Matthew 20:1-16

When we were newly married we moved to a little village called Wombarra on the South Coast, north of Wollongong, so that we could live in between where my teaching job was in Engadine, and the University of Wollongong where Jay had just enrolled.

God was very good to us, and we were able to buy a tiny miner’s cottage in the most exquisite location overlooking the ocean.  The trouble was the cottage wasn’t really habitable.  It had holes in its roof, one dodgy power point, no hot water or toilet ( though it did have a dunny out the back!) and it was falling off its piers.  We should really have bulldozed it – but we’d stretched ourselves to the limit just to acquire it – it cost us the princely sum of $17,000 back in 1980!  So bit by bit, as we were able to find the money, we straightened it, patched it and prettied it until it met out needs. (Living in it while we did it, mind you!)
At my father’s suggestion, one of the things we did towards the end of the renovations was ask a friend of my dad’s who was unemployed at the time, to build a sandstone wall for us, using the rocks on the property.  Because Steve was a good friend of my fathers, he charged us a very reasonable daily rate. 
However, one week, I got myself in real trouble!  Steve had been working hard for us for a couple of weeks, and then this particular week for some reason, Steve had put in a couple of shorter days.  Given our tight financial situation, I thought it reasonable to count up the hours he’d missed and take it out of what we paid him that week.  Well!  Did stuff hit the proverbial fan!  I got an irate phone call from my dad, who was most indignant, chiding me because I’d been so penny-pinching.  After all, Steve had been working for us for ‘mates rates’!    

I learned something that day.  I learned that in that situation, I should have been far more generous and gracious, and way less governed by mathematics.  
In our culture, we tend very much to be governed by mathematics. When we hear of industrial disputes, it is often the workers demanding “parity.” “Equal pay for equal work.”  It seems reasonable enough, doesn’t it? 

But this is a parable that teaches us NOT to think mathematically. As we read the story, we have no trouble putting ourselves in the shoes of those who were hired early in the day.
Let’s look at it in a more contemporary light. At the beginning of the day - say 7.00 am, imagine that a bunch of guys are offered a day’s work on a building site.  They’re offered $200 for the day, which we’ll say is an average day’s pay for a 10 hour shift. Then as the day goes on, the boss keeps bringing more workers in. He brings in a ute load at 9.00am, another lot at 1.00 pm, and even a couple at 4.00 pm – almost the end of the day.  The whistle blows at 5.00 pm and it’s quitting time. It’s been a long, hot and exhausting day. The workers, relieved to be finished, line up for their pay. The guys who were hired first note that those who were brought in for the last hour of the day are paid $200!  
We can almost hear them thinking mathematically - “You beauty!  If those guys have just received $200 for working one hour, and we’ve worked ten hours, then we should get $2000 for working the whole day!”  But when it’s their turn, they still only get $200. We can understand their indignation and their outrage, when they compare their wages to those who had only worked for an hour.
We can hear them whinging, “We started at 7.00 am and have worked hard through the heat of the day – and then these bludgers hired at the end of the day get paid the same wage! It’s totally unfair!  It’s unjust!”   We sympathise don’t we? 
When we read this parable, our first reaction is that the vineyard owner is being unfair. His actions would be challenged rigorously by any workers union.  But this parable is not about industrial relations. It’s not about fairness. It is about the gift of grace, and how abundant, and overflowing God’s love is.  
In the preceding chapter, Matthew describes an encounter Jesus had with the Pharisees where they challenge him about the nitpicking rules they have regarding divorce; then we have the story of the rich young ruler, who thinks that by keeping all the laws he can earn eternal life; then we have the disciples wanting to know what they’ll get, because they’ve left everything to follow Jesus.
People back then were really no different to us – they saw life in terms of “you get what you pay for” or “you get what you deserve”.

The whole point of this parable is to show Jesus’ listeners that the Kingdom of God is nothing like what they expect. Being accepted by God has nothing to do with how many rules they keep or how well they keep them; it has nothing to do with how hard they work.  God chooses to pour out his love upon us, purely through his grace. 
God’s love is something that totally defies our reasoning.  We receive the love of God, not because we earn it or deserve it, but simply because he chooses to lavish his love upon us.

1 John 3:1 says, “How great is the love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called children of God!”

Lavished!  What an exuberant, rich, and emotive word that is! It’s not a word in common usage – so we can miss its depth if we’re not careful.  The word “lavish” is characterised by extravagance and profusion; it means to give or bestow in abundance – to shower liberally.  
Has anyone been to ‘Floriade’?  Those acres and acres of colourful blooms - you could use the word lavish to describe those floral displays! 

Have you ever enjoyed a Christmas dinner with family stacked around the table and food stacked on the table – more than you can possibly eat in one sitting?  You could call that a lavish meal. 
God ‘lavishes’ his love upon us! Think about that for a moment.  If we really understood the lavishness of God’s love and grace towards us, how might that affect the way we relate to him?  
· Are we ever cautious or embarrassed when we think of coming to God in prayer, not wanting to bother him with our trivial problems?  If we are secure in his lavish love, we can run to him with all our cares and concerns, knowing he is there for us; knowing that we will never ‘use up’ God’s favour with trivial requests; knowing that he is always there, always listening, always loving.
· When we slip up, or let God down in some way – are we able to accept his unconditional forgiveness and love?  If we are secure in his lavish love, we can confess our sin to him and unload our guilt before him, and know he is there to embrace us. We know that he will always wipe the slate clean; we will always have another chance.
· Do we ever feel that we’re not very good Christians – that God has many other more important and more talented servants than us?  If we are secure in his lavish love, we know that we are special to him, that he loves us warts and all, and that we are precious in his sight. He will never grow tired of us, or bored with us. He will always take the utmost delight in us.
If we really understood the lavishness of God’s love and grace towards us, how might that affect the way we relate to others?

Whatever we experience from God, we will find flows through us to others.  

· If we experience God’s lavish love in listening to our prayers, we find we have the heart and the time to listen others.

· If we experience God’s love and forgiveness – we have the capacity and desire to forgive others.  You may remember the parable of the unforgiving servant, where Jesus finishes by saying that unless we forgive others from our heart, God won’t forgive us.  There’s a sense in which if we can’t forgive someone else, it may well be because we haven’t experienced God’s forgiveness fully ourselves!

· If we experience God’s unconditional acceptance of us for who we are, then we find we can accept and love others – and sometimes we find we can love even the most difficult of people!
We need to move away from our cultural mindset that instills in us the mantra that we only get what we deserve; we only get what we pay for. That love and acceptance must be earned and deserved.
With God, the whole idea is reversed.  We receive what we DON’T deserve. We receive what we DON’T pay for.  

What we deserve is God’s judgement – every single one of us. Yet when we come to him in repentance, we aren’t condemned or punished, we receive his unconditional, lavish love and grace – more than we could possible think of or imagine!
In the parable, the landowners parting words to his complaining workers are, “I want to give the man who is hired last the same as I gave you.”

As I said at the beginning, this parable teaches us to stop thinking mathematically.  It teaches us to stop thinking about how well we’re keeping the commandments, or how effectively we’re serving God, or how much of his favour we might deserve.  It teaches us that when we come to God and say “Yes,” to him, he gives us the whole bundle. God’s love for us, his grace towards us, is not divisible. Nobody gets more of God’s love than anyone else. 

You know something? Each one of us gets it all.
Let’s pray.
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