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I bet if you’re like the kids during the children’s message today, you probably 

think that what happens in this parable Jesus told his disciples is totally 

unfair, too. We flinch at this gospel text because we often see ourselves as 

the first workers in the vineyard—we are the ones who show up at daybreak 

and labor all day long. We work so hard and yet others get away with doing 

so much less and get treated the same. It seems so completely unfair. We try 

to be first and yet we always seem to come in last. 

We might have this feeling about our work, about certain friendships, 

maybe about our church, and perhaps even about our faith. I try so hard to 

be a faithful person, I try to prove myself, we might think, yet it seems like 

God just doesn’t see how hard I’m trying, and I don’t get what I think I 

deserve. 

That’s certainly what Jonah felt like. You remember the story of Jonah? 

Jonah had tried to run away from God’s call by hopping a ship to Tarshish 

but gets thrown overboard and swallowed by a big fish. When Jonah prayed 

to God, God saved him and sent him to Nineveh to tell the Ninevites that 

because of their wickedness God was going to overthrow their city. 

But as we heard in the reading from Jonah today, God changed God’s mind 

and didn’t do it. And Jonah was mad. 

Jonah tells God, wait a second—I was the one who did what you wanted me 

to do even though I didn’t like it. I’m the one who has been faithful to you—

the people of Nineveh were wicked and you said you were going to 

overthrow them and then you didn’t do it! Why is it that they got the same 

forgiveness and grace I did? “That’s why I fled to Tarshish at the beginning,” 

Jonah said, “for I knew you were a gracious God and merciful, slow to anger, 

and abounding in steadfast love, and ready to relent from punishing.” Why 

is it that they get your graciousness and mercy when I was the one who was 

trying so hard to achieve it? 

Well just like Jonah we perceive ourselves as being in the righteous camp. 

We are the ones who always do everything right. We are the first laborers 

who show up and slave all day in the hot sun. And yet the first come in last 

and the last come in first. 

Well, I’m going to challenge us to look at these stories from scripture a little 

differently today. Instead of thinking of ourselves as being in Jonah’s shoes, 

or in the shoes of the laborers who went into the vineyard early in the 

morning, I want us to think of ourselves as perhaps who we really are in 

these stories. Because in actuality, we are more like the Ninevites who have 

been spared from calamity. We are the laborers who show up at 5:00 in the 

afternoon to work in the vineyard and still get paid the usual daily wage. 

Because we are the ones who get grace when we don’t deserve it, either. 

We are the ones who, despite our trying to prove ourselves and our 

complaining about how others live, fail again and again and fall flat on our 

faces when it comes to living and emulating a Christ-like life. 

We might have the anger of Jonah and the early morning vineyard workers, 

but perhaps the emotion we should really be having is gratitude. We are 

undeserving of it, and yet, what we get, time and time again, is God’s 

generosity and forgiveness and grace. 

I think there’s no better symbol of that grace than the fact that we baptize 

babies in the Lutheran church. A baby cannot do anything other than eat, 

sleep, and poop (and look really cute). A baby can’t earn God’s grace by 

doing righteous things or by professing their faith in Jesus. But our gracious 

God decides first that that baby belongs to God and is worthy of life-long 

grace and love and forgiveness. Babies don’t have to prove themselves to 

God. In fact, it’s precisely because they don’t earn it that it’s called grace in 

the first place.   

After Jesus was baptized the first words he heard is “This is my Son, the 

Beloved, with whom I am well-pleased.” And yet the very next words Jesus 

heard were from the devil in the wilderness who was trying to make Jesus 

prove he was beloved: “If you are the Son of God, command these stones to 

become loaves of bread.” But Jesus said no, and kept saying no to the devil. 

Jesus did not have to prove to the devil that he was beloved. In baptism, 

Jesus was made beloved, and no one or nothing could change that. 



My dear friends in Christ, in your baptism, you were made beloved, and no 

one and nothing can change that. You don’t have to prove yourself to God. 

You don’t have to labor all day in the hot sun of the vineyard to receive the 

daily wage of grace. Your God created you and loves you so much that you 

get grace even when you don’t do the things God calls you to do. You get 

grace even when you complain about others and make yourself out to be 

better than they are. You get grace and forgiveness even when you fail to 

give grace and forgiveness. 

We are the ones who have received God’s mercy, like the Ninevites and the 

5:00 workers. We are not the early morning workers or Jonah. But we 

certainly know what Jonah knew, that God is a gracious God and merciful, 

slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love. 

When I was a child my mom would make me sit down the day after 

Christmas or my birthday to write thank you notes to the people who had 

given me gifts. When someone was generous to me, I responded 

immediately with gratitude. 

God is more generous to us than anyone else. Our lives are so full of grace 

that we could be writing 1,000 thank you notes a day to God. But what God 

desires from us is a response of gratitude and thanksgiving that moves us to 

generosity ourselves. When we realize just how much we have been given 

by God that we did not earn or deserve, our natural response as stewards of 

all God has given is to return some of it to God and pay it forward to others. 

That’s how I hope you are thinking about our Creating Space for Grace 

campaign. You are not being asked by God to give because you have to 

prove anything to God or to anyone else, but when you realize how grace 

has filled and sustained your life, you can do nothing other than respond 

with generosity yourself. 

So, my fellow Ninevites and 5:00 workers, let’s give thanks. God have 

granted us grace that we haven’t earned or deserved, so let’s respond with 

gratitude and trust, and be generous just as God has been generous to us. 

Amen. 


