SUNDAY, OCTOBER 14, 1984

“GOD'S GENEROSITY”

MATTHEW 20:1-16

WHAT A STRANGE WAY TO DO BUSINESS! THAT'S

WHAT MANY PEOPLE THINK WHEN THEY HEAR THE
PARABLE JUST READ, IHE OWNER OF A VINEYARD
NEEDED TO HAVE HIS GRAPES PICKED., SO EARLY

IN THE MORNING, HE WENT TO THE LOCAL MARKETPLACE
TO HIRE WORKERS FOR THE DAY. HE AGREED TO

PAY THEM A FAIR WAGE OF ONE- DENARIUS FOR THE
DAY, LATER IN THE MORNING, HE RETURNED TO

THE SAME PLACE AND HIRED MORE LABORERS AND
TOLD THEM HE WOULD PAY THEM A FAIR WAGE., AT

NOON AND AT THREE 0'CLOCK IN THE AFTERNOON

HE DID THE SAME, WITH ONE HOUR REMAINING IN
THE WORK DAY, HE RETURNED TO THE MARKETPLACE
AND FOUND STILL OTHERS WHO HAD NOT BEEN ABLE
TO GET WORK FOR THAT DAY-- SO HE ALSO SENT
THEM TO THE VINEYARD AND PROMISED TO PAY THEM,

IN THE STORY, JESUS DOES NOT TELL US WHY THE
OWNER OF THE VINEYARD DIDN’T HIRE ALL THE
AVAILABLE WORKERS EARLY IN THE MORNING., [MAYBE
HE WASN'T SURE THAT HE WOULD NEED THEM ALL,
BUT AS THE WORK PROGRESSED, HE DISCOVERED THAT
IF ALL THE GRAPES WERE GOING TO BE PICKED,

HE WOULD NEED A LOT MORE HELP.




OR, MAYBE HE DIDN’'T NEED THE EXTRA WORKERS

AT ALL, BUT KEPT GOING BACK TO THE MARKETPLACE
TO HIRE MORE PEOPLE BECAUSE HE KNEW EACH ONE
NEEDED THE WORK., EACH TIME HE WENT BACK HE
WAS CHECKING TO SEE IF OTHER EMPLOYERS HAD
HIRED THOSE WHO WERE IDLE, AND SINCE HE KNEW
THEY NEEDED THE WORK TO SUPPORT THEIR FAMILIES,
HE GAVE THEM A JOB,

THE ASSUMPTION IS OF COURSE THAT ALL THOSE

WHO WERE WAITING TO WORK IN THE MARKETPLACE
WANTED TO WORK, THAT'’S WHY THEY WERE THERE,
IT WAS A COMMON PRACTICE IN THOSE DAYS TO COME

TO A CENTRAL PLACE AND BE AVAILABLE TO FARMERS
AND OTHERS WHO COULD EMPLOY THE NEEDED WORKERS.

AT THE END OF THE DAY, THE OWNER TOLD HIS
PAYROLL CLERK TO PAY EACH OF THE WORKERS, BUT
IN REVERSE ORDER--BEGINNING WITH THOSE WHO

HAD BEEN HIRED LAST AND THEN ON DOWN TO THOSE
WHO HAD BEEN HIRED EARLY IN THE MORNING., THEN
CAME THE SURPRISE! HE PAID EACH MAN A FULL
DAYS WAGES, EVEN THOUGH SOME OF THEM HAD ONLY
WORKED ONE HOUR, SOME THREE HOURS, SOME SIX
HOURS, SOME NINE HOURS AND SOME TWELVE HOURS.,
NATURALLY, EACH ONE NOTICED WHAT HIS FELLOW
WORKERS WERE BEING PAID. PERHAPS IF THE OWNER
HAD PAID THOSE WHO HAD COME TO WORK EARLY IN
THE MORNING FIRST, AND THEN ON UP THROUGH THE
DAY, AND AFTER EACH GROUP HAD BEEN PAID, SENT

THEM AWAY--NO ONE WOULD'VE NOTICED THAT EACH




GROUP HAD BEEN PAID THE SAME.

INSTEAD, BY PAYING THOSE WHO HAD COME TO WORK

LATE IN THE DAY A FULL DAY’'S WAGES, IT CAUSED
THE OTHERS TO THINK THAT THEY WERE GOING TO
GET MORE THAN A FULL DAY'S WAGES, IN FACT,
ACCORDING TO THE STORY, THAT'’S EXACTLY WHAT
THEY SAID, “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."

HOWEVER, THE OWNER REMINDED THEM THAT HE HAD

NOT DEFRAUDED THEM IN ANY WAY., HE PAID THEM
EXACTLY WHAT THEY HAD TOGETHER AGREED ON AS

A FAIR WAGE, AND HE ADDED--"WHY SHOULD YoU

BE JEALOUS BECAUSE I CHOOSE TO BE GENEROUS

TO THOSE WHO HAVE STOOD ALL DAY IN THE MARKET-
PLACE LOOKING FOR WORK, WORRYING BECAUSE THEY
COULD NOT EARN ENOUGH TO KEEP THEMSELVES OR
FEED THEIR FAMILIES., THEY NEED AS MUCH MONEY
AS YOU TO FEED THEIR CHILDREN. WHY ARE YOU
SO ENVIOUS OF MY GENEROSITY AND THEIR GOOD
FORTUNE?”

NO DOUBT THOSE WHO HAD WORKED ALL DAY WENT
ON TO THINK TO THEMSELVES, “WELL OF COURSE
YOU HAVE NOT ACTUALLY DEFRAUDED US. WE GOT
WHAT YOU AGREED TO PAY US., BUT IT'’S THE
PRINCIPAL OF THE THING.” MOST OF US CAN

QUICKLY FIND PRINCIPLES TO STAND ON WHEN OUR
SELFISH INTEREST IS INVOLVED,




WHAT IS THE MEANING OF THIS PARABLE? IT IS
NOT ITS PURPOSE TO TELL US HOW WE SHOULD
ORGANIZE OUR ECONOMIC LIFE OR HOW WE SHOULD

SET UP OUR PERSONNEL SYSTEMS; OR HOW OUR
CHURCHES, INDUSTRIES OR BUSINESSES SHOULD PAY
WAGES. REMEMBER JESUS BEGAN THE PARABLE BY
SAYING, “THE KINGDOM OF GOD IS LIKE A HOUSE-
HOLDER WHO WENT OUT EARLY IN THE

MORNING , . . “

IN ADDITION, THE CONTEXT IN WHICH THE PARABLE
IS SET IN THE GOSPEL OF MATTHEW, GIVES US A
HINT ABOUT THE STORY'’S MEANING. RIGHT BEFORE

JESUS TOLD THIS STORY, HE HAD BEEN HAVING A
DISCUSSION WITH HIS DISCIPLES ABOUT GQOD’S

KINGDOM AND HOW GOD'’S LOVE IS FOR ALL PEOPLE,
IN THE DISCUSSION, PETER HAD ASKED HIM, “DON‘T
WE GET SOME EXTRA REWARD SINCE WE HAVE LEFT
EVERYTHING AND HAVE BEEN FOLLOWING YOU LONGER
THAN ANYONE ELSE? WE'RE THE FIRST ONES. WE’VE
STAKED OUR WHOLE LIFE ON YOU, GIVEN UP OUR
JOBS, SACRIFIED OUR FAMILIES--SO WHAT DO WE

GET THAT'S EXTRA?”

PETER WAS ASKING WHAT SOME PEOPLE ASK TODAY,
“ARE WE GOING TO BE ON THE SAME LEVEL IN GOD’S
KINGDOM AS THE PEOPLE WHO TAKE IT EASY AND
ENJOY LIFE UNTIL THEY GROW TOO OLD AND TOO




WORN OUT TO AMUSE THEMSELVES, AND THEN SUDDENLY
LATE IN LIFE BECOME RELIGIOUS? WILL THEY HAVE
THE SAME REWARD AS THE REST OF US WHO HAVE

RIED TO BE FAITHFUL ALL OUR LIVES OR MOS
OF OUR LIVES?”

[T WAS IN ANSWER TO THIS KIND OF QUESTION THAT
JESUS TOLD THIS STORY, HERE THEN, ARE SOME

OF THE MAIN POINTS TO REMEMBER ABOUT ITS
MEANING,

1. FIRST, WITH THIS PARABLE, JESUS IS SAYING
THAT GOD LOVES US ALL EQUALLY. GOD LOVES US

IF WE DECIDE TO TAKE GOD SERIOUSLY ONLY IN
THE LAST MOMENTS OF OUR LIFE, AS MUCH AS GoD

LOVES OTHERS WHO HAVE BEEN OPEN TO GOD FROM

THE BEGINNING, THIS IS ABOVE ALL A PARABLE

ABOUT GOD’S GENEROSITY, ABOUT GOD’S GRACE TO
ALL PEOPLE, IT’'S A PARABLE WHICH REMINDS US
THAT WE DO NOT EARN GoD'S LOVE--IT IS ALWAYS
GIVEN TO US, AND GOD GIVES EACH ONE OF US AS
MUCH AS WE NEED--ALL WE HAVE TO DO IS TO BE

OPEN TO IT AND ACCEPT IT.

IN OTHER WORDS, GOD DOES NOT TREAT US AS WE
OFTEN TREAT EACH OTHER. GOD JUDGES DIFFERENTLY
THAN WE DO, [THIS IS A PARABLE WHICH REJECTS
LEGALISTIC OR “REWARD” RELIGION. IT REJECTS
HE HERESY THAT GOD LOVES SOME PEOPLE MORE
THAN OTHERS BECAUSE THEY ARE MORE RELIGIOQUS
THAN THE REST OF US--OR BECAUSE THEY ATTEND
THE “RIGHT” CHURCH, OR BECAUSE THEY EARNED




GoD’S LOVE, TO0O MANY PEOPLE THINK OF RELIGION
AS SOMETHING TO BE DONE TO EARN GOD’S FAVOR,
[T'S LIKE THE STOCKHOLDER COMMERICAL. “WE
MAKE RELIGION THE OLD FASHIONED WAY -- YoOU
HAVE TO EARN GOD’S FAVOR.”

AT THE SAME TIME, THE PARABLE IS QUITE ACCURATE
IN ITS DESCRIPTION OF WHAT HAPPENS IN OUR LIFE
TOGETHER. IN THE PARABLE, SOME PEOPLE ARE
CALLED TO WORK EARLY IN THE MORNING AND WORK
FAITHFULLY ALL DAY WHILE OTHERS ARE IDLE. LIFE
IS LIKE THAT. SOME FIND THE RIGHT DIRECTION
FOR THEIR LIFE EARLY, WHILE OTHERS SEEM TO

DRIFT AND HAVE MORE DIFFICULTY FINDING WHAT'S
RIGHT FOR THEM. WE’VE ALL KNOWN PEOPLE WHO

HAVE TRIED SEVERAL VOCATIONS OR PROFESSIOMNS
BEFORE THEY FIND WHAT’S BEST FOR THEM, OR YOUNG
PEOPLE WHO DROP OUT OF COLLEGE FOR A WHILE
BECAUSE THEY'RE NOT SURE WHAT THEY SHOULD BE
DOING WITH THEIR LIVES.

SOME PEOPLE FIND GOD EARLY IN LIFE, WHILE
OTHERS DO NOT EXPERIENCE GOD’S LOVE UNTIL LATE
IN LIFE.

THE PARABLE TAKES INTO CONSIDERATION THAT LIFE
IS UNEVEN., SOME PEOPLE HAVE GOOD HEALTH AND
ABOUNDING ENERGY AND OTHERS POOR HEALTH AND
VERY LITTLE ENERGY, JSOME DIE$ YOUNG FOR NO
APPARENT REASON AND OTHERS ARE ABLE TO LIVE

AND WORK AND FIND MEANING IN THEIR WORK




UNTIL THEY ARE VERY OLD,

SOME PEOPLE SEEM ALWAYS TO BE PASSED OVER WHEN
SELECTIONS ARE MADE AND THEN ARE CHOSEN ONLY

LATE IN

_ IFE, AND SOME PEOPLE SEEM TO BE

GENEROUSLY REWARDED FOR WHATEVER THEY DO WHILE
OTHERS SEEM NOT TO BE, WHY THE DIFFERENCE?

NO ONE REALLY KNOWS AND IN THE PARABLE JESUS
DID NOT ATTEMPT TO ANSWER SUCH QUESTIONS.

BUT AGAIN WHAT THE PARABLE DOES INDICATE IS

THAT GOD

DOLE OUT

'S LOVE, GOD’S GRACE IS AVAILABLE FOR

ALL AND AT ANY POINT IN LIFE, GOD DOES NOT

LOVE IN A CAREFULLY GRADUATED BEAKER

OF REWARDS.

2. SECONDLY, THIS IS A PARABLE THEN WHICH

REMINDS

JS THAT GoD’s KINGDOM, OR GOD'’S WAY

IS FREQUENTLY A STARTLING REVERSAL OF OUR USUAL
AND ORDINARY WAY OF LOOKING AT THINGS. THUS

JESUS SA

ID TO PETER BEFORE HE TOLD THIS STORY--

"BUT MANY THAT ARE FIRST WILL BE LAST AND THE
LAST FIRST.” AND JESUS ENDED THIS PARABLE

WITH THE SAME KIND OF STATEMENT--"SO THE LAST
WILL BE FIRST AND THE FIRST LAST.” GOD IS
FULL OF SURPRISES!

FOR US IN THE KINGDOMS OF THIS WORLD, SUCCESS

IS USUAL
GET AND

Y MEASURED BY HOW MUCH A PERSON CAN

KEEP, BUT GoD‘s KINGDOM IS JUST THE

OPPOSITE, SAID JESUS. THE MORE YOU GIVE AWAY,



THE MORE YOU WILL FIND MEANING IN LIFE AND
HAPP INESS,

MOST OF THE TEACHINGS OF JESUS CONTAIN STARTLING
REVERSALS OF THE WAY WE USUALLY OPERATE. “BLESSED
ARE THE POOR IN SPIRIT, FOR THEIRS IS THE KINGDOM
OF GOoD,” WE USUALLY THINK, BLESSED ARE THE

RICH, BLESSED ARE THOSE WHO PUT THEMSELVES

FIRST, BLESSED ARE THOSE WHO ARE FAMOUS; BLESSED
ARE THOSE WHO ARE COMPLETELY SURE OF THEMSELVES

AT ALL TIMES, FOR THEY HAVE EVERYTHING,

JESUS SAID, “BLESSED ARE THE MEEK, FOR THEY

SHALL INHERIT THE EARTH.” WE SAY, BLESSED
ARE THE STRONG, THE POWERFUL, THOSE WHO CAN

TAKE WHAT THEY WANT,; BLESSED ARE THE AGGRESSIVE;
THOSE WITH THE MOST GUNS, THE MOST GUIDED MISSILES;
THE LARGEST ARMIES, FOR THEY SHALL INHERIT

THE EARTH.

READ THE GOSPELS AND EVERYTHING IS REVERSED
FROM OUR ORDINARY POINT OF VIEW. “YOU HAVE
HEARD THAT IT WAS SAID, ‘AN EYE FOR AN EYE

AND A TOOTH FOR A TOOTH,' BUT I SAY TO You,

‘DO NOT RESIST ONE WHO IS EVIL, BUT IF ANY

ONE STRIKES YOU ON THE RIGHT CHEEK, TURN TO
THAT ONE THE OTHER ALSO0.” “YOU HAVE HEARD

THAT IT WAS SAID, ‘YOU SHALL LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOR
AND HATE YOUR ENEMY, (THAT'S THE WAY THE WORLD
OPERATES), BUT I SAY TO YOU, ‘LOVE YOUR ENEMIES,

PRAY FOR THOSE WHO PERSECUTE You.,'”




AND IN THIS PARABLE OF THE WORKERS IN THE
VINEYARD--JESUS SAID, THE KINGDOM OF GOD IS
LIKE WHAT TAKES PLACE IN THIS STORY. GOD
REWARDS US ACCORDING TO OUR NEEDS, NOT
ACCORDING TO WHAT WE THINK WE DESERVE, OR WHAT
OTHERS THINK WE DESERVE.,

35, NOTE THIRDLY, THAT EVEN THOUGH THE KINGDOM
OF GOD REVERSES OUR USUAL WAY OF THINKING AND

OF DOING THINGS, IT'S NOT EASY FOR US TO ACCEPT.
WE MISUNDERSTAND AND ARE JEALOUS OF GOD’Ss
GENEROSITY.

IN THE PARABLE,; THOSE WHO WERE LUCKY EMOUGH
TO BE HIRED EARLY IN THE MORNING AND WHO WORKED

ALL DAY WERE ENVIOUS OF THOSE WHO WORKED ONLY
ONE HOUR OR THREE HOURS OR SIX HOURS AND GOT
PAID THE SAME,

THEY DID NOT UNDERSTAND THAT WORK AND LIFE
IN GOD’S VINEYARD, BEING CALLED BY GOD EARLY
IN LIFE, FINDING ONE'S SELF EARLY IN LIFE,
IS IN ITSELF A GIFT AND CARRIES WITH IT ITS
OWN REWARD,

WHY DO WE AUTOMATICALLY ASSUME THAT THE PERSON
WHO HASN'T BEEN ABLE TO FIND WORK, OR FIND
DIRECTION IN HIS OR HER LIFE, OR FIND GOD,

IS HAPPIER THAN WE ARE? OR WHY DO WE SEEM

TO ASSUME THAT A PERSON WHO HAS WASTED MOST

OF HIS OR HER LIFE AND ONLY BEGINS TO BE
PRODUCTIVE LATE IN LIFE, HAS HAD MORE FUN
AND JOY THAN THE REST OF US7
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WHY COULDN’T THOSE WHO HAD WORKED ALL DAY HAVE
REJOICED BECAUSE OF THEIR FELLOW WORKER'S GOOD

FORTUNE? AFTER ALL, THOSE WHO COULDN'T FIND
WORK EARLIER IN THE DAY NOW AT LEAST HAD ENOUGH
MONEY TO CARE FOR THEIR FAMILIES., THAT SHOULD
BE CAUSE FOR THANKSGIVING,

THE OWNER OF THE VINEYARD RIGHTLY ASKED THOSE
WHO HAD WORKED ALL DAY-="WHY ARE YOU SO ENVIOQUS?
WHAT I CHOOSE TO PAY THE OTHER WORKERS IS NOT
COMING OUT OF YOUR POCKET. YOU’'RE NOT GETTING
ANY LESS BECAUSE OF MY GENEROSITY. YOU WOULD'VE

BEEN QUITE SATISFIED WITH YOUR PAY IF YOU HAD
NOT KNOWN WHAT I PAID THESE OTHER WORKERS,

BUT NOW BECAUSE YOU BEGIN TO MAKE COMPARISONS,
YOU ARE ENVIOUS.,"”

ENVY IS ONE OF OUR MOST INSIDIOUS DISEASES,
WHEN WE SEE SOME GOOD THINGS COMING TO SOMEONE
ELSE, PERHAPS EVEN OUR BEST FRIEND, WE SO
EASILY BECOME JEALOUS AND BEGIN TO CHECK UP

ON THE WAY THE VARIOUS QUOTAS OF BLESSINGS

ARE BEING HANDED OUT AND DISTRIBUTED, WHEN
SOMETHING BAD HAPPENS TO US, WE ASK, “WHY ME?”
AND WHEN SOMETHING GOOD HAPPENS TO SOMEONE
ELSE, WE ASK, "WHY NOT ME?”
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WHEN WE BEGIN TO MAKE COMPARISONS, WE ARE NO
ASKING THE QUESTION, “AM I BEING TREATED
FAIRLY?” BUT RATHER, “How DO I COMPARE TO
OTHERS,*

THE BIG PROBLEM WITH ENVY IS THAT IT BLOCKS
OUR VISION AND OUR UNDERSTANDING, WHEN WE
ARE ENVIOUS WE CAN NO LONGER SEE THE GOODNESS
AND GRACE OF GOD. ANYONE WHO LOOKS AT GoD’S
BLESSINGS WITH ONE EYE AND WITH THE OTHER EYE
TRIES TO KEEP TRACK OF WHETHER OTHERS ARE

RECEIVING A LITTLE BIT MORE THAN ONESELF,
FALLS VICTIM TO THE DISEASED KIND OF SEEING

THAT MAKES ONE INCAPABLE OF RECOGNIZING WHAT
A BLESSING IS.

WITH THIS PARABLE, JESUS IS SAYING THAT GOD
SEES AND KNOWS EACH ONE OF US COMPLETELY, AND
THAT GOD LOVES US EACH ONE EQUALLY, GoD’S
LOVE AND GRACE ARE GIVEN TO US GENEROUSLY.,

THIS IS A PARABLE OF GOD'S GENEROSITY. RATHER
THAN ALL THE TIME CALCULATING, THE PARABLE
CALLS US TO BE THANKFUL FOR WHAT WE HAVE, FOR
GOD HAS GIVEN US EVEN MORE THAN WE DESERVED,
TRY THIS WEEK TO REJOICE AT THE GOOD FORTUNE
OF OTHERS, AS WELL AS YOUR OWN., AMEN,




