“The Merit System”

Matthew 20:1-16
Some of us, or perhaps most of us, were brought up on a healthy dose of a child-raising philosophy I will call ‘The Merit System.’ Sometimes it’s called the ‘The Carrot and Stick,’ or more plainly put let’s call it the philosophy of ‘Rewards and Punishments.’ Personally, I believe this philosophy can be an effective part of shaping and molding young lives. Children pretty quickly learn how the system works: Good behavior brings praise and adoration; bad behavior brings time out corner.
Like some of us, or perhaps most of us, Peter must have been raised on a healthy dose of ‘Rewards and Punishments.’ In the Bible story just before this morning’s Gospel reading, Peter asks Jesus a question. “What’s my reward going to be? The twelve of us,” argues Peter, “have left everything to follow you. What do we get for that?”

“When all is said and done,” answers Jesus, “and when I’m sitt’n on my glorious throne in the Kingdom to come, everyone who has left behind their old life to follow me will receive 100 times as much as anything they’ve left behind. You’ll get a 100-fold blessing!” So far so good! Right? But then Jesus adds. “However, many who are first will be last, and many who are last will be first.”

And then Jesus says what he always seems to say when he tries to explain the unexplainable. Jesus says, “Let me tell you a story about the way things work from God’s perspective.”

It was about 5:30 in the morning, before the sun even came up. A man drove his truck down to the unemployment office and hired some day laborers. He owned a 40-acre place out in the country and needed some help cleaning up his yard and grounds. After agreeing upon fair compensation for a full day’s work, he drove several men home and put them to work.

But a few hours later, he was back at the unemployment office and saw other men standing around who hadn’t been hired. Promising to pay them a fair wage, he hired a few more men, and he set them to work around 9:00 AM. A little before noon, he went back and hired more. And, again a little before 3:00 PM, he did the same. About 5:00 o’clock - one hour before 'quitin’ time' - he hired some more men and set them to work.

As the sun began to set, he gathered all the men together. And beginning with those he hired last and finishing with those he hired first, he began paying them one group at a time. And when the one-hour laborers stepped forward, they were tickled to death when this man paid them a full day’s wage. But they weren’t nearly as happy as the men who had been working since 6:00 o’clock in the morning. “If he paid them a full day’s wage for one hour of work, surely we’ll get 12 times that amount!” 
But their joy diminished when the man paid the 3:00 o’clock workers the same amount - one-day’s wage. When the 12:00 noon workers received only a single day’s wage, the 6:00 AM workers became concerned. Downright worried when the 9:00 AM workers got the same. But when they also received only one-day’s wage, they started to grumble. “This isn’t fair! This isn’t right! These last to come only worked one hour, while we’ve been out here in the hot sun all day! And you have made them equal to us.”

But the man replied, “Now wait a minute, friend, didn’t you agree to work a whole day for one day’s wage? I’ve done you no wrong. If I choose to reward the last the same as the first, what business is that of yours? Am I not allowed to spend my money any way I please? Now are you really concerned about justice, or are you just envious of my generosity?”

And that’s when we hear Jesus repeat those words again, “So the last will be first, and the first will be last.”

Okay, let me ask you a question. Does this parable make any sense to you? From a business perspective, is there anything logical about this parable? If you think there is, then let me ask you this: What do you think is going to happen tomorrow when this man goes back early in the morning to hire more laborers? Nobody's going to be there. Right? But if he comes back around 5:00, a whole lot of people are going to be there real excited to work.

And what about the man’s point that it’s his money, and he can pay anybody whatever he pleases. Is that fair? Well, by that logic, I can pay a woman or a person with dark skin half as much as I pay a white man to do the same job, even if they all have the same qualifications and produced the same results. It’s my money! I can do whatever I want with it! Right? Well I don’t think so! And neither do the laws of our nation. It’s called “Equal Pay for Equal Work.”

So, again, let me ask you. Does this parable make any sense to you? Do you find anything logical about this parable? You don’t have to have an MBA to know that a business has got to operate with some system of incentives. If the reward of a Christmas bonus, a raise or a promotion doesn’t get you out of bed in the morning, maybe the punishment of probation, a demotion, or unemployment will. From the standpoint of business, this parable makes no sense at all. 
But then neither does life in the Kingdom of God. To make my point, let’s paraphrase Peter’s question: “What do those of us get who have been laboring for the kingdom from the wee morning hours of our life, until the dark evening hours of our old age?” And Jesus responds, “You’re going to get 100% more compensation than anything you’ve left behind.”
And sure enough we do. Everyday of our lives those of us who are seeking the kingdom of God are drenched in a shower of God’s love. We go through each day with God getting soaking wet from a flood of God’s mercy. We are sitting here today under a waterfall of God’s grace. Every day we spend with God we receive 100-fold more than anything we’ve left behind. But then Jesus continues. “But be advised; the first will be last and the last will be first.”

Suddenly we find ourselves at a funeral for someone who didn’t start laboring for the kingdom until the last hour of his life. Here we’ve been laboring our whole life long. And he’s getting the same heaven we’ll get.

Now I ask you, is that fair? What about rewards and punishments? If you’re good and productive, you’re supposed to get a reward. And if you’ve been bad and unproductive for most of your life, you ought to get a punishment. I tell you, from the standpoint of rewards and punishments, the kingdom of heaven is completely illogical. And I find myself wanting to say, “Jesus, this is no way to run a business!”

And I’m quite sure Jesus would reply: “Exactly! But life in the Kingdom of God is not a business deal.”

That’s the whole problem. We try to approach God on the terms of a business deal. But God is not offering us a contract. God promises a covenant. Business contracts are based upon logic, compensation, rewards and punishments. But God’s New Covenant is based upon grace - God’s UN-merited, UN-earned, UN-deserved love, compassion, mercy, and forgiveness. And folks, grace is about as illogical as, well, love.

Let me give you an example, and by the way this example and a whole lot of the points and logic of this sermon, come from a famous sermon by preaching professor, Eugene Lowry. Let’s say you have three children – 3 years old, 6 years old, and 9 years old. Wouldn’t it make sense to love your 6-year-old twice as much as you love your 3-year-old? And your 9-year-old, logically, you ought to love three times as much as the 3-year-old. After all, the older kids have been around longer hugging your neck and making you smile. They’ve put in more hours than the 3-year-old. Haven’t they earned more love? And certainly the 9-year-old is capable of being more productive around the house and in the yard - raking leaves or running the vacuum cleaner. After all, how much can a three-year-old do? Doesn’t the 9-year-old deserve to be compensated and rewarded with the most love?

“Well of course not,” you say. “That’s not how love works in family. You don’t love your children because of what they can do for you. You just love them because they’re your children.”

Exactly! And that’s the whole point. Jesus tells us this parable to jolt us out of our business contract approach in our relationship with God, because the Kingdom of God isn’t a business corporation. It’s family.

In the water of our baptism, we have been adopted by God as God’s own children. And God loves all his children. We don’t have to fight and compete over whom our heavenly Father’s loves the most, or worry about who got here first, and who deserves what. God loves all of us and claims us each and everyone. And folks, the reward of God’s love, and the possibilities of experiencing God’s gracious love in our love for each other – it’s beyond our wildest imagination, 100 times more than anything we’ve left behind.

Let us pray:

Gracious God, we come to you on the only terms of reality we understand. We look for compensation. You offer love. We seek distinction. You love us equally. Melt our hearts of stone, Lord, with the fire of your loving Spirit. Open our eyes to our true reward. Open our hearts to love, and empower us to love our neighbors gracefully. Amen.
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