
Title: Power to the People 
 
Text: Matthew 20:1-16 
 
Thesis: Jesus drops on his listeners a provocatively head-scratching 
story to confront them with the stark choice between affirming the 
ways of power in Rome’s empire or the ways of power when shaped 
with the hope and justice of God’s realm. 
 
 
Did you know there are 6 billionaires who call Oklahoma their home? Their 
combined net worth in 2018 was 44.7 billion dollars. Let’s imagine some 
possibilities for a few minutes.  
 
What if net worth was reset with a cap of 1 billion every 10 years? And that 
all the money one earns and nets over a billion at the reset had to be 
distributed fairly and evenly to the people of Oklahoma to fund things like 
health care, mental health care, education, etc.? Last year the state would 
have received a boost of 38.7 billion dollars.  
 
Now I know there are a few things wrong with this scenario and it stretches 
reality and that there are all kinds of ways people could get around this. But 
just go with it for the next few minutes. Imagine what could be possible with 
that amount of money used to directly make the lives of all Oklahomans 
better. To give our imagination a little context, Oklahoma’s projected 2019 
budget is 7 billion, which means we have more than 5 times that amount to 
dream with.  
 
Imagine the schools all of Oklahoma’s youth could attend. Imagine how 
much this would do for our teachers.  
 
Imagine the money we could insert back into Oklahoma’s economy 
because we wouldn’t have to give it away to health care costs.  



 
Imagine the productivity and innovation we could generate across the state 
by effectively managing mental health for all of our citizens.  
 
Imagine the kind of investments we could make into a sustainable 
Oklahoma infrastructure.  
 
Imagine how this infusion of funds could set us up to generate even more 
revenue to share for years to come.  
 
It seems so unreal and far-fetched, huh? But it’s not an outlandish idea 
because the money isn’t there. It’s not like we’re only dreaming up some 
kind of fantasy conversation about what if Oklahoma hit it big in some kind 
of 50 states lottery drawing. 
 
It’s far-fetched and appears out of reach because we all know the power to 
deploy the money --money which actually exists-- isn’t on board with this 
kind of generous social vision. We know that’s what matters at the end of 
the day. The existence and abundance of resources isn’t the problem… we 
know it’s something else.  
 
We know and have witnessed and perhaps have grown cynical over the 
fact that despite there being plenty, power will arrange and organize in a 
certain way to concentrate and isolate those resources for the benefit of a 
relatively small handful of people. And this, no doubt, causes us to go, 
“Yeah, the little imaginative dreaming exercise we all just went through is 
just that… a dream.”  
 
It’s frustrating. It’s irritating. The slightest flight of hope brought back to 
earth by the way the world is.  
 
But of course, as you might expect since you’re here this morning, there’s a 
parable of Jesus for that. A story told to put a stop to the creeping weeds of 



cynicism. A story told to awaken within us a hopeful imagination. A story to 
energize us to not only dream up alternative ways of sharing this world with 
each other but to also dare us to live out those bold visions; a story issuing 
an extraordinary challenge to any and all who want to take it on; to anyone 
who decides to do their part in bringing about the realm of God right in the 
middle of a world not yet open to its seemingly impossible possibilities.  
 
According to Matthew’s account, Jesus once told a story that went like this:  
 
1 "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, 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. 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." 
 



Now there have been all kinds of interpretations of this story. A lot of 
scholars try to use these stories to create some sort of theological teaching 
from them… for example, some have used this story to say something 
about deathbed confessions...people who accept God’s grace at the end of 
their life will receive it just the same as someone who accepted it years 
before they died.  
 
I mean, whatever. I guess that’s a thing, but none of the people in this story 
are dying right away. They’re trying to live. They’re trying to make it. 
They’re trying to figure out how to get along in this world.  
 
And the way of getting along in the world for them depends a lot on who 
has all the money plus the power to share it. Then they have to figure out 
how to play the game well enough to get enough for themselves to get by. 
And their assumption, I think, is that they can’t change anything about the 
rules the powerful use to control and shape their lives; they just have to 
outplay their neighbors who they see as participants or competitors under 
the same rules.  
 
But when all that is flipped upside down, the ones who felt they played the 
game the best feel slighted.  
 
“Wait a minute,” they say, “these people worked only an hour and got the 
same… but we thought!”  
 
They never thought about how the rules could be different or that they 
could be rewritten or that maybe the only way to get ahead is to not even 
play the game at all.  
 
Jesus drops on his listeners this provocatively head-scratching story 
to confront them with the stark choice between affirming the ways of 
power in Rome’s empire or the ways of power when shaped with the 
hope and justice of God’s realm. 



 
The vision embedded in this story isn’t about denying power or attempting 
to render it ineffective; it’s about reclaiming it in a way that it works for 
everyone. There is enough! That’s the fundamental assumption. And that 
reality is often lost on people who have been convinced that what is 
available is only available to the few who can generate their worth by their 
ability to outplay or outperform those next to them.  
 
But as we know the game is designed or rigged so that those who play it 
will never really win.  
 
Now theoretically this sounds great. Opt out! Refuse to play the game. But 
realistically and practically we’re standing in the marketplace needing to 
make a day’s wage so we can make it to the next day.  
 
It’s a great thought but it’s kind of like what happened a few minutes ago 
when we were dreaming up all the cool things Oklahoma could do with an 
extra 38 billion dollars. It’s fun to think about, it gets us stirred up, but let’s 
be real.  
 
Ok then, let’s be real.  
 
It’s true, we may never see the gap closed between our reality and the 
hopes we have in the reality we dream up. But we can step into and toward 
that vision. We can do what we can to move things along and closer to it. 
And this allows the next person who catches a glimpse of what we’re 
pursuing to be a little bit closer, have a little bit less road to travel, and little 
better idea for how to get there.  
 
These small decisions or ordinary acts of faith -- rooted in the possibility of 
a world where power is given to and shared by all its inhabitants -- they 
slowly chip away at the world of isolated and concentrated power.  
 



With each decision we make to accept and affirm the worth of someone not 
accepted by the world as it is, we begin to break down the strength of 
isolated and concentrated power and make room for alternative possibilities 
to seep into the cracks and fractures we’re leaving in the world as it is. 
 
In small and ordinary ways we weaken this stronghold little by little…  

 
● With each vote we cast giving momentum to a new set of rules 

that accounts for all people 
● With every decision to claim our worth apart from the validation 

offered us by the world as it is for generating value on its terms 
● Anytime we create space for someone else, no matter who they 

are and how differently they are perceived to be, to express 
their right to be here and live and share life with us 

● With every wild and radical idea that grows the circle of shared 
power wider and challenges the status quo to disrupt the 
establishments shoring up the world as it is  

 
And let’s also be clear, when confronted with the ideas and outcomes of 
these new possibilities there will be some who “grumble against the 
landowner.” They won’t like it because the game has seemingly worked for 
them; however, they’ve been suckered by an illusion suggesting all they 
need to do is outplay their peers.  
 
Sadly, we see these grumblings escalate into further hate and violence like 
they did last week in Christchurch, New Zealand.  
 
Still, even in the face of such blatant terrorism it’s important we’re not 
forced or scared into backtracking on the journey toward the imaginative 
possibilities uncovered by our hope in the realm of God. We must not back 
off or slow down our pursuit of a world big enough to encompass and share 
with our Muslim friends and neighbors.  
 



And, as we stand here alongside friends, family and neighbors and try to 
find our way together in the marketplace of the world as it is,  
 
...let’s resolve each day to take the small steps into a more just and 
expansive vision of a world that can be;  
 
And like the landowner  
 
...let’s opt out, let’s unleash a creative spirit to flip the script on what can 
happen; 
 
...let’s “choose to give” and to “be generous;”  
 
And through small and ordinary actions shaped by extraordinarily radical 
hope, may we each continue making way for the emergence of a world 
where the logic of first and last doesn’t make sense to anyone.  
 
Amen.  


