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I enjoy novels and movies with surprise endings. One of my favorite movies was
“The Game” starring Michael Douglas.' The story is about a wealthy financier Nicholas
Van Orton who gets a strange birthday present from his brother Conrad. The present is a
live-action game that helps him sort out things in his life. In the movie you never knew
what was real and what was just part of the “game”. It had twists and turns and a surprise
ending.

I think Jesus might have loved such things as well. Jesus knew how to keep an
audience engaged. His parables had twists and turns and surprises that caused a person to
think and to expand his or her faith parameters. In this parable all of those elements are

at work.
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Our first impression may be that the parable seems grossly unfair. Imagine a
similar situation in the world of business. A manager hires workers agreeing to pay them
$40,000 per year for their work. Two weeks before the end of the year the manager hires
other people---doing the same job. When payday comes he pays all the workers $40,000
including the ones hired two weeks before. How do you think those who had worked all
year felt? Can you imagine the lawsuits? Well, Jesus says this is the kind of
businessperson that God is.

And what about that last verse, Ohe lag shall befirst and thefirst [lagO. That
runs counter to everything we have been taught or practice. In life those who are FIRST
get even more---much more—than those who are LAST. What kind of ethic is Jesus
promoting? How confusing if the last place teams get to go to the Super Bowl and the
team that scores least wins!!! What if the worse speller won the spelling contest? And
what if the poor found themselves in heaven and the rich found themselves in........ ?

Maybe that is what Jesus is talking about?

" “The Game”, 1997, starring Michael Douglas and Sean Penn, directed by David Fincher.
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Prior to this parable there were a series of teaching moments. Children were
brought to Jesus and the disciples told them to “get lost”. Jesus corrected his disciples by
saying “L et the children alone; don® prevent them from coming to me. God@kingdom
ismadeup of peoplelike these. G

Immediately after that a man came to Jesus asking what he had to do to gain
eternal life. The young man obeyed all of the Law which was impressive. Then Matthew
writes the following: “If you want to giveit all youQe got,OJesus replied, Ogosall your
possessions; give everything to the poor. All your wealth will then bein heaven. Then
come and followme.$ The man was unable to do what Jesus requested.

After that the disciples were baffled. From Eugene Peterson’s translation, The
Message we read,

The disciples were staggered. OThen who hasany chance at all?0 Jesus looked
hard at them and said, ONb chance at all if you think you can pull it off yourself.
Every chance in the world if you trust Godto doit.O

Then Peter chimed in, OV left EVERYTHING and followed you. What dowe
get out of it?0

Jesusreplied, O¥es, you have followed me. In there-creation of the world,
when the Son of Man will rule glorioudly, you who hawve followed me will also rule,
starting with the twelve tribes of Israd. And not only you, but anyone who sacrifices
home, family, fields--whatever---because of mewill get it all bad a hundred times
over, not to mention the considerable bonus of eternal life. Thisisthe GREAT
REVERSAL: many of thefirst ending up las and the lag first.*

This is the setting for the parable that is our focus today.
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In the Parable of the Vineyard, the vineyard owner goes to town to hire workers.

He agrees to pay them a living wage for one day’s work. Throughout the day the owner

2 Peterson, Eugene, The Message, Navpress, 2002, Matthew 19, p.1782.
3 Peterson, The Message, Matthew 19, p.1782.
* Peterson, Eugene, The Message, Matthew 19, p. 1783.



returns and hires more workers. The last group is hired to work the last hour of the day.
When these late workers line up to receive their pay they are surprised to discover that
they are paid the same wage promised to the first group. As the all day workers move up
in the line and see what is happening up ahead they anticipate that they will get even
more. Ifthe last workers received a full day’s wage just think what they will receive for
working all day long! When they receive their pay they are disappointed to see that they
got ONLY a day’s wage---just as promised.

The first group, according to verse 2, had been hired and had in effect agreed to a
verbal contract.” These first workers went to work expecting a certain wage and they got
exactly what they had agreed to receive.

In contrast as later groups of workers are hired there is no mention in the text of
an agreed wage. They are grateful to have the work for many of them had been passed
over by other managers. When they line up for their wage they don’t have high
expectations, especially those who only worked one hour. They are surprised when they
too receive a day’s living wage.
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The Parable is GOOD NEWS describing not a judgmental and stingy God but a
God that is very, very generous. Those who respond to God’s call and invitation will
receive the same reward no matter how much or little time one puts in. That is Good

News to all those last minute confessors who profess faith moments before the end.

Brandon Scott, in his book Hear Then the Parable’ , argues that this parable is
designed to upset the way we view life. It is designed to have a SURPRISE ENDING!

The complaint of the first group seems justified. People are never treated the
same. Salaries and wages vary from person to person and job to job. We accept this as a
fact of life and as something fair and good. Is it good?

For instance, the CEO pay ratio to workers shot up in 2004 to 431:1. The average

CEO makes 431 times what the average worker in the same company earns.” Ina

> Matthew 20:2, “After he had agreed to pay them the usual amount for a day’s work, he sent them off to
his vineyard.”

% Scott, Brandon, Hear Then The Parable, Fortress Press, 1989, p-281ff

7 United and Fair Economy, www.faireconomy.org/press/2005/EE2005_pr.html.




research paper developed by Dr. Robert Daines of the Stanford Graduate School of
Business, the paper asks:

What do Disney, AT&T, Exxon, and Verizon have in common? ... .These firms, say
the researchers are among a group of companies headed by CEOs whose pay is
negatively related to job skill: The CEOs seem to be rewarded---in most cases, quite

amply-—-for their bad performance.”®

Treating all people the same is viewed as unfair and would be seen as a destructive
business practice. Yet, in Jesus’ story the wages for working a different amount of time

is the same.
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There are two dimensions or meanings to this parable. The first dimension is

spiritual. The vineyard is a symbol for our relationship with God. The parable is talking
about the life of the spirit.

The Vineyard is the Master’s vineyard and we are invited to work within it.
Brandon Scott writes, Ot is not the wages or hierarchy that counts but the call to go
into thevineyard. The householder® generosty lies notin the wagebut in the need. &

The invitation to join God in the work of God is the true reward. All who come to
the vineyard receive the same wage---salvation and life eternal. Does it really matter
when someone responds to the invitation? Does it really matter how long we have been
at work in the vineyard? Do we really expect that heaven will reflect our culture—that
there will be mansions for some and hovels for others?

What bothers me is that Peter’s question, “what is in it for me?” is frequently
asked by most of us---I included. We would like to think that our sacrifices and work
will be rewarded and that we will get more than someone who responds at the last

moment or who does not work as hard as we do.

¥ “CEO Skill and Excessive Pay: A Breakdown in Corporate Governance?” , researched by Robert Daines,
Professor of Finance, Stanford Graduate School of Business, Vinay B. Nair, The Wharton School, and
Lewis Kornhauser, New York University,

www.gsb.stanford.edu/news/research/compensation daines_ceopay.shtml.

? Scott, Brandon, Hear Then the Parable. p. 297.




Perhaps we need to look long and hard at the competitive nature of the church
which is more a reflection of our culture than of scripture. The subtle and not so subtle
message that we sometimes promote is the idea that those who do more will earn more in
the end. I remember one person in a church who loved to put down people who did not
come to church as often as she did or give as much as she did. She would often say that
she was looking forward to heaven when she could sit on her veranda in her mansion and
look down on all the slum housing where people who did not attend church would be
living. She died many years ago and I often wonder about her disappointment.

Spiritually the reward is being with God, learning to walk with God, and learning
to live as God desires. That is the reward all receive when they work in the vineyard.
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The second dimension to the parable is that the parable presents a challenge

to the way we live. The owner of the vineyard paid a day’s wage to all people because

that was what was needed to support their family. In that day as in this day it took a
certain amount of money to live. Even though the owner would have been justified in
paying less to those who only worked one hour the result would be that the late workers
would not be able to provide for their families. By paying a living wage the owner made
sure that the families would have food and shelter for one week.

This same challenge carries over to you and L.

The point of the parable was lived out by a Mr. Thompson many years ago.
Mr. Thompson worked hard to build up his business.'” In 1999 he sold his business for
$422 million dollars. This was the American dream realized. Now he and his wife could
go anywhere and do anything. They had it made. Their hard work finally paid off---big
time.

That week, the workers, some 550 of them received a letter in the mail. It was
that all too common letter informing the workers that the company was “downsizing”,
“merging” or in this case being “sold”. But the end of the letter held a “surprise ending”!
The owner was going to divide $128 million among the 550 workers. Some 80 of the

workers would become millionaires.

'K ansas City “Star”, September 12, 1999, Al.



The Kansas City “Star” reported the story and quoted Mr. Thompson as saying,

Ok@ sharing the goodtimes. | don@think you can read moreintoit. 1@®n a proud
person, | wanted to go out awinner, and | wanted to go out daing the right thing.G*

Thompson had started his business in the basement of his home with $3,500. His
school teacher wife helped support them during those early years. His asphalt company
slowly expanded into a road building, juggernaut. He sold the company after 40 years
and shared the money with his salespersons, secretaries, gravel pit workers, and those
who held the road signs during construction.

Thompson and his wife, according to the 1999 article in the Kansas City O$arO
have a modest three-bedroom home. He has a wood paneled office with no Persian rugs
or expensive oil paintings. They have three children and five grandchildren whose
pictures could be seen in his office. On the wall, according to the article, was a Norman
Rockwell print and a quote from John Donne “No Man isan isand.O

His plans were to give away most of what was left of the $422 million. He had
long planned to reward his workers and before selling his company he even had included
his workers in his will.

When he closed the deal to sell his company to a firm based in Dublin, Ireland he
worked out a plan to share with his workers. He also included some widows and retired
workers in his plan. He also paid all the taxes on the bonuses which cost him another $25
million. He did this so that when someone got a check he or she could count on the entire
amount. He also made a deal with the particular company who bought his company
because they too had a policy of not firing workers or breaking up their business. Those

who wanted to continue working could do so.
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This is Kingdom values spilling over into life. The spiritual reward we receive is
getting to be in the vineyard. We will all receive the same wage whether we are in the

vineyard 40 years or 40 seconds.

"' Kansas City “Star”, September 12,1999, Al.



The challenge is to reflect our good grace that we have received in the way we

treat others. The surprise will be at the end of the story---and that has yet to be written.



