6 May 2012 : Matthew 20 : 1-16
One of the great things about the Bible is that, among all the truths about the hereafter, it also addresses the nitty-gritty of the here-and-now, and today we find Jesus getting right in our faces on some things we’d probably rather He’d kept His mouth shut about.    Things like wages and conditions of employment. Things like measuring our happiness and contentment by what other people have, instead of gratitude for what we enjoy. If you don’t fancy hearing this, too late, the doors are locked and the CCTV is watching! 

Jesus speaks of a farmer looking for people to bring in the harvest, so he phones round the usual helpers and gets them to come in at 6.am at the normal wage for the day. About 9.am the farmer sees there’s more work than they can cope with so he heads down the High Street in Capernaum and sees the crowd hanging around outside Ladbroke’s with their hands in their pockets, so he hires them for the same daily rate.

Come lunchtime, the harvest is still not coming in fast enough, so the farmer nips down the town again and sees some lads kicking the ball about in the park. They get hired, at the same daily rate as the rest. It’s a similar story with more workers hauled in at 3.pm and 5,pm to finish the task, and by the back of 6 the harvest is complete. All is safely gathered in, and the workers are queuing up for their pay-packets.

The 5.pm brigade get called in first, and they get their envelopes, rip them open and see they’ve got exactly what they signed up for. Happy days. Then the mob that arrived at 3 get theirs, what they were promised, but because they haven’t got a penny more than the guys that turned up 2 hours later, they’re not too pleased about it. By the time the farmer pays the early morning gang what they’d agreed to, the same as everybody else never mind how many hours they’d worked, he’s just about got a riot in his hands. 

Now, what’s all that about? A model for harmonious industrial relations? Maybe not! Usually, the line taken with this text is that it is a parable of salvation, and I’ll buy that for the moment. It’s certainly part of the message. Some people do make a decision to follow Jesus at an early age and enjoy life by faith in Him for most of their lives, and perhaps indeed can never remember a time when Jesus wasn’t Lord of their life. That may be true for some of you here today, and if that’s genuinely the case, wonderful. 
Others among us, and I include myself in this category, spent a bus-load of years in the spiritual wilderness before we came to know Jesus. That’s not to say we weren’t church members, even church attenders, even – dare I say, like me – office-bearers, but it was all superficial. I can remember when life’s pressures would get to me 30-odd years ago, MY religious stuff didn’t help, because it wasn’t real. The 3-letter word starting with G that I turned to was gin! Until Jesus found me, found the sheep that went astray.

I think those of us who have always just been in the church can be quite suspicious of those of us who have had a conversion experience, whilst those of us who have had a definite conversion experience can be a bit judgemental of those who haven’t. 

Here’s the thing. The Lord is determined to reach out to every one of us. He has a plan to reach every one of us. Having made every one of us, He knows exactly what will achieve His purpose in every one of us and for every one of us. It’s not on for anyone to look down upon or point the finger at another genuine, honest, Christ-follower just because that person came to a relationship with Jesus by a different route. That we are, right now, in a real personal relationship with Jesus is all that really matters. 
Whether we gradually grew and matured into that relationship through the loving nurture of family and church without a single identifiable crisis point, or whether – like the Prodigal Son in the parable, and indeed like your minister – you had a detour via the pig-pen of life first doesn’t matter 2p. It’s like you can get to Edinburgh by car, by bus, on horseback, by hot-air balloon, on a tandem or a rickshaw, whatever turns you on, as long as you end up in Edinburgh, not Auchtermuchty, Chipping Sodbury or Timbuktu. 
Some journeys are easier and more comfortable than others, but what ultimately counts is getting safely to the desired destination. For us, that destination is life, in abundance, to the full, till it overflows, and it is found in – and only in – authentic 7-day-a-week uncompromised enjoyment of the love and grace Jesus died to give you. 
But I must emphasise Jesus, not vague ideas about religion or spirituality. Just calling yourself a Christian, or a spiritual person, or being a nominal church member, but not spending regular time with Jesus, not letting Jesus into the everyday realities of life at home, at work, in your relationships, in your finances, in your physical and emotional wellbeing, won’t work. Trust me, been there, done it, got the T-shirt. If you’re thirsty, physically, you wouldn’t drink from an empty cup. The same is true spiritually. 

It’s got to be Jesus. Only Jesus loves you so much that He gave His life for you. Don’t accept any cheap imitations. Jesus has the exclusive franchise on real life. If you’ve not made a quality decision to have faith in Jesus, today would be a very good day to do it! All right? Now, there’s a couple more things I want to say about the passage we read.

Remember when it came time to get paid, a lot of the workforce started moaning their faces off because they didn’t think they had been paid enough? Ungrateful shower that they were! There they were, puffing and blowing about how they were entitled to more than someone else, and how the farmer had been mean to them, when the fact was they would have nothing, big fat zero, but for the gracious initiative of the farmer who had gone out, reached out to them, hauled them in off the street, and GIVEN them a job.

But for the farmer’s generosity, they would just have hung around with their hands in their pockets taking up space, not earning so much as an Edinburgh tram ticket, all day long! Oh yes, there’s a few unpopular and uncomfortable messages in there! What is it about human beings that we’re always looking over other people’s shoulders to check what they’ve got, and if they’ve got something we haven’t, it’s spit-the-dummy time? Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 10.12 : those who measure themselves by themselves, and compare themselves among themselves, are not wise. In other words, they’re stupid!
We’ve got to be very careful we don’t fall into that trap, a bear-pit of jealousy and envy and what the Bible calls covetousness. Some people think themselves so hard done by if they don’t have the latest iphone or blackberry, or a big flat screen tv with Sky HD. Those of us who are parents will be familiar with – or soon will be familiar with – the negotiating technique used by our children to persuade us to part with a huge wad of cash for the latest designer clothing or gizmo – but everybody else has one.
Talk about travel agents for a guilt trip! And we’ve all fallen for it! But actually they’re only following our lead. I don’t know if you’ve ever noticed that if one person in your street gets decking and a barbecue area in the garden, within a few short weeks there will be half-a-dozen houses in the street where the smell of carbonised half-cooked sausages will waft heavenward on Sunday afternoons, despite torrential rain. 

If one family gets a new conservatory, conservatories will pop up like mushrooms all over the neighbourhood. One person gets a new car, a fleet of new cars will turn up. Now I hasten to point out that such things never ever happen in The Glebe, Ancrum, perish the thought, but these disturbing patterns have been reported in some places!

One of the biggest reasons people find themselves up to their ears in debt and stressed out over it is that insane urge to keep up with the Joneses [not you, Mary!] ignoring the fact that the Joneses are broke and their credit cards maxed out too! The Bible contains some good sound commonsense that, alas, isn’t nearly common enough.

Don’t get into comparing yourselves with other people – what they’ve got, what they’re like, what they do, how they dress. If we make our happiness and contentment subject to comparisons with others, we are signing up for a lifetime of frustration and misery. Don’t be like those silly fools in today’s lesson mumping about how unfair it was what others have got. That’s absolutely none of our business. Instead, we need to learn the simple lesson of being grateful, and believe you me, we have a lot to be grateful for.

You and I got up this morning. That’s a start! There was food in the cupboard or in the fridge for breakfast. Some people won’t eat today, didn’t eat yesterday, and won’t eat tomorrow. We have a roof over our heads that keeps the wind and the rain out. Plenty of people around the world, even in our own country, have nowhere to call home, no safe place to stay. You and I had the right to vote on Thursday. Did we bother using it? Some people gave their lives so we could have that right. In many countries still, alas, people don’t have the right to get rid of incompetent and corrupt rulers. .

We could choose to come to church today, to worship God. This Sunday, thousands of Christians will put their very lives on the line to do the same. They will go to worship in countries where to speak the name of Jesus is a capital offence, where churches are routinely attacked by armed police or terrorists. They walk many miles on treacherous roads pocked by land-mines, because the love of Jesus means that much to them. If we want to compare ourselves with anyone, maybe they are the ones we should look up to.
Perhaps it’s high time we all stopped to remember exactly what Jesus has done for us, exactly how much freedom, how much forgiveness, how much healing, the blood of Jesus has freely bought and paid for so that we can freely receive it. Today I want to thrown down the gauntlet to all of us, regular churchgoers, or first time in many years, to go home and make time to read the story of Jesus in one of the four gospels.
Borrow one of our church Bibles if you don’t have a decent modern translation in the house. Read about Him. Think about Him. Be grateful for Him, dying in your place and mine so that we could live forever, restored to the family of Father God, every wrong deed, word and thought forgiven, every disease healed. And be courageous enough to let the story of Jesus, the ultimate love story, change how you think, change how you feel, change how you live, forever. I came, said Jesus, that you might have and enjoy life, and have it in abundance, to the full, till it overflows. I dare you to receive it.

