Parable of the Landowner: grace & salvation

(Matthew 20:1-16 HCSB)  "For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to hire workers for his vineyard.
After agreeing with the workers on one denarius for the day, he sent them into his vineyard.

When he went out about nine in the morning, he saw others standing in the marketplace doing nothing.
To those men he said, 'You also go to my vineyard, and I'll give you whatever is right.' So off they went.
About noon and at three, he went out again and did the same thing.
Then about five he went and found others standing around, and said to them, 'Why have you been standing here all day doing nothing?'
"'Because no one hired us,' they said to him. "'You also go to my vineyard,' he told them.
When evening came, the owner of the vineyard told his foreman, 'Call the workers and give them their pay, starting with the last and ending with the first.'

"When those who were hired about five came, they each received one denarius.
So when the first ones came, they assumed they would get more, but they also received a denarius each.
When they received it, they began to complain to the landowner:
'These last men put in one hour, and you made them equal to us who bore the burden of the day and the burning heat!'

"He replied to one of them, 'Friend, I'm doing you no wrong. Didn't you agree with me on a denarius?
Take what's yours and go. I want to give this last man the same as I gave you.

Don't I have the right to do what I want with my business? Are you jealous because I'm generous?'
"So the last will be first, and the first last."  (eSword copyright 2005) 

While there are varying interpretations of this parable, I will suggest that it clearly lays out the doctrine of grace … the belief that it is not when you come to believe in Christ that truly matters, but that you do. This also harks back to the Prodigal Son, and the notion that God waits, taking pleasure in those who come to Him, however late in the day.  In fact, I believe that He is thrilled to a greater degree by those who come late in the day because they have been lost the longest.  Yet grace, like the day’s wage, is set. It is not relative.  It is not negotiable

See Matthew 19:30 and Mark 10:31 that echo the parable.  The recounting would suggest that it is important enough to be repeated for emphasis.  Christ talks to the Disciples in Matthew 19 and suggests that their reward may not be what it appears: for what they gave up they will be inheritors of eternal life.  He then goes on to illustrate the doctrine by telling the parable used as the passage for this meditation. Mark reiterates Matthew 19:30 that precedes the parable … the one that Peter’s question appears to have prompted.  Note that Mark was Peter’s scribe, as that may have impacted what was important to Peter’s recollection in Mark’s narrative.

The Times They Are A-changin' 
by Bob Dylan 

The line it is drawn
The curse it is cast
The slow one now
Will later be fast
As the present now
Will later be past
The order is
Rapidly fadin'.
And the first one now
Will later be last
For the times they are a-changin'. 

Even popular culture has embraced the notion of what I have called "turning the world upside down."  Christ set the tone for this during His ministry, however many OT prophets and principle characters did the same with God's power.  How about switching our definition of what is north and what is south.  The only analogy that comes to mind is visualizing a pyramid standing on its base and then imagine turning it to balance on its pinnacle ... and expecting acceptance of that as the new standard for pyramid construction.  Martin Luther did it, and others are following in those same footsteps. Needless to say, the authorities of the day were aghast.  Jesus was crucified, and Martin Luther would have been murdered, as well, if the Pope could have placed his hands on him.   

How are we changing the expectation of the norm?  That is the most important question we should be asking ourselves as we minister in the name of Christ.

1.) Did you know that a denarius (used as the standard for a day’s wage) is $32.00 in current monetary exchange?  It truly is about daily bread and living day to day, which made this a difficult lesson to accept. Is there a suggestion here that “slacking” has its benefits? 

2.) What do you make of the statement that “… the last will be first and the first last?”  How does it strike you?  What is Christ truly saying?

3.) Does this passage seem unfair or unjust?  Do the late hires have a legitimate complaint? What other lessons speak to this concept of order and/or role reversal?  

4.) Have you considered how this would have sounded to a Jew?  Gentiles who came last would have the same shot at heaven as a practicing Jew.  This would have been a blasphemy. Can you see how Christ got into trouble?

5.) What does grace mean to you in your terms?  How does this apply to your daily walk with Christ?  Is waiting until late in the day really a wise approach?

