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Based on Jonah 3:10-4:11; Matthew 20:1-16

Jonah is an interesting little book. It’s short but it packs a lot of action into not
many verses. There is anger in in, mostly to teach us about grace and mercy. And it has
some comic relief.

Early on in the story, it is the LORD who shows anger at Jonah for running away
from his God-appointed task, but once God calms down, the story picks up speed.

Jonah carries some anger too, and it is God who leads him away from it, inviting
Jonah to reflect on its meaning and value.

As the story progresses, we see that God relents and changes course based on how
the characters in the story change their behaviors. The same is true for how God relates
to us. With God, we live on a two-way street.

Twice, God asked Jonah if it was right for him to be angry, first about God not
blowing up Nineveh and again when the plant died. But Jonah knew that God was
gracious and compassionate and abounding in love, so why was it so surprising to him
that God relented? Why would that make Jonah angry?

Throughout the story, Jonah proves himself to be self-centered and self-willed.
His piety doesn’t match his behavior. He reacts with anger at the success of his own
preaching, and he thought Nineveh deserved punishment. For him, no sudden repentance
could undo Nineveh’s past evil and violence.

About that, Phyllis Trible wrote that ‘an objection to mercy does not necessarily
mean approval of justice; it may [only] signify [...] a desire for vengeance.”! And though
‘justice’ is never mentioned in the book, God had every right to spare the city.

In Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus told the familiar parable of the workers in the
vineyard. As he did last week, Jesus compared the kingdom of heaven to a person. Last
week a king; today, a landowner who went out early in the morning to hire workers. He

agreed to pay them a denarius for the day and sent them into his vineyard.



He went out four more times that day. Each time, he found workers just hanging
around because no one had hired them. So, he hired them and agreed to pay ‘whatever is
right.” They all went because no work meant no pay, and this guy promised to pay them.

The ones hired later in the day seem to have assumed they would be getting a
prorated pay day, which would be fair as they weren’t working a full day. They said
nothing and did not negotiate.

When evening came and it was time to pay everyone, the landowner told his
foreman to start with the workers hired last. Imagine their surprise when they received a
full day’s pay.

But the ones hired first grumbled against the landowner, in much the same way as
the Pharisees and scribes grumbled against Jesus and his graciousness toward sinners and
tax collectors.

Both groups revealed a jealousy toward others who had been treated generously.

The workers hired first expected more for themselves and less for the later hires.
They had agreed to one denarius for a wage. The others, eager to work, agreed to be paid
‘whatever is right.” For the landowner, one denarius was the right and just wage.

Jonah did not tend the plant or make it grow, and though he did deliver the repent-
or-die message to the people of Nineveh, he had nothing to do with their repentance. In
the same way, the workers had nothing to do with getting hired. God made it all happen.

Consider Paul’s words to the church in Corinth:

8] planted the seed, Apollos watered it, but God has been making it grow.
7So neither the one who plants nor the one who waters is anything,

but only God, who makes things grow. 3 The one who plants and the one who
waters have one purpose, and they will each be rewarded according to their
own labor. ®For we are co-workers in God’s service; you are God’s field,
God’s building. (1 Corinthians 3:6-9)

Just as the first workers couldn’t understand the landowner’s pay scale, so too is
Gods’ generosity beyond our comprehension. God’s pay scale is not ours to determine.

It would be natural to sympathize with the first group of workers; they had had a
long day out in the sun.> But was it right for them to be angry? They were hired; they
worked; they were paid the agreed wage. No injustice occurred.

When I first started out as a software engineer, salaries were a well-kept secret.

No one ever talked about how much they made. Two people doing the same job might



very well be paid two different salaries based on an age difference or an experience
difference, a skills difference, and quite often, a gender difference. To be aware of what
your co-workers made could become a distraction, an annoyance, or a source of friction.

You wouldn’t be doing that job if you were dissatisfied with your previously
agreed upon salary. Better to keep your head down, do your work, and leave it at that.

In the first century, one denarius was the typical day’s wage for a laborer. It was
barely enough to maintain a family at the subsistence level.

As it was then, so it is now. Our economic landscape is not always fair or just.
But mostly, it’s not so bad.

Amazon.com employees are paid $20.31/hour on average, or about $42k/year.
An Amazon.com forklift operator gets $19/hour on average; a warehouse worker gets
$17/hour. ‘Safety specialists’ get $25/hour. Amazon.com also pays an average of
$15,460 in annual employee bonuses.>

That’s a lot of denarii. In this area, these jobs might be perfect for a married
couple looking to supplement the main wage earner’s salary, but it’s not quite enough as
a sole income.

The average rent in Massachusetts is $2,591/month,* or just over $31k/year.
After paying taxes and rent, there’s not a lot left for food, health care, or the cable bill.
Wages and the real cost of living are problematic for a lot of people trying to get by.

Status reversals characterize the kingdom of heaven, hence the first will be last
and the last will be first. Notice the parable doesn’t mention the workers hired in the
middle of the day.

In the previous chapter, Jesus spoke about how difficult it would be for a rich man
to enter the kingdom. The now-worried disciples asked, then who can be saved? Peter
said, look, we’ve left everything to follow you; what about us? Jesus said that following
him would get you in but do not assume that higher privilege or reward belong to those
who were called first.> (Matthew 19:23-30)

To the Pharisees, tax collectors and sinners should definitely be considered last,
but they turned out to be the first ones to receive God’s grace. The vineyard workers

hired last must have been as surprised as anyone that they were getting a full day’s pay.



This is Jesus’ point: God operates differently than we do, so leave your
expectations at the door. Neither the Pharisees and scribes nor the first group of workers
had been wronged; they were just jealous that others were being treated generously.

To God, it doesn’t matter who arrives first. God simply wants those who are
willing to work to answer the call.

Jesus’ parable means to challenge our values and our sense of justice and fairness
and flip it all on its collective head.

Seeing how God treats the first and the last, and everyone in between, equally, our
sense of justice — the one that says those who do more, get more — melts away. We see
how there is no bargaining with God, but that God’s grace is amazing, unexpected, and
equally available to all who don’t presume it belongs to them alone.

Amen.
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