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Matthew 20:1-16 and Philippians 1:21-30
It Doesn’t Matter!
In the section of Matthew just before this morning’s parable, a handsome young man from one of the better suburbs comes to Jesus wanting to know what he needs to do to have it all together.  Jesus gives him the usual answers for earnest seekers and the young man replies that he has already done all these things.  Jesus then tells him to sell all he has and give to the poor.  Jesus’ answer makes the young man sad and he shuffles away with his head down.  I wonder why he left.  Was it just that he didn’t want to let go of his things—his IPod and Ferrari, his designer jeans and Nike shoes, his air of self-sufficiency and self-satisfaction?  

Right after he left, Jesus made the comment that it was harder for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven than for a camel to go through the eye of a needle.  The disciples were astonished and exclaimed, “Well who can get there then?”  Jesus mysteriously replies, “For God all things are possible.”  
Peter sees the drift of Jesus’ thought and quickly claims the high ground toward which he sees Jesus heading.  “Look, we have left everything to follow you.  What then will we have?”  Jesus replies, “After you have left all to follow me, you will have back what you lost and more but many who are first will be last, and the last will be first.”  I don’t feel reassured by his response.  Do you?  There is something very unsettling about “the first will be last and the last will be first.”  

Now we come to this parable in which Jesus uses a story to suggest what his kingdom that this enviable young man has just walked away from, might be like.  I use the phrase “might be like” because Jesus’ story is hard to pin down.  
It starts with, “For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to hire laborers for his vineyard.”  The land owner owns land and has an established vineyard on the southeast slope of a low mountain (I wonder if he is a retired doctor or lawyer). He is obviously well situated, and in that he is like our young man.  
The landowner gets up early in the morning, goes to town and hires people to pick his grapes. I am impressed.  This guy has it all together.  I want to be like him.  He is really cool.  He appears to be what the young man wanted to become—a guy who has totally got it together. 
Our enviable land owner hires the early-rising day laborers and agrees to pay them the usual amount for a day’s labor.  Everybody is happy.  The laborers go to the vineyard knowing they will eat that night.  This is a day in which they will not feel anxiety about whether or not they will have bread. They can work in peace.  This is their lucky day; they have found life-sustaining work!
The story now starts getting strange. At nine o’clock, twelve o’clock, three o’clock and five o’clock this landowner returns to the marketplace and each times he sees more laborers idling about.  He has an aversion to idleness and so he tells them to go to his field and pick grapes!  He assures them that they will be paid “what ever is right.” They agree and go. 
Nowhere does it say that he needs more pickers, his hiring is driven strictly by his dislike of seeing folk idling. In fact, when he sees the five o’clock idlers, he asks them in an accusatory tone, “Why are you standing here idle all day?”  They reply, “Because no one has hired us.”  If their reply is an excuse he quickly takes that away when he says, “You also go into the vineyard.”  
Evening arrives and the owner tells his paymaster to give the laborers their pay and then he does something that makes no sense.  He tells the paymaster to give their pay in reverse order, starting with those who have worked the least and to give each one a full-day’s pay!  Can you think of a worse thing to do in terms of morale?  Let’s go around the church and I want each of you to disclose how much you make per year.  The very thought gives me the shivers!  We don’t do these sorts of things because we don’t want to engender rivalry, jealousy and conflict.  Information like this destroys community.  It gobbles it up like pack-man.
By the time the early laborers get to the paymaster their expectations have changed.  They are no longer satisfied with a full day’s pay and feel they should get more.  They grumble and are not happy.  They have been content all day knowing that their daily food has been provided but now they feel petulant and irritable.  They compare themselves to those who worked less and say “it’s not fair.”  Can you blame them?  
Why did the land owner pay them in this envy producing way?  I think the answer is in verse fifteen that reads, “Am I not allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me?  Or are you envious because I am generous.”  Some form of the word “envy” keeps appearing.  Maybe the young man couldn’t let go of his stuff because he wanted others to envy him and without his stuff they wouldn’t and so he hung his head.  Maybe being envied mattered too much.  
I was envious of the landowner who owned this vineyard on the southeast slope of a mountain and sailed forth early in the morning to hire day laborers to pick his grapes.  What power and prestige to be able to hire workers without thought for how many and to pay all of them a full day’s wage even when they had only worked an hour.  I find such capricious extravagance exhilarating and wish I were able to mimic it!  It makes you feel like Donald Trump.
And then the climax to the story comes when the day laborers, who had contentedly worked all day knowing that their needs would be meet, become grumps when they discover that the later additions to the work force would not be envying them for earning more pay.   
When they saw that those who worked less hours all got the same pay as they, the hope of being envied turned into bitterness.  The reason for their being envied had been removed. There was no way to gain an advantage.  The parable exposes each of them as wanting to be the king of the mountain as viewed from below by their peers.  This is what Jesus’ parables do.  They expose us.  They show us things about ourselves that surprise us. 
Jesus then has the landowner ask his question concerning why he can’t do what he wants, to only one of them rather than the whole group because they are not a group.  They are each in competition with all the rest and each one wants to be the greatest.  This week while driving to McMinnville a sleek, grey, understated BMW pulled up beside me.  It was driven by a middle-aged, blond woman who exuded a sense of class.  The license on this vehicle read “n-o-t  h-i-z”.  “Not his.”  She wanted the world to know this car did not belong to her husband.  It belonged to her.  She didn’t want us to envy her husband’s wealth; she wanted us to envy hers.  Do you think there was rivalry between them?
The kicker to Jesus’ story comes in the last verse when he says, “So the last will be first, and the first will be last.”  Is that Jesus’ way of saying in the kingdom of heaven none of this status stuff makes any difference.  It’s not important.  It doesn’t even exist. There will be no envying. In the kingdom of heaven you take what belongs to you and go because you have been given everything.  Everyone is included and there is no exclusion and therefore no need for criteria by which to measure.  All are given a full day’s wage.  The needs of each have been satisfied.  No one lives in anxiety over whether or not they will have food that day.  

In the kingdom of heaven there is no comparison and no cause for envy.  All are living by God’s grace.  There is no pecking order and each can be for all and all can be together.  Is this what it means to live your life in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ?  Is this how we “stand firm in one spirit…” to quote Paul in today’s epistle.  Our opponents want us to recognize differences in station, wealth and privilege—as though they matter.  They don’t.

In the kingdom of heaven, the rankings of this earth don’t matter.  We all live by God’s provision.  Those who find out about God’s provision early, live in the grace of being meaningfully employed longer.  The ones hired first knew from the beginning of the day that they would have food that night.  Those who started at five o’clock, while they worked the least, lived with anxiety for a much greater part of the day.  They also were the ones idling about with nothing meaningful to do for the longest time; a situation most unemployed people will tell you, they hate.  If abundance knows that we already have what we need; the early laborers lived with abundance the whole day.  If we must envy, they are the ones most enviable.   They only lost that sense of abundance when they envied.
When we are fully loved and know it, first and last don’t matter.  We are just glad we are all here and no one is excluded.  Being loved and knowing it, makes for a generous spirit.  Even those resentful early employees got paid.  They were still loved but because they wanted to be more loved, exclusively loved, and envied by their neighbor, they had an attitude.  They lived through how they thought their neighbor saw them.  If they thought their neighbor thought they were cool, then they believed they were cool.  Their coolness didn’t come from God, from being his loved children; it came from their neighbors before whom they acted out their lives.  By God’s grace, this desire to be more loved than our neighbor, must be exposed and confessed.

In the kingdom of heaven the false distinctions that cause envy do not exist.  In the kingdom of heaven we are all loved and because we are all loved, distinctions don’t matter.  It just doesn’t matter!  Amen.
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