorate the 80th anniversary 

of the Battle of Britain, we remember those pilots of 

many nations who defended our skies against a hostile 

enemy, and the 1,497 RAF pilots and aircrew who died.  

May we honour their memory by strengthening our 

resolve to work for peace among nations, peace in our 

communities, and peace in our hearts.  

 

Lord in your mercy, hear our prayer.  

 

Merciful God, we ask your blessing on all those people 

around the world suffering under the yoke of Covid-19. 

In our own country we pray for those living under 

tighter restrictions due to the Covid pandemic.  We pray 

for wisdom in those who must make decisions on how 

best to respond to the increasing prevalence of the 

virus; for those working to secure a vaccine and better 

treatment; for those feeling lonely or desolate as 

autumn and winter draw closer.  

Help us to keep perspective and inspire us with hope.  

Lord in your mercy, hear our prayer.  

 

Generous God, we give thanks for the innovative ways 

of raising funds which you have given our churches in 

our current times, for the energy of the people 

promoting such endeavours, for recent events in our 

Benefice. Help us to keep a sense of stewardship and a 

generous heart as we respond to the financial 

challenges we face.  

Lord in your mercy, hear our prayer.  

 

Healing God, we pray for all those who are ill at this 

time. We also pray for all those who have recently died, 

and all those who mourn.  

Lord in your mercy, hear our prayer.  

 

Lord, we are all workers in your kingdom.  

Help us to serve you,  

this world which you have made,  

and one another  

in the spirit of generosity  

which mirrors your example.  

May we not seek any special reward,  

but rejoice in the good gifts you extend to all,  

today and always.  Amen.  

 

And now we join together in saying The Lord’s Prayer:  

 

Our Father ... 


