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DO WE ENVY OUR NEIGHBOR

“The parable builds on the promi

s made by Jesus in carlier
verses, when he promised us a place in heaven and assured
us we will inherit cverlasting life (see Matthew 7:33; 10:32,
39-42; 16:24-28; 18:3-4). In our economic life, promises are
the basis of all our dealings; they are called contracts. When we
buy a bus ticket, that ticket promises to deliver us to the stop
we requested. It i the same with Jesus. He has promised to take
us to our heavenly destination so long as we fulfill our side of

the bargain by faithfully following him.

Jesus had already said, in essence, at the end of Matthew 19,
that the first will be last and the last will be first. The parable
leads to Jesus repeating the saying. Itis such a hard lesson for the
disciples that they have to ask again, prompting the parable. They
still fecl insccure in their place with God. Peter tells Jesus that
he and his fellow disciples had to leave all to follow him. They
want to understand what they will receive in return. They want
to know what bargain s being struck. Jesus replics that their
following him—these, the very first disciples—does not put
them in a position of priority or advantage before God. God's
reckoning is not about who did what first, who has done this or
done that, how many of our good acts stack up against our bad
acts. No, his response to our acts of faith is sheer grace, given
with a gencrosity that we, like the first disciples, can hardly
begin to fathom. We accept and we follow. We are in no position
to bargain.

“This is the great reversal—something we will encounter
again and again in these parables—that Jesus declares. The
rights of the first and last are being reversed. We are being
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shown the divine sense of equality, which is not about cqual pay
or human rights. It is about the divine right over us. The first
and last are not to be thought of in sequence, the first then the
last. Itis clear in this parable that we all stand in equality before
God’s divine presence, Whether we are rich or poor, famous or
obscure, politician or voter, executive or cashier, at life’s end we.

all stand as equals in his court.

We are being warned of three specific things. First, we
should not fall prey to a mentality of working for our wages,
or “nickel-and-diming,” in our spiritual affairs—with God or
among ourselves, We are not to keep a spiritual set of accounts.
Second, we should never fail to recognize God’s sovercignty
over us nor his right to distribute justice as he sees fit. Finally,
we must distance ourselves from envy. What is most striking
about this parable is the resentment of those who started work
carlier in the day. In actuality, they got exactly what they had
bargained for; the landowner did not cheat them in any way. The
owner of the vineyard was prepared to hire laborers up to the
last hour so that he could bring in the harvest, I would assume.

In one stroke Jesus has dismissed the human reckoning of
how things should work. We should not presume salvation; it is
God's to give, not ours to presume. The promise of faith should
not lead to complacency. The Christian life is not like taking
out an insurance policy that ensurcs us of heavenly riches. It is
not a spiritual pension plan that guarantees heavenly comforts
beyond this life. Our prayers are not accompanied by rights of
admission.
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The other side of the equation is the favor God is willing
to give to those who have remained in darkness for so long,
who have come to faith so much later in life. We should not
be resentul of this. Instead, we should rejoice that we have
labored so much longer in the Lord’s vineyard; it is a much
more satisfying lifestyle after all! On the other hand, Jesus does
not invite us to pray Augustine’s famous prayer: “O Lord, help
me to be pure, but not yet!” God is no fool; we cannot assume
that we can settle up with God before the day of judgment.
Each of us has our journey of faith: we must follow when we are

called, and we cannot tell the hour when he will call us home.

While we are working in the Lord’s vineyard, we need to
reflect on how we also function in the economic world. Few of
us are waiting for a landowner to come and invite us to work
as.a day laborer. Ours is quite a different world. At the heart of
the economic system is the company, which affects us directly as
workers o indirectly as consumers. Companies can have more
of a say in our lives than government, but they do not operate
in a vacuum. They compete in the marketplace, driving toward
profits and investments. We do not expect a company boss to
come knocking on our door to offer us a denarius or a dollar to
work in his office, store, or factory. Likewise, we do not expect
everyone o earn the same. Our economic system is based on
greater rewards for higher position, increased productivity, and
other factors.

‘What does this mean for our “vocation™ Should we argue
that Jesus is telling us that the world of work is organized

wrongly? The answer to this is critical, as we seck to balance
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our life of faith with our work. We will spend, if we are in the
workforce, some forty years or so working —cight hours a day,
five days a week. This compares to perhaps an hour or two in
church on Sunday and maybe a few hours a week in other church
involvement or events. What is more important to us? What
takes priority? If we are going to be “successful” in our work,
we have to work hard to compete with others. Yet the more we
work, the less time we have for our church and family—the
heart of faithful living. The workplace is demanding to be sure;
and our health can suffer, both our physical and spiritual health.
still, we need the money to support our family and to serve our

church. How can we balance all of this?

The answer is buried in the text of our parable. The
dissatisfaction, envy, and resentment of the workers all point to
insecurity. We are not to be insecure in faith or jealous of others,
when what we have is provided by God in his grace. As we look
at our work world, we should be anchoring our attitude in his
Word. This means not getting wrapped up in what others have.
It means striving to fulfillthe personal “vocation” we have in the
cconomic world. This brings us personal rewards and rewards

for our family, church, and community.

‘This is good discipleship in the economic world, although—
like much of what we see in Jesus’ parables—it is not casy. This
is perhaps the hardest of teachings: the last will be first, and
the first will be last. Jesus presents no abstract reflection; we
face this challenge in the routine of our lives. When you sce
others enjoying a better lifestyle, when you hear about the

extravagance of celebrities, or when you are tempted to envy a




image11.png
DO WE ENVY OUR NEIGHBOR

colleague receiving a promotion or recognition, then recall this
hard teaching, Live sure in the knowledge that you are living a
life of discipleship. Know that there is no place for resentment
in the Christian life.

So the next time you see someone cutting in line, remember
that you cannot react like that when it comes to understanding
God'’s grace. We must have the faith and patience to see God's
graceat work in all situations and places, however much we may
feel cheated. Finally, if you do sce someone jumping ahead of
you, perhaps it will be me, and I have innocently strayed into

your line.
Other Biblical Texts to Study
Matthew 20:1 Matthew 13:24-30; 21:28-46

Matthew 20:6-7  John 5:17; Romans 6:20-23

Matthew 20:8 Leviticus 19:13;
Deuteronomy 24:14-15

Matthew 20:12 James 1:11
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The Parable of the Workers in the Vineyard

MATTHEW 20:1-16

v

Introduction

Some of us arc “doing better” than others. Some live in
better neighborhoods, have better jobs, and earn more money. It
scems that some people get better rewarded than others. I this
fair? Why should the cconomy not be prosperous for everyone?
Of course, maybe we're just envious. The Bible tells us that God
has provided for us all but challenges our gencrosity and pride.
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‘The Parable

“For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner
who went out early in the morning to hire men
to work in his vineyard. He agreed to pay them
a denarius for the day and sent them into his

vineyard.

“About the third hour he went out and saw
others standing in the marketplace doing nothing.
He told them, *You also go and work in my
vineyard, and I will pay you whatever is right’ So
they went.

“He went out again about the sixth hour and
the ninth hour and did the same thing About the
eleventh hour he went out and found still others
standing around. He asked them, ‘Why have you
been standing here all day long doing nothing?”

“Because no one has hired us,’ they answered.

“He said to them, ‘You also go and work in my
vineyard."

“When evening came, the owner of the vineyard
said to his foreman, ‘Call the workers and pay them

their wages, beginning with the last ones hired and
going on to the first.”

“The workers who were hired about the eleventh

hour came and each received a denarius. So when
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those came who were hired first, they expected to
receive more. But each one of them also received
a denarius. When they received it, they began to
grumble against the landowner. ‘These men who
were hired last worked only one hour, they said,
‘and you have made them equal to us who have
borne the burden of the work and the heat of the
day.

“But he answered one of them, ‘Friend, I am
not being unfair to you. Didn’t you agree to work
for a denarius? Take your pay and go. I want to
give the man who was hired last the same as I gave
you. Don't I have the right to do what I want with
my own money? Or are you envious because | am

generous?’

“So the last will be first, and the first will be
last.”

The Reflection

Don't you just hate it when someone cuts in line? There you
are, patiently standing in line while waiting to be served, then
someone decides to cheat. Or do you give them the benefit of
the doubt and assume that they just wandered innocently into
the line or were in a personal emergency? Our first reaction

isn’t usually generous in these situations. This happened to me a
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few years back in New York. From where I was looking, I didn’t
sce the extent of the line to get tickets for the subway; so |
joined at what I thought was the end point. Within a New York
second, a guy shouted at me to get to the back of the line! T was
deeply embarrassed that people thought I was trying to muscle
in, 50 1 went to the back of the line without explanation—a

condemned man!

The parable of the workers in the vineyard looks like it
condones people jumping in line. “The last will be first, and
the first will be last” If we look a little closer, though, not all
is as it seems. Typically known as the parable of the workers in
the vineyard, this parable has also been called the parable of the
eccentric employer because the employer pays the workers in
such an odd way. The landowner has hired throughout the day a
number of men to work all at the same wage of one denarius—
regardless of when they started work. He does not account for
the number of hours the men have in fact labored, so those who
started early and labored most of the day recived the exact
same wage as those who came along as dusk fell and worked
‘many less hours. This is not normal economic practice; it is not

“a fair wage for a fair day’s work”

“This parable has been linked directly to economic issues
like unemployment, property ownership, and a “just” or
“minimum” wage. This last point is the notion of a moral theory
for determining wages so that people are paid according to a
standard of what is a “fair,” “living,” or “sustainablc” wage. These
terms are all somewhat subjective, since the standard of living
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will be different in America compared to Rwanda, for example.
What alarge multinational company can pay in wage and benefits
is quite different from what a Mom and Pop operation can pay.

‘The argument can be set against the backdrop of profit.
Since wages affect the amount of profit to be had, they will
soon enough become a factor in attacks on big business. The
moral objection suggests that wages are set at the lowest level
that big business can get away with. There is also the idea that
surplus profit only goes to the big bosses, not to the workers.
Set against this s the argument that higher wages make products
more expensive, and if wages are too high then workers will be
sourced in places or countries where labor is cheaper. As to
surplus profit, the investors take the risks and should reap the

reward.

Jesus assumes that the employer has the right to pay what he
sces fit. Near the end of the workday, the landowner asks those
who were standing around in the marketplace why they were
not working; and they reply, “Because no one has hired us” So
he hires them at a much more generous rate of pay than those
who started first thing that morning, giving the workers in
both groups a denarius. This comes close to the old joke about
communism: “We’ll pretend to work, and you pretend to pay
usl” If this were applied to the economy today, we would soon
sce businesses close down. Where would the fairness be in that?
In material terms, the employer in the parable is unjust in his
payment arrangements. We can fecl sympathy for those folks
starting early and laboring all day only to find their employer, in
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his wisdom, paying the same wage to some Johnny-come-lately
starting work as dusk begins to fal.

Yet this s exactly what God does. “For the kingdom of heaven
is like a landowner who went out carly in the morning to hire
men to work in his vineyard ” We are like those hired laborers,
and God is like the owner of the vineyard. Jesus s telling us not
to be like the resentful laborers. He reverses the understanding
of how things work. His kingdom works differently than our
world. He is not proposing this as the way to organize our labor
practices. These contrasts underlie the difference between the
two realms. Jesus concludes by pointing out that this is what the
kingdom of heaven is like, not by saying, “And this is how you

run a vineyard”!

The lesson we learn is that those who come late to faith are
not at a disadvantage. Likewise, those who are involved in the
church from birth are not advantaged. No one gets an automatic
front seat in heaven! This is a hard teaching from Jesus. What he
is telling us is that God rewards us with unexpected goodness.
We are being warned and encouraged at the same time. It is a
warning that we should not think we are above those outside of
faith. To the contrary, we have a service to perform by bringing
them to faith in Christ. It is encouraging because God is so
generous in his offer of grace. We can think of the problem in
another way. Should a parent love his or her children in different
measures because one has been around longer than the other?
Should the eldest child be loved more than the youngest? True
parenting means loving each child as precious. God loves his
children in this way.




