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Matthew 20:1-16 and Philippians 1:21-30
What Is the Kingdom of Heaven Like?
In the section of Matthew just before this morning’s parable, a handsome, well-to-do young man comes to Jesus wanting to know what he needs to do to be a religious superstar.  Jesus gives him the usual answers for earnest seekers and the young man replies that he has already done all those things.  Jesus then tells him to sell all he has and give to the poor.  With this the young man sadly turns and walks away.  
Jesus, commenting on this behavior, says it is harder for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven than for a camel to go through the eye of a needle.  Astonished by this, the disciples exclaim, “Well who can get there then?”  Jesus mysteriously replies, “For God all things are possible.”  
Peter blurts out, “Look, we have left everything to follow you.  What will we get?”  Peter, comparing himself with the rich young man and noting that the disciples have left all, wants to know what their reward will be.  Jesus replies, “After you have left all to follow me, you will have back what you lost and more but many who are first will be last, and the last will be first.”  On the heels of this second mysterious reply Jesus tells them a story that he says describes the kingdom of heaven.
 “For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to hire laborers for his vineyard.”  A landowner gets up before 6:00 a.m., goes to town and hires people to pick his grapes.  He hires the early-rising day-laborers and agrees to pay them the usual amount for a day’s labor—let’s say $100 a day.  Everyone is happy.  The laborers go to the vineyard knowing they will eat that night.  This is a day in which they will not be anxious about having bread come evening. 
Now the story starts getting strange. At nine o’clock, twelve o’clock, three o’clock and five o’clock this landowner returns to the marketplace and each time he sees more laborers idling about.  He hires them and assures them that they will be paid “what ever is right.” They agree and go to work. 
The story makes it clear the landowner doesn’t need more pickers.  His hiring seems strictly driven by his dislike of seeing idleness.  In fact, when he sees the five o’clock folk, he asks them in an accusatory tone, “Why are you standing here idle all day?”  
Evening arrives and the owner tells his paymaster to give the laborers their pay starting with those who work the least number of hours.  He gives each one a hundred dollar bill!  By the time those who have been working since 6:00 in the morning get to the paymaster their expectations have changed.  They are no longer satisfied with a full day’s pay and feel they should get more.  When they are paid they grumble to each other.  They compare themselves to those who worked less and say “it’s not fair; we worked in the hot sun all day and they worked an hour and yet they get the same money.”  
When the landowner hears them complain he says to one, “Friend, I did you know wrong.  Didn’t I agree to pay you a hundred dollars?”  Take what belongs to you and go.  I want to give to this one who was hired last the same as I give to you.  Don’t I have the right to do what I want with what belongs to me?  Or are you resentful because I am generous?”

“I want to give to this one who was hired last the same as I give to you.”  What is this all about?  If we are talking about money in exchange for labor, the grumblers have a point.  Everything in this world is built on reciprocity, tit-for-tat, giving and getting.  But this story isn’t about the way the world works.  It’s about the kingdom of heaven, the new reality Jesus is bringing and there different rules apply.  This is an entirely different way of looking at things.  It’s not a contractual world where “you do this for me and I will do that for you.”  It is a relational world where I do that for you because I love you and you do this for me, if you do it at all, because you love me and in this world we know God loves us all and that’s the end of it.  In this world hearts are soft and everyone lives in a more generous spirit.  It is a world of grace where those who have worked an hour are loved as much as those who have had the privilege of working all day.  
“Are you resentful because I am generous?”  Yes, I am because I am not living in a world of grace, I am living in the world of exchange and if I work all day I should get more than the one who works an hour.  I worked harder than the next guy so I deserve more.  The next guy should want to be good like me so he can have more too.  
Could it be those who went to work early in the morning are resentful because the late arrivals won’t be envying them at the end of the day?  Do you see how they are like the rich young ruler who wouldn’t sell all that he had and give to the poor because he wanted people to envy him?  He valued himself because he was the object of their envy.  They wanted to be him.  He got his value from them; not from being a loved child of God.  When Peter tells Jesus “we left all to follow you so what is our reward,” he missed the point.
While all of the early risers grumble to each other and form false community this way, they each want to be envied above the rest, even above their fellow grumblers.  For this reason the landowner single out one of them and say “Friend, I did you no wrong.”  He knows they don’t care about each other really.  They are an assortment of competitors.  No peace exists in their world of keeping score.  The only thing they agree on is that the slackers got more then they deserved.
Jesus ends the story with, “So the last will be first, and the first will be last.”  In the kingdom of heaven you happily take what belongs to you and go because you have been given the love you need?  You are loved since the foundation of the world.  You don’t need other peoples’ envy to value yourself.  You are already valued.  In the kingdom of heaven everyone is valued, and none excluded.  All are given a full day’s wage no matter what time of day they start.    In the kingdom of heaven no one lives in anxiety over whether or not they are loved.  They are loved as a gift from the beginning.  This is what Paul means when he says “live your life in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ?”  “Stand firm in one spirit…”  
In the kingdom of heaven those who discover the truth of God’s love early in life get to be meaningfully employed much longer.  The ones hired at the beginning of the day know they will have what they need when night comes.  Those who start at five in the afternoon, while they work for only one hour, live in anxiety for a much greater part of the day.  They had been idle through the day because no one had told them there was a vineyard of grace they could work.  Whose fault is that?  
If abundance knows we already have what we need, the early laborers lived with abundance the whole day.  They lost their sense of abundance when they ceased being grateful for what they had already been given and started desiring the envy of their friends to assure them they were valuable.  
What if the kingdom of heaven is that state of grace where we know we are fully and completely loved just because it’s the character of God to love us and this has nothing to do with favorable comparison or what we bring in exchange?  In the kingdom of heaven who is first or last doesn’t matter.  After all, in the kingdom of heaven even those resentful early employees got all they needed.  They too were loved but when they wanted to be more loved, exclusively loved, and loved at the expense of their neighbor, their peace was destroyed; and they destroyed it themselves.  In the kingdom of heaven, the new kingdom Jesus is bringing, all are loved and know it.   Amen.
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