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Popular author and pastor Max Lucado grew up near the oil fields of West Texas. In 
one of his books, he tells the story of when he was younger and looking for work. He was 
about 16, and he'd show up at the drilling rigs before the sun came up, hoping the foreman 
would have work for him. Usually, after all the workers had been chosen, Max was left behind.
Max, and the arthritic old man named Ben. Max was too young, while Ben was too old to do 
any real work around the rigs. Max and Ben would usually hang around the shed for hours, 
watching the wood fire burn in the 50-gallon barrel.

Every once in a while, though, the foreman would stick his head in the shack, and say, 
“You guys still in here? C'mon, I have some work for you.” At those words, Max would jump 
up and run to the door, while Ben would slowly slide off the chair, stretch his arthritic joints, 
and amble on out the door. Ben would then say to Max, “Shor does feel good to be chosen, 
don't it, boy?”1

There's something about having a sense of purpose, a sense that you are worth 
something, that gives life to the heart. 

It shor does feel good to be chosen.
It makes me wonder about the parable Jesus told: If the first workers hired by the 

owner of the vineyard were to recall the sense of relief and gratitude that they undoubtedly 
had at the beginning of the day, when they were chosen to go work in the vineyard, would 
they have responded differently at the end of the day? 

Day labor was a precarious existence. The people needed the work and the pay, but 
there was no guarantee that they would be hired on any given day. Therefore no guarantee of
pay. And so no guarantee of food on the table, or rent to pay. I imagine that they awoke well 
before the rising of the sun in order to get to the day labor gathering place in time for a 
chance to be hired. The way I envision it, you'd have a fairly large group of hopeful workers. 
Every once in a while someone would come by who needed some work done for them – 
usually a landowner, but maybe someone like a shopkeeper or a tradesman. Immediately 
every worker would perk up, hoping that this would be the person who would hire them. The 
employers would look over the crowd, seeking the most capable and fit ones, and point to a 
few workers and motion to those workers to go with them, with an offer of work for the day. 
Those who were chosen to work would immediately be filled with a sense of relief and 
gratitude, because they would now be able to provide for their family; they would experience a
feeling of encouragement that they were actually worth something.

Those who weren't chosen would be crestfallen, their hopes dashed. 
I can only imagine what it might feel like to awaken every morning wondering if today 

will be the day that someone sees enough in me to choose me, to call me to meaningful 
purpose.

1   Max Lucado, And the Angels Were Silent, (New York: Walker & Company, 1993) chapter 1
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And I hope I can envision the gratitude I would feel at being chosen – the sheer 
thankfulness that would fill me at being given the opportunity to be someone of worth, value, 
purpose.

Again, I wonder about the story Jesus told about the workers in the vineyard. If the 
workers who were hired at the start of the day were to replay in their minds the gratitude and 
relief they had felt at being chosen, do you think that maybe they would feel differently at the 
end of the day? If the workers were to realize that the real gift of the day was to be chosen in 
the first place, would they have grumbled against the one who chose them?

This parable is one that unsettles us. Nobody wants to question God and God's ways, 
but who can ignore the seeming unfairness of the vineyard owner – who, clearly, represents 
God? Is God unfair? Does God really treat all people the same, regardless of their merit or 
how long they have been God's servants? Is that what Jesus is saying here?

I see, essentially, two things that Jesus is saying in the parable. The first is a warning 
against prideful comparisons. The workers who were chosen at the start of the day forgot that
the real blessing was the gift of work in the first place. Instead of gratitude for the opportunity 
to earn a living wage, they focused on the perceived injustice of the vineyard owner in his 
inequitable generosity toward those hired at the end of the day. Dale Bruner says of the first 
workers, “Their mistake was to think comparatively at all.”2

The decision to compare their work with that of the others led to envy. When we are 
envious of others, we will experience bitterness, frustration, greed, jealousy, even hate or 
hostility.3 Envy makes gratitude impossible. 

Here's the deal: Every worker in the parable began the day on equal standing – outside
the vineyard, out of work, with no means to live. None of them had what they needed to live, 
to truly live. At the end of the day, every worker who accepted the invitation to work in the 
vineyard was given the dignity of a livelihood. Why should any of them be anything but 
grateful?

Prideful comparisons of worth and merit will sap all the gratitude out of a person. We 
will fail to recognize the sheer goodness of God toward us. The first thing Jesus is telling us is
not to think comparatively when we consider our invitation to participate in the kingdom of 
God; that we are called at all is gift enough.

The second thing that Jesus is saying in this parable can only be appreciated when we
have heeded the first, and that is the wideness of God's grace. This parable is about amazing,
extravagant grace. Grace that far exceeds what you and I would normally consider.

One of the recurring themes of the Bible is that God's grace goes farther than we are 
willing to allow. Certainly that is the case in this morning's parable – grace that gives full pay 
to the workers that nobody else wanted to hire. It was also the case with Jonah. You 
remember that story, don't you. God told Jonah to go to Nineveh to preach repentance. But 
Jonah knew that God might just forgive the horrible scumbag Ninevites, so Jonah ran away. 
After spending three days in the belly of a fish, Jonah had a change of heart, and went to 
Nineveh. But still, when God spared the repentant Ninevites – those horrible scumbags – 
Jonah couldn't stomach it. He was offended by God's grace.

Jonah couldn't stand the idea that God's grace was big enough for people like the 
Ninevites.

John Wesley was once told that he would no longer be allowed to preach in a 
particular church. His reply was, “There are few matters more repugnant to reasonable people

2 F. Dale Bruner, Matthew: A Commentary, Volume 2 – The Churchbook (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990), p. 320.
3 Jaco Hamman, in Lectionary Homiletics, September 2008, p. 67.
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than the grace of God.”
There are few matters more repugnant to reasonable people than the grace of God. 

How true that is! When you and I are honest, we will admit that God's grace is bigger than we 
want it to be. God's grace will surprise us, shock us. Sometimes we will be offended when we 
look at the world and consider some of the people for whom God's grace is sufficient.

But when we find ourselves upset about God's grace, maybe we should remember the 
question that God asked of Jonah, “Nineveh has more than a hundred and twenty thousand 
people who cannot tell their left hand from their right... Should I not be concerned about that 
great city?” Or maybe we should remember the question that the vineyard owner (a.k.a., God)
asked his workers, “Don't I have the right to do what I want with my own money? Or are you 
envious because I am generous?”

What disturbs us about the grace of God is that God's grace is deeper and wider and 
larger than we want it to be. God's grace is sufficient for anybody – literally, ANYBODY – who 
will receive it and accept it and embrace it in their heart. But Jesus tells us that's what the 
kingdom of heaven is like. We have a choice: do we remain offended at the extravagance of 
God's grace, or do we embrace it in all its richness?

A large prosperous church in downtown London held a communion service on the first 
Sunday of every year in which the church invited its mission churches in the slums to join with
them in communion. One year at such a service, the pastor saw a man kneeling at the 
communion rail who had served seven years in prison for burglary; the man had been 
converted to the Christian faith while in prison and upon his release he had become a worker 
in one of the mission churches. Kneeling next to the former burglar was the judge who had 
found the burglar guilty and sentenced him to prison.

After the service, the judge was visiting with the pastor. “Did you notice who was 
kneeling beside me at the communion rail?” he asked the pastor. 

“Yes I did,” said the pastor. 
After a few moments of silence, the judge spoke again. “What a miracle of grace,” he 

said.
“Yes, what a marvelous miracle of grace,” replied the pastor.
Then the judge said “But to whom do you refer?” 
And the pastor said, “Why, to the conversion of that convict.” 
The judge said, “But I was not referring to him. I was thinking of myself.” 
The pastor, surprised, replied, “You were thinking of yourself? I don't understand.” 
“Yes,” the judge replied, “it did not cost that burglar much to get converted when he 

went to jail. He had nothing but a history of crime behind him, and when he saw Jesus as his 
Savior he knew there was salvation and hope and joy for him. And he knew how much he 
needed that help. But look at me. I was taught from earliest infancy to live as a gentleman; 
that my word was to be my bond; that I was to say my prayers, go to church, take communion
and so on. I went through Oxford, took my degrees, was called to the bar and eventually 
became a judge. Pastor, nothing but the grace of God could have caused me to admit that I 
was a sinner on level with that burglar. It took much more grace to forgive me for all my pride 
and self deception, to get me to admit that I was no better in the eyes of God than that convict
that I sent to prison.”

When you think of it, what is the real scandal of God's generous grace? Is it found in 
the fact that God freely saves the reprobates and the rejects who would readily admit that 
they need God's salvation? Or is it found in the fact that God is willing to extend his grace and
pursue those who think that God somehow owes them something for being so good and 
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upright? 
I think that, more than insulting our sense of fairness and causing us to complain, what 

our scriptures are meant to do for us is to create within us a sense of awe at God's grace. The
scriptures call us to marvel at God's grace, to open up to God's grace, and to fully embrace 
the radical nature of God's grace. God's grace doesn't have to offend us; in fact, it ought to 
amaze us.

Because the fact of the matter is, none of us gets what we deserve, do we? We're all 
sinners, aren't we? Lest we cry too loudly for our just wages, we would do well to remember 
that the wages of sin is death. But the gift of God -- the gift of God -- is eternal life through 
Jesus Christ our Lord.4

You see, it is a privilege already to be citizens of the kingdom. I don't look at this story 
as one that encourages 11th hour conversions. I don't look at this story as one that 
encourages death-bed confessions of faith. I don't look at it as a matter of being able to “live it
up” with a hedonistic lifestyle, knowing full well that as the end draws near I can just decide to 
change my ways and receive the same reward. That's not the way I look at it at all. No, I'd 
much rather be working for the Lord day after day for the rest of my life. I'd much rather spend
my whole life being one of the workers who has been brought into the vineyard to work.

Don't you see that the payoff isn't just what we get when all is said and done. In truth, 
the payoff is simply getting to work in the vineyard for Christ and with Christ. Because it's in 
the vineyard - in the kingdom - that we experience peace that passes all understanding. It's in 
the vineyard - in the kingdom - that we learn what hope really is. It's in the vineyard - in the 
kingdom - that we come into an amazing fellowship that we call the Church. It's in the 
vineyard – in the kingdom – that we are able to live out our great purpose in life: to glorify God
and enjoy God forever.

I'd much rather spend my life toiling in the fields of the Lord than spend it standing on 
the corner waiting to be wanted.

It shor does feel good to be chosen, don't it?
Don't it, indeed!

4 Romans 6:23


