Matthew 20:1-16 
Jonah 3:10-end of 4

The TUC conference meeting over this past week have been talking a lot about balloting their members about the possibility of further strike action. And one of their main concerns is, of course, about the whole business of employees having to work longer hours for less pay. So imagine if they were confronted with the situation we find in the parable of the workers in the vineyard. Labourers are hired at different times of the day – early morning, 9am, noon, 3pm, 5pm – yet at the end of the day, they all get exactly the same pay. The unions would certainly be ‘up in arms’ about this – it would, quite understandably, be seen as totally unfair.
But the thing is, the employer in the parable is no ordinary employer, and the vineyard he owns is no ordinary vineyard. Because this parable is one of many in which Jesus shows us what the Kingdom of God / heaven is really like. In his Kingdom, earthly assumptions are turned on their head – “the last will be first, and the first will be last.” (v16) And the imagery used here would have been very familiar to those who first heard the parable. But although an everyday image is used, the message of the parable is quite extraordinary, as Jesus sets out what the principles are on which God receives people into his Kingdom / his ‘vineyard’. And we find three particular surprises:

1. This is an unusual employer. He actually goes out himself to seek out those needing work, rather than simply sending out an employee on his behalf. In the same way, through Jesus, God seeks out those who are lost and brings them into his Kingdom.
2. There’s an amazing generosity with this employer. He gives everyone a full day’s pay – the last, who’ve worked only one hour, are paid the same as those who’ve toiled in the heat all day long. The things is, whatever stage of life we come to Christ, whether in our younger years or late in life, it doesn’t matter – we all receive the same welcome in God’s Kingdom.

3. There’s the reaction of the spokesman for the labourers – “These last worked only one hour, and you have made them equal to us who have borne the burden of the day and the scorching heat.” (v12) In other words, ‘it’s not fair’! But the employer’s reply is that he’d entered into a contract with them for them to be paid the daily wage, so do they really expect him to breach the contract which he’s actually fulfilled to the letter? Far from being unfair, the employer not only fulfils the contract totally, but he goes on to show un-called-for generosity to latecomers. It’s all about the grace and mercy of God towards all who turn to him. This should be a matter of rejoicing – not of complaint!
So what we’ve got here is an astounding reversal of what we’d normally expect. Because, first of all, in God’s Kingdom, length of service is irrelevant. Just because some have served God for a longer time, is no reason why God should be any less generous to those who’ve served in his Kingdom for a shorter period of time. The thing is, we can’t earn our way into God’s Kingdom – we don’t get in through our good works. Because before God’s self-giving love, all human merit simply fades away – it’s all about God’s amazing grace. 
Perhaps amongst the early Christians to whom Matthew was addressing his Gospel, there were some who were begrudging the fact that those who denied Jesus during his earthly ministry were now becoming his followers after Pentecost. Those longstanding disciples who remained faithful to the Lord during his time on earth, might well have been complaining that these new believers were coming along and wanting to do things! And there’s a danger of us falling into this kind of thinking. Those who’ve been faithfully following the Lord for a long time thinking that we ought to be regarded as more superior to those who’ve come to faith later on in life. But that’s where the Lord makes it clear – the labourer who does an hour’s work gets the same reward as the one who’s laboured all day – there are no distinctions here – no medals for long service. Because it’s not about merit, but rather about God’s grace and mercy. We shouldn’t complain, but rather rejoice at the generosity of God.
And secondly, alongside this, we’re reminded here that there’s no rank or status in the Kingdom of God. No one can claim that they deserve to be members of God’s Kingdom. There’s no room for pride or contempt or envy. The religious leaders of Jesus’ day thought that they had it all ‘sewn up’ – they were following all the rules and regulations of their religion ‘to the tee’, and so they believed they were automatically in the Kingdom – unlike ‘ordinary’ folk. But we find Jesus going to the outcasts, those on the margins of society, whom the religious leaders wouldn’t be seen dead with – calling them to repentance and welcoming them into God’s Kingdom. It’s not based on merit, but on God’s infinite mercy. In fact, it soon happened that Gentiles were being welcomed into the Kingdom on equal terms with the Jewish people, God’s chosen people – something which initially caused a bit of a stir amongst the early Jewish Christians. 
Now we see something of a pride of status reflected in our reading from the book of Jonah. Jonah has declared to the people of Nineveh that God was about to bring punishment upon them, in response the people have repented of their evil ways, and God has changed his mind about the calamity he said he would bring upon them. It’s certainly quite extraordinary. After all, Nineveh, the capital of the Assyrian empire, had caused the Jews a lot of harm over the course of three centuries – and yet, when they turn to God, they receive not God’s revengeful justice, but instead his mercy. It should have been a matter for rejoicing, but what’s Jonah’s response? Rather than being thankful for God’s demonstration of his love for all people, he complains to God about it (4:2-3). In fact, Jonah can’t believe that God’s really like this, so he even waits around to see if anything bad would, in the end, happen to the city. But Jonah has to learn that God’s love is universal and that even the most wicked of people can repent and be forgiven. Jonah had a lot of pride in his status as being one of God’s chosen people – surely God couldn’t be interested in the Gentiles, let alone those who were longstanding enemies of theirs! But he had to learn that status is of no issue to God – there is truly a wideness in God’s mercy.
In the New Testament, we see the early Church embracing a whole variety of people from very different backgrounds and walks of life – from slaves to high-ranking officials (the apostles themselves were hardly respectable, middle class folk) – yet all are one in Christ, because rank and status aren’t the basis on which God invites people into his Kingdom. Sadly, the institutional Church, over the centuries, has so often given the wrong impression when it comes to this. Even in our own cathedral, the impression can be given that those buried there somehow have an exalted status in the Kingdom of God. But the truth is that whoever we are, rich or poor, queen or peasant, bishop or lay person – we all equally stand in need of God’s mercy and grace.
So as we come, once again, to share around the Lord’s Table, we’re reminded that God welcomes us into his Kingdom, not through any right or merit of our own, but through his love and grace alone, demonstrated to us supremely in Christ’s death on the Cross. And we’re reminded that that invitation to turn to the Lord in penitence and faith is extended to all people, regardless of rank or status, ethnicity or age. We come to Holy Communion, not because we are righteous or have any claim on heaven’s rewards, but because, in our frailty and sin, we stand in constant need of heaven’s mercy and help.
