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Matthew 20:1-16



Pentecost 18 ~ Series A ~ September 18, 2005

A Most Unfair Vineyard

The text for today’s message is our Gospel lesson, Matthew 20:1-16, which has already been read.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

It just isn’t fair what the landowner does.  Consider it from the viewpoint of the workers who are hired at the start of the day—you’ll sympathize with them pretty quickly.  They’re the ones who are up-and-at-‘em in the marketplace first thing in the morning.  The lord of the vineyard comes along and offers them the standard deal for a twelve-hour shift.  They’ll work in his vineyard for a day, and receive a day’s pay at the end.  So, they go.  They put in the hours, even through the heat of the day.  As they labor and carry the burden of the work, the landowner keeps going back to the marketplace.  Each time, he finds more who are idle; and each time, he calls them into his vineyard.  The lord of the vineyard even goes back when there’s only an hour left in the day; which seems hardly worthwhile.

The day ends, and it’s time to collect.  Do the math.  If those who work the whole day get a day’s pay, then it stands to reason that those who worked one-twelfth of the day will get one-twelfth of a day’s pay.  But when those who worked the least collect their pay, they get it all.   Those who worked only half a day still collect all.  Surely those who worked the whole time are going to get something extra, aren’t they?  It’s only fair.  Yet, when it’s time to collect, these weary workers only get what was promised—a day’s pay, as much as everyone else.  

It’s then that the mutterings and grumblings begin from the full-day workers.  “It isn’t fair, what this lord of the vineyard has done.  We worked a lot more, so we should get paid a lot more; but we only got was what was promised.  Look at the guy who killed all but the last hour of the day before coming to work, walking around with a whole day’s pay and a smile on his face.  Maybe next time we’ll just wait and come in at the last moment.  It sure worked for him!  Well, if nothing else, we’ve still got our pride.  We know who the real workers are around here.  At least we can feel good about ourselves.”

So goes the reasoning of the mutterers, and you have to agree that the landowner hasn’t acted all that fairly.  However, consider the same day from the perspective of the lord of the vineyard.  He’s the one who has paid for the construction of the vineyard, and he’s made it big to accommodate a lot of laborers.  He goes to the marketplace and finds workers who are idle—they have no place, no security, no reward for their idleness.  He could look for others who show more initiative—he could stick to those who arrive at his gate.  But these idle men need a place, or else all that they have will be taken from them.

So at the marketplace, he “hires” laborers promises that, because they are in his vineyard, he will give them a reward at the end of the day.  As the day wears on, he returns to the marketplace; and each time finds more idle workers.  He wants them in his vineyard, where he can provide for them security and peace.  So,  each time he finds idle workers, he calls them into his vineyard and offers them a reward.  He even goes back at the eleventh hour.  He won’t get much work out of them, but he still wants them in his vineyard anyway.

When the end of the day comes, the workers are gathered for the time of reckoning, and here’s the surprise.  The lord of the vineyard does not pay them based upon their work.  The lord of the vineyard pays them based on his own generosity.  Whether the worker has labored for twelve hours or for one, he still needs the same reward.  That’s what is necessary for his well-being, to sustain his life.  Therefore, that’s what the lord of the vineyard gives.

It is fair?  Not at all.  But what troubles many is not that the lord is less than fair with those who worked the full day.  He’s fair to them, and gives them exactly what he has promised.  No, what troubles many is that he is more than fair to those who didn’t work that much; even though they haven’t earned it, he still gives them the same reward.  Therefore, many are mad at him not because he’s evil, but because he’s good.  They’re ticked off because he’s nicer than they expected.

So, how would you assess this vineyard in the parable?  It all depends how you look at it.  If you measure the vineyard by the efforts and attitudes of the workers, it’s a crummy place to be.  But if you measure the vineyard by the efforts and attitudes of the lord, there is no place better. 

This is especially true when one considers a factor that doesn’t appear in the parable.  The all-day workers complain that they deserve more because they’ve borne the burden and the heat of the day.  Focused so much on their own efforts, they’ve missed the most important thing.  They’ve not borne the greatest burden or suffered the severest heat.  The Lord’s Son has.  He’s borne the burden of their sin to the cross.  He’s endured the heat of hell while suffering for their sins.  The only reason they’re even in the vineyard is because the Son died to bring them in.

Because, you see, this parable is really about the kingdom of heaven.  If you are a businessman, you shouldn’t use this parable as a guide for conducting your business.  There are few better ways to tick off your long-term, faithful employees than to reward the new guy in the mailroom as much as them.  This is not how things operate in this world.  In fact, St. Paul declares, “If anyone will not work, neither should he eat” (2 Thessalonians 3:10).  But this parable is not about business in this world.  Jesus makes it clear that He’s speaking about the kingdom of heaven.

The kingdom of heaven isn’t fair.  For this we give thanks to God.

All are lost in sin, and the Lord desires to save sinners.  Therefore, He sends His Son, Jesus, to establish His kingdom.  He desires to save sinners—to bring them into His kingdom, to give them a place, security, and eternal life.  

The cost is steep for this royal vineyard to open.  The Lord must sacrifice His only Son for the sins of the world.  Because the Son pays this price by His death on the cross, the Lord then calls out to all who stand idle outside His kingdom, bidding them to leave their worthless activities behind and enter His vineyard of grace.  

The Lord gathers them in to be His, and within His kingdom they’re free to do the tasks that He’s given them to do.  Husbands and wives are set free to serve each other.  Parents are set free to care for their children, while children are set free to obey their parents.  Employees are set free to do their best on the job, while employers are set free to make sure employees are well taken care of.  All are set free to hear the Word, to tell others, to support the Church with tithes and talents.  These are the sorts of tasks that the Lord gives to those within His kingdom.

And for all who are in His kingdom, the reward is sure.  He promises them the forgiveness of sins and eternal life.  The reward is guaranteed in full, because it is not based upon the efforts of the workers.  It is based upon the work of the Son—the only-begotten Son who bore the burden of the sins of the world, who suffered the heat of God’s day of wrath.

The Lord invites all who will hear into His vineyard.  He reasons, “I do not need them in My kingdom for My profit or good.  After all, I am Lord of all things already.  I want them in My kingdom not for My sake, but for theirs.  I would have them in My kingdom so that they might be rewarded with the life My Son has won.  Therefore, I would wash them in the waters of Holy Baptism in their infancy so they might be safe and secure in My kingdom throughout all of their lives.  I would have them hear My Word of salvation continually, and I would have them feed on My holy Supper all their days, for I have given My Son to bring them into My kingdom. 

“I also know that some will not enter My kingdom in their youth.  They will come in later on—perhaps at the 11th hour when they are breathing their last breath.  When this happens, should I forgive them for one-twelfth of their sins?  Should I give them a fraction of faith and salvation, a time-share mansion in heaven?  Certainly not!  This reward is not based on their work, but My Son’s!  Whether they come into my kingdom near the start or near the end, they have eternal life in all its fullness—because My Son has died to make it so.”

This is why, in our Old Testament lesson for today, the prophet Isaiah cries out to all who will hear, “Let the wicked forsake his way, and the evil man his thoughts.  Let him turn to the LORD, and He will have mercy on him, and to our God, for He will freely pardon.”  Is it fair?  Not by human standards.  But the prophet continues with the LORD’s declaration: “For My thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways My ways.”  No, the Lord is far more than fair.

For us who have been gathered into this vineyard-kingdom of God, there is much to rejoice.  The Lord has brought us in for the sake of Jesus, who died for us.  As we anticipate the glory of heaven, in the meantime we are set free from sin to go about the tasks that God gives us.  All thanks and praise and glory be to God!  

Unfortunately, sin still attacks those who labor in the vineyard in this world, and so we are tempted to a false measurement of God’s kingdom.  We are tempted to measure it not by the abundant grace and pardon of our Lord, but upon the works of the workers instead.  There is, for instance, the common teaching that the Lord’s ways are just too good to be true!  Before we can be the Lord’s, it is often taught, we must do our part and earn the right to be His.  We must show our worthiness and qualifications before He will ever let us into His kingdom in the first place.  In other words, we have to work our way into heaven. 

This teaching is sensible according to the ways of man: you get what you work for.  However, it is not the way of God, whose Son paid the price for our sin.  If we teach that we are saved by our own efforts—in whole or in part, then we teach that Jesus’ death on the cross wasn’t good enough to get the job done.

On the other hand, there is also the teaching that we are brought into the kingdom by what Jesus has done; but once we’re inside, we have to work hard to keep the privilege.  We must daily prove our worthiness to God by the clothes that we wear, by the things that we do and by the things that we avoid.  If we fail to prove our worth daily, then the reward isn’t ours because we’ve failed to earn it.  

Once again, this teaches that Jesus hasn’t done enough to save us.  He’s done enough to get us started in His kingdom, but now we have to work hard to earn a continued place there. 

And, there is, of course, the old-fashioned hypocrisy that lurks in the sinful corners of our old Adam.  This is the shadow that whispers, “Sure, Jesus died for me, the long-time Christian; and Jesus died for that guy who was just baptized.  But we both know that the Lord appreciates me more for all I’ve done.” 

What tragic silliness is this, when we take the credit because the Lord brought us into His kingdom sooner.  One might as well take credit for being born before his brothers and sisters, as if he had anything to do with that.

In all of these cases, there is a common, terrible misunderstanding.  In each case, sinners try to base the reward of heaven on the works of the workers, not on the abundant grace of the Lord.  In each case, sinners make the claim that the Lord’s grace and His Son’s sacrifice aren’t near as important as what we do.  This is a terrible sin indeed, trying to steal the glory of Jesus.

So we gather here for worship, sinful laborers and belabored sinners that we are.  Gathered in Divine Service, we do not trumpet our great efforts, the things that we have done for God.  Even if we have managed to do what He asks, we are still unworthy servants, nothing more.  Therefore, rather than boast of our works, we confess our sins—the many times that we have preferred our works to His will. 

We do not attempt to prove that we have cooperated with God in order to be forgiven.  Rather, we announce that salvation is sure because Christ has done all the work for us.  If salvation depends—even a little bit—on our own efforts, we can never be sure we are saved.  But if Christ has done it all, then you can be certain of your salvation.

We do not boast if we have been in the kingdom longer than others; rather, we give thanks that the Lord has provided us with such a haven for so long, and that He continues to gather His people for the sake of Jesus.

We do not maintain that you must do good works to keep your salvation, for that would say that Jesus’ cross was not enough.  However, we also condemn the notion that we can sin however we wish; for such an unrepentant attitude would move us into a different vineyard.  No, instead we rejoice that, forgiven for all of our sins, we are set free to serve the Lord in the tasks that He has given us to do. 

And always, we point you back to the Lord of the vineyard, who has worked your salvation by His Son’s death on the cross.  The Lord who has called you into His kingdom by Holy Baptism, who saves you by His Word, who feeds you with His Supper to strengthen your faith.  The Lord who, by forgiveness, sets you free to serve in His kingdom—not to earn your salvation, but to do those things that your sin prevented you from doing.

This is how His kingdom works.  The Lord pays the price to bring you in.  He rewards you with eternal life because of the work of His Son, Jesus Christ.  Is it fair?  Absolutely not, and for this we give thanks to God.  If it were fair, we would all be lost.  But because the Lord Jesus Christ has unfairly paid the price for your salvation, you can be absolutely certain that you are forgiven for all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen.  

