EVERYONE LOVES A STORY

#4 The Vineyard Workers: Is Life Fair?
October 3rd, 2010 – Matthew 20:1-16
Ever say to yourself: That’s not fair? A child thinks: Why am I always picked last.  Life doesn’t seem to be fair.      In fact it seems to be quite the opposite of fair.  Ever been turned down for a job because your either too qualified or not qualified enough? You work hard and you end up getting laid off.  The truth is that life is not always fair.          A mother was preparing pancakes for her sons, Kevin, 5, and Ryan, 3. The boys began to argue over who would get the first pancake. Their mother saw the opportunity for a moral lesson. If Jesus were sitting here, He would say, Let my brother have the first pancake, I can wait. Kevin turned to his younger brother: Ryan, you be Jesus!  It is not always easy living for Jesus when life does not seem to be fair. The good news however is that God is always fair.         This is the lesson of the parable of the Vineyard workers. Read Matthew 20:1-16.
A contemporary version might go: A large, mulit-national, retail giant moved into a new city. Call it Stuff Mart. They put an add in the paper inviting applications for people to work for one month to stock their shelves, and received 100 applications. The manager went through them all, chose the best 25, and offered them a job. He said: At the end of the month, I’ll pay you $2000 cash. They agreed, and went to work. One week into the month, he phoned another 25. Come and work, and at the end of the month I’ll pay you a fair wage. The next week he phoned the next 25, and made the same offer. Finally, the last week, he phoned the last 25. Folks with no education, lousy references, a series of bad jobs, many of whom hadn’t even filled out their application properly and couldn’t spell. They too came and worked. At the end of the month, he called everyone together and lined them up to pay them. The lowly, poor workers who had come for only one week were first. They hadn’t been particularly productive, due to their lack of many very basic skills. But as they approached the table, the manager paid them 20, $100 dollar bills.
Imagine their reaction! Those who had been hired at the beginning of the month got excited!! We slaved all month long, we worked much harder and accomplished much more, I wonder what we will get paid!!! When their turn came, they also received 20, $100 dollar bills. They got upset, phoned the international StuffMart Union, and lodged a protest. It’s not fair! We worked all month and accomplished much more than the losers you hired the last week. We deserve more than them. The manager replied: Friend, I am not being unfair to you. Didn’t you agree to work for $2000? Take your pay and go. I want to give those who were hired last the same as I gave you. Don’t I have the right to do what I want with my own money? Or are you envious because I am generous? We want to read this parable as one about fairness, but is that what we want or need? When we get what we deserve, that is justice. When we don’t get what we deserve, that is mercy. When we get what we don’t deserve, that is grace. God’s kingdom is not based on what is fair but on what we need. We don’t need justice, we need grace. First let me make some observations about this parable and then apply this to our life:
OBSERVATION ABOUT THE PARABLE
Matthew 20:1-2: For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to hire men to work in his vineyard. He agreed to pay them a denarius for the day and sent them into his vineyard.  This would have been a typical scene in the days of the Bible. Just as we have employment agencies today, in the first century, there were places where day laborers gathered to seek work. These workers were unskilled at a trade and were near the bottom of the social-economic scale. Many lived at a level not far above beggars. They worked from job to job, many of which lasted no more than a day. Because they had no guarantee of work beyond what they might be doing at the time, they would gather in the market place before dawn to be available for hiring. 

Working in a vineyard was not easy work. These workers were promised the pay of a denarius. This was the wage of a Roman soldier. While this might not mean much to us, it meant a great deal to those listening. Being a Roman soldier was not the most glorious or prestigious job but it was higher up the social ladder than the common laborer. As such, the promise of a denarius to these workers would have been quite generous. And so they agreed to this rate with great eagerness!  The equivalent today would be about $50. A new employee had been caught coming in late for work three times and the fourth time the manager decided to read him the riot act. Look here! Don’t you know what time we start to work around here? He replied: No, sir. They’re always working when I get here. God wants us to be diligent and faithful in our work, whatever the job. These folks certainly were!
Matthew 20:3-7: About the third hour he went out and saw others standing in the marketplace doing nothing.       He told them, you also go and work in my vineyard, and I will pay you whatever is right. So they went. He went out again about the sixth hour and the ninth hour and did the same thing. About the eleventh hour he went out and found still others standing around. He asked them, Why have you been standing here all day long doing  nothing?  Because no one has hired us, they  answered. He said to them, You also go and work in my vineyard.

The phrase others standing in the marketplace doing nothing does not denote laziness, but rather, unemployment. That’s what they did until someone came to hire them. This pattern continued for the hiring at the third hour, sixth hour, and the eleventh hour. The Jewish workday began at 6:00 AM. This was called the first hour. The third hour began at 9:00 AM, the sixth hour began at noon, the ninth hour began at 3:00 PM, and the eleventh hour at 5:00 PM. The phrase I will pay you whatever is right shows us that these workers no doubt trusted the owner as a man of his word -- while the owner does not promise a particular wage, these workers knew it would be fair.
The crisis and challenge to unemployed workers is the loss of income, identity, and initiative. Being unemployed does not mean doing nothing. An article in Psychology Today: How to Land a Job: Make job hunting a full-time commitment. Stories abound of well-qualified people who have been unemployed for a year or more. Is the problem a poor economy or something else? Frequently, it is something else - minimal job-hunting efforts, perhaps. Surveys have shown that most people who have been unemployed for lengthy periods spend fewer than five hours a week actively searching for work. They manage to land only one or two interviews each month. If you are unemployed, you should spend a minimum of 40 hours a week actively searching for work…Looking for a job is a full-time job.   

It is at this point that the parable takes a dramatic turn. By the eleventh hour--5:00 PM --the work on most plantations would have been winding down. The laborers waiting for work at this time would have lost hope. Yet on this particular day it was different -- because of the generosity of the landowner. It is clear that he is interested not only in his vineyard but also in the unemployed.  Notice there are two groups of workers: those hired early who went to work after negotiating a wage; and those hired later without a contract, choosing to trust the landowner.

Matthew 20:8: When evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his foreman, Call the workers and pay them their wages, beginning with the last ones hired and going on to the first. The typical mode of payment back then was “first come first served. Not surprisingly, Jesus turns it around to, last come first served. Talk about confusion.

Matthew 20:9-10: The workers who were hired about the eleventh hour came and each received a denarius.         So when those came who were hired first, they expected to receive more. But each of them also received a denarius.
Because of human nature, we can imagine how the laborers who worked all day felt as all the workers got paid one denarius. The natural thought would be: If the owner gave them 50 bucks for working one hour, those of us who have worked twelve hours stand to gain a bundle! However, their hopes were dashed. They received the same pay.

Matthew 20:11-12: When they received it, they began to grumble against the landowner. These men who were hired last worked only one hour,’ they said, ‘and you have made them equal to us who have borne the burden of the work and the heat of the day. We can sympathize with these workers. We can understand their complaint. Their joy turned to anger as they realized that they received the same pay as those who had worked for only one hour. As such, they were determined not to leave until they received “satisfaction” from the landowner. This is only a symptom of the real problem. They were upset that the landowner had made the other workers equal to them.

Matthew 20:13-15: But he answered one of them, Friend, I am not being unfair to you. Didn’t you agree to work for a denarius? Take your pay and go. I want to give the man who was hired last the same as I gave you. Don’t I have the right to do what I want with my own money? Or are you envious because I am generous? Here the owner completely refutes the workers’ argument with a crushing blow. The word friend is not the term for a close friend, but rather a casual companion. Since the landowner only addresses one person the implication is that this “friend” probably was the spokesman of the group. The owner then clearly states, ...I am doing you no wrong; did you not agree to work for a denarius? At that time 50 bucks was a fair, generous wage for their work. Both sides had lived up to their end of the bargain. What the landowner paid other laborers, or what the landowner did with his own money was no business of anyone else. In fact, if the landowner had wanted to give half of his wealth to one of the workers, he would not be unjust and we would admire him for his generosity. Then Jesus brings the parable to its appropriate end in verse 16: So the last will be first, and the first will be last. In God’s economy, things are often just the opposite of what we expect. Let’s apply God’s Word to our life.
APPLICATION TO OUR LIFE

Don’t Take Grace for Granted: Appreciate It: The “problem” is not the injustice of a mean and cruel landowner but the generosity of a gracious and loving farmer. Verse 15: Are you envious because I am generous? One of the most generous employers in the world and in history is Bob Thompson, the owner of an asphalt paving company for 40 years. Thompson struck it rich when he sold his company for $400 million, but he gave $128 million away to the hundreds of workers who had helped make it all possible. For those with pensions he gave $2000/year for each year worked and for those without pension he gave between $1 million and $2 million depending on years of service. The workers were overjoyed. They were not simply without a job, but set for life. Such generosity does not come natural to many people. This is God’s nature. Grace is meant to be appreciated.

In his book, What’s So Amazing About Grace, Phillip Yancey points out that part of our problem is in the nature of grace itself. Grace is scandalous. It’s hard to accept, hard to believe, and hard to receive. Grace shocks us in what it offers. It is truly not of this world. It frightens us with what it does for sinners. Grace teaches us that God does for others what we would never do for them. Grace is a gift that costs everything to the giver and nothing to the receiver. Grace does not just give us more blessing than we deserve, but in fact  the blessings we receive are completely apart from the principle of deserving. Under grace, we cannot come to God complaining, Hey, don’t I deserve better than this? because God will reply You really don’t want Me to give you what You deserve, do you?
Grace is given to those who don’t deserve it, barely recognize it, hardly appreciate it and even take it for granted.

 In a move that shocked anyone who has ever seen The Apprentice, including Tara Conner, Donald Trump announced Dec. 19, 2006 that he would not fire the embattled Miss USA, despite allegations of drug use, underage drinking and sexual misconduct. He said: She’s agreed to go into rehab. She knows that if she makes even the slightest mistake from here on, she will be immediately replaced. I believe she can do a tremendous service to young people. Fighting back tears Conner thanked Trump for the pardon saying: In no way did I think it would be possible for a second chance to be given to me. I’ve had a very big blessing bestowed on me. It truly takes someone with a wonderful heart, a heart of gold and a blessed soul.  That’s why God alone gets the glory in our salvation. Jesus did all the work when he died on the cross. Grace is meant to be appreciated and not taken for granted.
Phillip Yancey also writes: Grace means there is nothing we can do to make God love us more—no amount of spiritual calisthenics and renunciations, no amount of knowledge gained from seminaries, no amount of crusading on behalf of righteous causes. And grace means there is nothing we can do to make God love us less—no amount of racism or pride or adultery or even murder. Grace means that God already loves us as much an infinite God can possibly love.  No one loves you as much as God loves you. No one cares for you the way God cares for you.        No one understands you the way God understands you. A parent’s love for their children is a wonderful thing. If you could collect all the parental love in this world, it would amount to just a thimble full in comparison to God’s love. Are you taking God’s grace for granted or appreciating it more as we grow in the our relationship with Jesus?
God’s Grace Affirms Our Value: Live It: Have you ever felt incompetent? Have you ever felt inferior to others and thus less important? Think for a minute about those who were not hired until 5.00PM. They watched and waited while the other workers were hired. They knew that they would probably not get paid that day. They probably wouldn’t be able to buy any food for dinner that night. Passed over like a child chosen last for kick ball.

Usually the best and strongest were the first to be picked. These workers were the leftovers, the least skilled. Who in their right mind would pick them?  And then the landowner appears – we see His compassion for the forgotten, downcast. Even though you may not be good, he wants you! These workers really represent each of us. When you think about it, what do we have to offer Him? Does He need our intellect? Our strength? Our money? Our good deeds? No! Honestly, I don’t think He needs anything from us. Our confidence and joy in this life is based - not on what we have or do not have; or on what we do, or don’t do - rather our confidence is on WHO we are in Christ.   We have a Savior who saved us and a Father who loves us. On the last day, when we stand before Him, there won’t be any distinctions between pastors and taxi drivers, missionaries and a caretaker. We are all valued equally.
When the worker’s eyes were focused on what other’s had received they were unable to receive their own wages with joy. The word grumbled means that they did not just grumble once, but grumbled continually. 
This helps us see what kind of workers they really were. They didn’t say, You have put us on a par with the late-comers, but you have put them on a par with us. In other words, they were not only dissatisfied with what they themselves had received; they were also envious of what had been given to the others.  There’s a part of us that wants God to give us grades so that we can compare ourselves with other people. And if the truth were known, many of us think God has given us an “A” while others are barely passing! Do you put yourself above other people? 
The problem is when we start comparing, we start coveting and then it is not long until we start complaining.      This ultimately leads to bitterness toward God. We get the feeling that we are getting a raw deal from God.            Ever struggle with comparing, complaining and criticizing? If so, stop comparing yourself with others.          Romans 12:3: For by the grace given me I say to every one of you: Do not think of yourself more highly than you ought. Stop being so hard on other people. Stop looking for things that don’t seem fair. Refuse to criticize. It’s ironic, isn’t it? We want grace for ourselves, but we don’t always give it to others. Grace applied to us always seems good and nice and right but grace given to others frankly disturbs us. Be gracious with others. Cut them some slack. Your sin doesn’t smell any better than mine does. It really doesn’t. Let’s treat people the way we want to be treated because God declares that in the economy of grace, we are all equal. Live life being valued and valuing others.
The challenge before us today, especially if you are young is do not wait to serve God. Do not wait until the ninth or eleventh hour of your life to get busy serving God. Start now. Serve now! Keep at your service year after year. And when your life is completed do not think, What am I owed for my service to God? but rather, What a joy it is to serve a loving and gracious Father.  Let me close with this rap I found: There once was a man who owned a vineyard. And needed some men to work very hard. He hired some men early in the day And told them a denarius would be their pay. And every few hours he hired more men  Telling them the same again and again  Then in the evening he gave them their wage  But the ones who came early expressed outrage "We worked harder than anyone here.  Aren't you being just a bit unfair." "I'm not being unfair to you.  A denarius was what you agreed to." Now take your pay and go. Even though you thinks it's low.  For I'll be gracious to whom I want. I'll be generous even though you aren't. For many who are victims of circumstance. And hiring you early was a matter of chance. There are Christians who live quite a long time.  Laboring all day taking care of the vine. But some get saved after they are old  Or live a short while after entering the fold  But nonetheless on judgment day Both may end up receiving the same pay For the point is not simply doing his biz  But rather revealing how gracious God is. AMEN!
