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ISAIAH 55:6-9; PHILIPPIANS 1:12-14, 19-27
MATTHEW 20:1-16
1 “For the kingdom of Heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to hire laborers for his vineyard. 2 Now when he had agreed with the laborers for a denarius a day, he sent them into his vineyard. 3 And he went out about the third hour and saw others standing idle in the marketplace, 4 and said to them, ‘You also go into the vineyard, and whatever is right I will give you.’ So they went. 5 Again he went out about the sixth and the ninth hour, and did likewise. 6 And about the eleventh hour he went out and found others standing idle, and said to them, ‘Why have you been standing here idle all day?’ 7 They said to him, ‘Because no one hired us.’ He said to them, ‘You also go into the vineyard, and whatever is right you will receive. 8  So when evening had come, the owner of the vineyard said to his steward, ‘Call the laborers and give them their wages, beginning with the last to the first.’ 9 And when those came who were hired about the eleventh hour, they each received a denarius. 10 But when the first came, they supposed that they would receive more; and they likewise received each a denarius. 11 And when they had received it, they complained against the landowner, 12 saying, ‘These last men have worked only one hour, and you made them equal to us who have borne the burden and the heat of the day.’ 13 But he answered one of them and said, ‘Friend, I am doing you no wrong. Did you not agree with me for a denarius? 14 Take what is yours and go your way. I wish to give to this last man the same as to you. 15 Is it not lawful for me to do what I wish with my own things? Or is your eye evil because I am good?’ 16 So the last will be first, and the first last. For many are called, but few chosen.”

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
Jesus gives us a parable about life in the church.  He wants us to know the joy of life in the church.  There will be persecution, there will be affliction and problems, but in the midst of this, Jesus wants us to know the joy.  

So he gives a parable about a man who has worked hard on a vineyard all day long.

Already in Matthew’s Gospel, we have seen our Lord describe life in the church as being like a sparrow fed and taken care of by a loving God, as being like a lamb protected by a loving shepherd, as being ground that receives the good seed of the Gospel to bring forth abundant growth, as being like little children taken care of by loving adults, and now our Lord uses an extraordinary parable about a common laborer to show the joy of life in the church.

The church is the Kingdom of Heaven.  The Kingdom of Heaven is certainly that life awaiting us in the future, when we are with our Lord in the resurrection of the dead on the last day, but while we await that day, the Kingdom of Heaven is ours by faith right now.  This is the faith breathed into us by the Holy Spirit—it is the faith hearing the declaration of forgiveness, the faith receiving the bread and the wine, knowing that it is the true Body and Blood of our Lord, the faith waking up each morning to live in the promise of Baptism—this is the Kingdom of Heaven brought to us here in our lives on Earth right now.  The baptized, those hearing the Gospel, the Lord’s people eating and drinking the Body and Blood of his Sacrament, this is the church, the Kingdom of Heaven on Earth.

The Kingdom of Heaven,

says Jesus,

is like a master of the house who went out early in the morning to hire laborers for his vineyard.


The Kingdom is like a vineyard.  Even those of us never having been on a vineyard can see what’s coming.  A vineyard is not an amusement park.  You don’t show up for fun.  A vineyard is going to have work to be done:  weeds need pulling, irrigation to be dug, vines to be pruned, grapes to be picked—work from sunup to sundown. The Kingdom of Heaven is like that.  The one called onto the vineyard is called a laborer.  Welcome to life in the Lord’s church: you’re titled as a laborer.  Is there any joy in this life?


We can consider then, for a moment, what life in the church is like.  One of the observations about life in the church—and this is true surely for every congregation, and we have all probably made this observation ourselves—is that the same people in the church always seem to end up doing most the work.

The work is hard, and there’s a lot of it: weeds to pull, windows sills to paint, and if things aren’t caulked, in pours the rain.  But there’s more.  Someone must write the checks and balance the books, someone else schedules the ushers, and someone needs to volunteer to usher, and then there are teachers for the children, who will do that?  And who will sing in the choir?  Who will serve the food, or fix the broken kitchen appliance, who will help gather gifts for the pregnancy center, not to mention, who will preside over the meeting where these things are discussed?  And the list goes on.  

All these things need to be done, they are all in service to our fellow members and to those who need to hear the Gospel in our community, and it can be observed that often the same people end up doing much of the work.  And that observation can lead us to despair at what seems to be an unfairness.


The kingdom of Heaven,
said Jesus,

is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to hire laborers for his vineyard. 


[Matthew 20:1]

And here is the joy.  In the early morning, the landowner hires a laborer, promising a day’s wage.  The man works the whole day, all hours, from the cool of the morning to the heat of the afternoon.

He hires a man also at the last hour of the work day.  This man works just one hour, and that hour is not in those rough hours of the hot afternoon.  But this man, too, gets paid a full wage.

Now which man should be joyful?  The obvious answer at first look seems to be, the second man, who was on the vineyard for just one hour, but was treated as if he had been there the full day.

It is not day-labor Jesus is talking about here, though, but the kingdom of Heaven.  

And we may once again look at the two laborers, the one who was invited to the vineyard for the full day, the other who made it onto the vineyard for that last hour.

That laborer who made it onto the vineyard for the last hour, what did he do all day?  He waited.  He hung around not knowing what to do.  He waited, without any realistic hope that he would have any work that day at all.  So he waited with this gut wrenching knowledge that when he went home that night, he will have earned no money, and his family would go hungry.  That is a day lived in despair, a day with no joy, until, finally, by grace, at the end of the day, he heard that wonderful surprise of the invitation to the vineyard.

On the other hand, that laborer who worked on the vineyard all day, what did he do?  He worked hard.  But it was a day of pure joy.  While he was sweating in the sun, while his finders got sore from working the vines, while he fought off the bug bites, he did it all with nothing but pure joy.  For every drop of sweat, every pain in his cramping muscles, came with the knowledge that because he was on the vineyard, his family would have food.

For the laborer, there is nothing more joyful than to spend every hour knowing that your family will eat tonight.


But we remember, our Lord is not teaching us about the principles of running a vineyard, but about life in the church.

There is nothing more joyful than to be called into the church.  The church—where the Lord is assembling his people, having his Gospel proclaimed, where he is clothing people in his own righteousness in the washing of Baptism, in the church, we can forget this.  And certainly, the demons want us to forget this, for if they can tempt us to see the unfairness in the church, they rob us of the joy of the Gospel and make us stingy.

The Gospel is that Jesus invites and justifies the sinner—all by grace.

The sinner who is called into the church as an infant and is blessed to spend his whole life with the knowledge that he belongs to the Lord, he is on the vineyard; and also the sinner whom the Lord calls into the church at a later day, the sinner who has spent his whole life without the comfort of Gospel, but having lived in the despair of not knowing what it means to belong to the Lord, both, the one called onto the vineyard the first hour of the day and the one called onto the vineyard the last hour, both belong on the vineyard, both belong to the Lord, all are brothers and sisters in Christ to care for one another.


So how hard is life in the church?  It’s hard.  While we’re yet in our sinful flesh, we still see the unfairness.

There is much work to be done, work to make sure the building is kept in good order for the Lord’s Services, to make sure the children are taught and well cared for, to make sure the bills are paid—much work.  But it is all work of joy, for as the Lord’s people go about these tasks, they go about them as the Lord’s people, knowing they belong to him, knowing they are on the vineyard, and knowing that there is no higher honor than to be doing his work, serving the people he loves.

The demons will try to steal this joy from us, and in our own sin, we will impoverish ourselves as we try to look for the unfairness.  But as we look around the church, we see those who belong, with us, on the Lord’s vineyard.  And none of us are on the vineyard because we deserve it; no one makes himself worthy; it is all by the invitation of the vineyard owner, all by grace.

So we look around the church, and we see our fellow vineyard workers.  Some are called earlier, some later, but all belong, for all bear the Name of the Lord.  And we see the work to be done in the church, and we know, there is no greater comfort than to be here, on the vineyard, doing the work the Lord gives.


And then we may remember, once again, that our Lord is not talking about vineyards, but about the church.  There is hard work in the church.  The hardest is, forgiving sins.  This is the work the demons don’t want done, and our own sinful flesh wants to hold onto the sins of others, counting them as worse sinners than ourselves.  

But we are on the vineyard, invited by the vineyard owner.  He has forgiven us of all sin, justifying us with his word of Gospel.  And the work now being done on this vineyard, from sunup to sundown, the work we are given to do, is, the forgiveness of sins.

In that work—all day long—there is joy.  For as Jesus sends his people out to forgive the sins of those who sin against them, Jesus is, in that word, inviting many more onto his vineyard.

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
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