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	On this Labor Day weekend, how appropriate is it that our text for this morning concerns a group of laborers working in a field.  The story actually begins with the previous chapter- chapter 19, where a rich young man who had come to Jesus with plans of becoming one of his followers walked away sorrowful because he found the demands of following him much too great.  He had approached him looking for eternal life, but it was not quite the kind of life he had expected.  He had hoped to spend all of eternity in a place where, like Dorian Gray, his youth and beauty would never fade and where the threat of pain and illness and death would be no more, where his mind would remain vigorous and free from dementia, and his financial investments would never suffer a bear market.  In other words, what he REALLY wanted was an eternal life insurance policy- one which would insulate him for good from the problems and caprices of life itself.  Jesus, on the other hand, told him that if he was TRULY serious about experiencing life--life on the order HE was offering, he would first have to divest himself of his pride and love of worldly goods—both liabilities to Christ’s kingdom--and become humble and poor like the rest of his followers, even as Christ HIMSELF.  Matthew says that when the young man heard these words, he went away grieving for he had many possessions.
This became a teachable moment for Jesus who went on to instruct his disciples that it would be harder for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.  Peter and the others had perceived the young man as a “real catch,” as someone having all the prerequisites and qualities to eventually become a real leader within the group, someone who could lend instant credibility and sophistication which they themselves lacked.  They had to have been thinking to themselves that if someone like HIM, with all HIS good looks and charm and youth and passion and intelligence and breeding and wealth and social connections failed to qualify as a member of Christ’s kingdom, then what hope could THEY—a ragtag group of simple fishermen with barely a third-grade education--ever have of doing so?  This had to have greatly CONCERNED them.
	Astonished, Peter looks at Jesus and asks, “Lo, we have left everything and followed you.  What then shall WE have?”  In other words, Peter saw himself and the others as making the kind of sacrifice the rich young man had been unwilling to make.  They had dropped their nets and abandoned their plows as Jesus had asked of them and they had never looked back.  They had taken a chance with this man- leaving their families and friends and the only trade they had ever known to follow him wherever he would lead in the belief that he was the Messiah, the one long-promised by God.  Surely, there would have to be SOME reward for such sacrifice, SOMETHING that would make their years of duty and hardship worth it.  They certainly weren’t doing it for NOTHING!
	In response to Peter’s concern, Jesus tells them this parable.  A man owned a vineyard and he needed workers.  Vineyards were labor-intensive and if it was spring, soil would have to be dug and walls built, and if it was summer, the vines had to be pruned and tied, while if it was fall, the grapes had to be harvest and pressed.  The entire enterprise required more than just a couple of family members to make it work.  Therefore, early in the morning, the master goes to the marketplace to hire other workers.  They agree to work for him for the prevailing wage at the time- a denarius for a full day’s worth of work.  After a few hours, the master realized that he’d need even MORE workers so he returned to the marketplace to hire a few more, telling them, “You go to work in the vineyard too and I will pay you whatever is right.”  Still, they were not enough so he returned again at noon, then at three, and finally around 5:00 p.m. to conscript some more. 
	An hour later, it was sundown and the owner instructed his manager to give the men their wages.  To the surprise of everyone, all received the same amount- one denarius for their labor being the equivalent to a full day’s pay.  However, those who had toiled the full twelve hours thought it quite unfair that others who had worked only one or three or even six hours, should receive the same remuneration THEY got so they complained to the vineyard-keeper about it.  His response was, “My friend, I am not cheating you.  I have given you what I promised.  Don’t be jealous of those who only worked for an hour.  You must allow me to have pity on their poverty if I want to.”
	At first, it seems to be a simple story of a vineyard owner going out to find help to assist him with his winery business, that is, until you begin to think about the particulars of the story- how regardless of how many hours a worker may have put in, he would get no more or no less than someone putting in many more or fewer hours than himself.  To the surprise of everyone, each person received the same wage so that those who had been hired to work only an hour were paid the same amount as those who had toiled twelve or six or three hours while those who had sweated the entire day under that broiling sun received the same pay as those who had worked only a single hour.  
I think most of us believe that persons SHOULD be rewarded for their performance and NOT because of who they are or on the basis of the arbitrary whims of their employer.  Americans tend to possess a fundamental sense of fairness and justice- it is ingrained within us from our earliest years.  You’ve heard all the cliches: “You work for what you earn,” “You get what you deserve.”  That’s the American WAY!  Anything ELSE would smack of PURE COMMUNISM!
	But as we have to learn again and again, God’s ways are not OUR ways and God’s thoughts are not OUR thoughts.  God is not so much concerned with the economics of business life here as he is with the ethics of SPIRITUAL life.  His parable isn’t really too difficult for us to figure out.  The master is God, his steward is Jesus, and the vineyard represents God’s kingdom.  Those who were hired at the eleventh or last hour were the publicans and sinners who at the last minute committed themselves to Christ, while those who had hired on earlier in the day were the Scribes and Pharisees who believed they deserved special merit from God for their long-time service.  The religious leaders thus feel like they’ve been defrauded, that, in the interests of justice and fairness, they should receive MORE rewards, MORE compensation as they had worked longer and harder than the sinners whom they regarded as totally unworthy of God’s merit.  The point that Jesus seems to be making is that the rewards of the kingdom are not necessarily measured by one’s efforts or sacrifices but rather by God’s good grace ALONE.  No one, REGARDLESS of how long or how hard one has worked on behalf of Christ and his kingdom, can ever presume upon God’s grace, that it is totally unmerited and belongs to the discretion of God alone.
	This was a lesson Peter and the rest of his followers had not yet learned.  They were continually arguing amongst themselves as to who was the better Christian, who among them deserved higher honors and who would be first to enter the kingdom.  This frustrated Jesus to no end and in order to get his point across had to warn them repeatedly of the dangers of pride, that the last would become first and the first, last.  On another occasion, he had warned his disciples that not everyone who said “Lord, Lord” would enter the kingdom of heaven.  He even presented them with an object lesson by placing a small child in their midst and then telling them that unless THEY became as that young child they would NEVER see the kingdom of God.  For Christ, the first and last rule to being a follower of his lay in humility and selflessness, NOT in trying to advance oneself at the expense of others or showing how great one can be.  
Peter’s question, “Lo, we have left everything and followed you.  What then shall WE have?” had been motivated out of envy and selfish calculation.  Jesus’ response to Peter was “Don’t think that because you’ve made sacrifices for the kingdom that it necessarily ensures you will receive any kind of a great reward.  Do not presume that those who serve God the longest or most intense will receive more than those who serve the least.”  So far as God is concerned, it all depends on the spirit in which sacrifices are made.  It is indeed possible that one who has labored the longest and most arduous will be rewarded with the least because those labors were done in a proud and selfish spirit.  On the other hand, a small sacrifice made in a RIGHT spirit, that is, a humble, grateful, self-forgetful, devoted spirit, is of more value in God’s sight than a whole lifetime of service inspired by the desire for honors and rewards.  The disposition of the heart is EVERYTHING to God.
	Jesus is cautioning his followers about comparing their sacrifice and service with others.  This is how pride and jealousy are bred, two of the most corrosive attitudes in the heart- when we begin comparing ourselves with one another.  The motives for working on behalf of Christ’s kingdom is entirely different from that of working in the corporate world where the prevailing principle is that of “dog eat dog” and the first to the top wins regardless of how many persons you have to crawl over to get there.  The kingdom’s ethic is completely antithetical to our secular, me first, “he who dies with the most toys wins” society we live in.  Thus, TRUE humility is inherently “counter-cultural,” which is why we see it so rarely.  
	The fact is that we don’t always have to strive to have the largest church, the tallest steeple, or the highest salary.  Rather, Christ would have us fall in love with SERVICE ITSELF so that even if there were no reward at all, we would STILL choose it as the most honorable, the most useful, the most joyful way of spending our life.  This is why I have such love and respect for school teachers and nurses and social workers.  Though these professions aren’t the most glamorous or offer the best pay, still in GOD’S eyes they accomplish so much more than such celebrated Wall St. investment firms as Bear Stearns or Goldman Sachs- institutions which don’t create capital or manufacture a single job.  The ONLY reward we should EVER desire or be concerned about is to enjoy the love and close companionship of Christ himself- no more!  Any OTHER goal or motive would detract from our commitment to him.   As the great German pastor and theologian Helmut Thielicke has written:
When we do something for our Lord, when we really take seriously the matter of honoring him in the poorest of our brethren, when we pray to him, when we surrender to him our life with its joys and sorrows, its passions and despondencies, this is not a means to an end- to the end, namely, of securing a claim on eternal salvation…but rather this is an end IN ITSELF, it is ITSELF “salvation.”
	I sometimes like to ask people why they ever became or remain a Christian and the answer I often receive is “because I want to go to heaven when I die.”  Now I don’t begrudge persons wanting to live forever in the afterlife, but their response is no different than the rationale offered by the rich young man who approached Jesus looking for an eternal life insurance policy.  If that’s the sole reason they go to church or teach Sunday School or work at the local food pantry, then sadly, they have missed the mark and are only wasting their own time and effort.  Serving Christ is not a means to some greater end but the end ITSELF- we serve Christ because we love him and cannot help BUT serve him!
You see, when we do something for ITSELF simply because the pleasure of doing something for others without personal gain attached to it is its OWN reward, then we discover freedom.  Work, instead of being a chore, becomes joyful service.  Instead of complaining about how hard we are always working and under-appreciated for it, we can take satisfaction in even the smallest chores, pursing them with a quiet and thankful heart.  The great paradox here is that God promises a reward to those who serve him without the least thought of reward.  Rather, the reward lies in the service itself, in serving Christ in the first place and not in some future payoff.
[bookmark: _GoBack]	Let me close with a quick example.  In one of my previous pastorates, our sexton was an older woman who was not only one of our most faithful deacons but a member of the search committee that had called me to the church.  She was one of the gentlest and most unassuming persons I ever met- always quick to greet you with her disarming smile and gentle laugh.  During the week, she quietly went about her duties vacuuming the carpets in our sanctuary, washing and waxing the floors in our Christian Ed. building, scrubbing the toilets, and dusting the furniture.  She would come an hour before everyone else on Sunday morning so that the buildings would be nice and warm for when the congregation arrived, and was always the last to leave so as to be sure that all the lights were turned off.  We didn’t pay her very much and she certainly didn’t have to work.  But she was a laborer in the Lord’s vineyard and wanted nothing more than to quietly and devotedly serve God in this very simple capacity, even when her husband would demean her for it, calling her an “old maid” and a “wash room attendant” for making the five-mile drive to the church several times a week.  She thought of it as a ministry to us, but especially as service to Christ whom she wanted to please more than anything else, something her husband could never understand.  And when I go back to the area, she is one of the first persons I have to see during my visit.  She remains for me a true model of what Christian servanthood is all about, and demonstrates how Christ would have us ALL serve him- humbly, faithfully, and without ever drawing attention to ourselves or comparing ourselves with others.  To this day, I continue to think of her committed service and the saintly spirit in which it was made, and I know that God honored her heart and service as much as God honored any of Peter’s or James’ or John’s or even St. Paul’s.  No service can EVER be too small or insignificant to honor God by, keeping in mind that whatsoever we do to the least of all persons we no less do unto HIM!  Let us pray…

Teach us, Lord, to serve you as you deserve- to give and not to count the cost, to fight and not to heed the wounds, to toil and not to seek for rest, to labor and not to ask for any reward save that of knowing that we do your will.  In Christ’s name we pray.  Amen.
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