SERMON – Matthew 20:1-16 and Jonah 3.10 - 4.11
(God’s Grace)
Structure
1. Introduction – It’s not fair
2. Commentary on the Parable
3. Lessons from Jonah
4. God’s Grace
Introduction – It’s not fair
We have all probably said it or thought it at one time or another.  And if you are a parent then you will probably be used to hearing it rather too much.
‘’It’s not fair !

Even as adults things happen that we consider to be unfair.  So maybe the first thing that strikes you about this week’s reading from Matthew is – It’s not fair.  Jesus appears to say that someone who works all day in the fields will be rewarded the same as somebody who makes only a small contribution at the end of the day.  Well that’s not fair !
We are all familiar with the idea of fairness.  We like the concept of fairness; a fair day’s work for a fair day’s wage.  That is why the reading from Matthew goes against the grain.  We are brought up in life to expect justice and we want our fair share.  What is the point of trying to live a good life if other people around you, who do not make the same effort, receive the same reward as you?
But today’s parable introduces a completely different way of thinking.  Jesus takes human values of fairness and justice and turns them upside down.
Commentary on the Parable of the Workers in the Vineyard
Jesus often used parables about farming which his audience could easily relate to.  And yet despite their simplicity, the stories were also challenging and provocative at the same time.

If we look more closely at the reading.  Jesus starts by saying:
‘’For the Kingdom of Heaven is like ……..‘’  (Matt. 20:1)

So the parable is about the Kingdom of Heaven.  God is represented by the landowner and the workers are believers.  The parable is not primarily about the right to work or conditions of work.  It is about God and entrance to the Kingdom of Heaven.  Not socio-economic reform.
In Palestine the grape harvest ripened towards the end of September and was closely followed by the rains.  If the harvest was not gathered in before the rains came, then the crop would be ruined.  So at this time of year, any worker was welcome even if only for a short time.
The men standing in the market place were not lazing away their time.  They were casual labourers, many of whom lived a subsistence hand to mouth existence.  A day’s work, and thus a day’s wage, was usually the difference between food or no food on the table.  These men were desperate for work.  To be unemployed for a day was a disaster, which is why they waited all day in the market place, their equivalent of the job centre.
The hours mentioned in the parable reflect the normal Jewish working day.  The day began at sunrise, around 6am, and therefore the third hour was 9am, the sixth hour was 12 noon and the eleventh hour was 5pm.  The pay was standard; a denarius was a normal day’s wage for a working man.  But it was not a wage which left any margin for luxuries, it barely covered the essentials.
So we can imagine the relief of the men who were selected from the crowd and given work.  This meant they’d be eating that day !  But also the frustration and disappointment of the men passed over.
Interestingly, it is only the first group of men who have an agreed contract for a specified quantity of pay.  The subsequent groups of men were so grateful for the chance to work that they left the amount of pay up to the owner.
At the end of the day, the owner of the vineyard instructs his foreman to pay all of the workers their wages ‘’beginning with the last ones hired and going on to the first.’’
Surprisingly all the labourers were paid the same, irrespective of how long they had worked.  And let’s face it, in our eyes, this is not fair.
If we had been the landowner we might have expected to pay the ones who did not work so long less money.  Indeed, the men who had worked the longest complained:
‘’and you have made them equal to us who have borne the burden of the work and the heat of the day.’’  (Matt. 20:12)

In reply, the owner says that he has not cheated anyone.  He has paid them the agreed wage and it is his business if he wants to pay others more.  Does he not have the right to do what he wants with his money provided he has been just in all his dealings?
So the parable challenges our views of justice and fairness.  These men did not all do the same amount of work but they did all receive the same pay.  And if the parable is primarily about the Kingdom of Heaven, then Jesus is saying that God does not give us what is fair or what we necessarily deserve.

Lessons from Jonah

Our Old Testament reading from the book of Jonah also shows us how God deals with people.

Nineveh became the capital city of Assyria in the reign of Sennacherib and in the mind of the author it stood for all the wickedness endemic in the Assyrian Empire.  Jonah would have known of the atrocities inflicted upon people by the Assyrians and he wanted God to punish them.  In short, Jonah wanted God to destroy Nineveh.  He wasn’t interested in mercy only in justice.
We meet Jonah just after his successful preaching to the people of Nineveh to repent or face destruction.  Jonah should have been pleased that his preaching resulted in repentance, but instead he was angry.
In verse 2, he complains to God:
‘’I knew that you are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abounding in love, a God who relents from sending calamity.  Now, O LORD, take away my life, for it is better for me to die than to live.’’
To Jonah’s mind, to let Nineveh off was not justice.  It was opening up God to the accusation of being a soft touch.  Instead of the threatened death and destruction, God had forgiven the Ninevites because of their repentance.  This was precisely what Jonah was afraid of.  Jonah wanted God to deal with the city in an entirely different way.
So although Jonah knew that he had relied on God’s forgiveness to save him from drowning, he was still angry that God was so forgiving with everybody else as well, especially pagan Gentiles.  The reading closes with God comparing Jonah’s self-centredness about a plant with his lack of compassion for a whole city full of people and animals.
The story of Jonah shows us the full picture of God’s love and compassion – that no one is beyond redemption.  It is a story about God’s grace – His giving of forgiveness to those who do not deserve it.  But that does not mean God approves of wickedness or turns a blind eye to it.  He wants to see an end to the wickedness, to see repentance and a turning away from wrong doing.

We also see this undeserved generosity in the parable from Matthew.  The vineyard owner is giving away too much to people who did not deserve it.  Late workers getting paid as much those who have worked all day? Scandalous ! Such treatment would quickly undermine the economy if it were to catch on !
But Jesus’ is giving us a parable about grace.  And grace cannot be calculated like a day’s wages.  Grace is a free gift.  It is about receiving what we do not deserve.  Whereas justice is getting what we do deserve.
God’s Grace and forgiveness
So what is so important about grace ?

Well, it probably represents the defining characteristic that separates Christianity from all other religions.  Philip Yancey in his book ‘What’s so amazing about Grace’ tells the following story:
During a British conference on comparative religions, experts from around the world debated what belief, if any, was unique to the Christian faith.  They began by eliminating possibilities.  Incarnation? Other religions had different versions of gods appearing in human form.  Resurrection? Again, other religions had accounts of return from death.  The debate went on for some time until C S Lewis wandered into the room.  ‘’What’s the rumpus about?’’ he asked, and heard in reply that his colleagues were discussing Christianity’s unique contribution among world religions.  Lewis responded, ‘’Oh, that’s easy.  It’s grace.’’
After some discussion, the others had to agree.  The notion of God’s love for us coming free of charge, no strings attached, seems to go against every instinct of humanity.  The Buddhist eight-fold path, the Hindu doctrine of karma, the Jewish covenant, and the Muslim code of law – each of these offers a way to earn God’s approval.  Only Christianity dares to make God’s love unconditional.
The problem is that the idea of grace is unnatural to us.  It is unnatural to us because it goes against human intuition and what we might call the universal moral law; the law that some price must be paid for justice to be satisfied.  A murderer cannot simply go free.  A child abuser cannot simply shrug and say ‘’I just felt like it.’’

However, the penalty has already been paid – by God himself.  God gave up his own Son on the Cross rather than give up on humanity.  And by accepting the punishment on himself, Jesus satisfied the demands of the moral law, and God found a way to forgive.  So to us, grace is a free gift that costs us nothing but cost God everything.
Those of you who have done an Alpha course might remember a great illustration that Nicky Gumbell used.  About two old school friends who grow up together, go to University together but then go their separate ways in life.  One of them goes into law and eventually becomes a judge whilst the other becomes a criminal.  One day the judge sees his old friend in the dock before him having committed a crime.  And he knows he can’t let him off just because he is an old friend.  Because justice wouldn’t be seen to have been done.  So he fines his old friend – an appropriate amount for the crime.  He then takes off his wig and robe and goes down behind the dock.  There he writes his friend a cheque to cover the full cost of the fine.  So on the one hand justice is done, but coupled at the same time with love and compassion.
The reassurance of the Gospel message is that God does not treat us according to what we deserve or what is fair.  For none of us comes close to satisfying God’s requirements for a perfect life.

It seems to me that perhaps one of the reasons we find grace difficult is that many of us don’t have a very strong sense of our own wrong doing or sin.  Deep down we don’t really think that we’re too bad compared to some people.  So it is easy for our experience of God’s grace and forgiveness to become more intellectual than heartfelt.  Hence our ongoing pre-occupation with justice and fairness.  But it is only the experience of being completely forgiven that makes it possible for us to forgive others.
Our Old Testament reading shows us that Jonah had much to learn about God.  That God doesn’t condemn if He can find a way to forgive.
This is the essence of what Jesus came to say and do.  To preach God’s forgiveness by God’s grace, completely undeserved as it was by human effort.
I’ll close with a few words from Philip Yancey’s book:
From nursery school onward we are taught how to succeed in the world.  The early bird gets the worm.  No pain, no gain.  There’s no such thing as a free lunch.  Demand your rights.  Get what you pay for.  I know these rules well because I live by them.  I work for what I earn; I like to win; I insist on my rights.  I want people to get what they deserve – nothing more, nothing less.

Yet if I care to listen, I hear a loud whisper from the gospel that I did not get what I deserved.  I deserved punishment and got forgiveness.  I deserved wrath and got love.  I deserved debtor’s prison and got instead a clean credit history.  I deserved stern lectures and crawl-on-your-knees repentance; I got a banquet spread for me.

(Page 64 of What’s so amazing about Grace?)

May we hear that whisper too.  Amen.
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