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We continue the journey through parables. The theme of the vineyard
carries us from last week through this week into next week. Last week’s parable
was a story about grace — the leveling of the first and last to show the disciples
that everyone is welcome in the kingdom of heaven. Everyone is loved. Everyone
receives God’s grace in equal measure no matter how much or how little they’ve
done.

It doesn’t make sense to grumble about your pay because God is
abundantly generous with love and grace, so we might as well have a beer and
relax. But maybe there is more to discipleship than knowing and believing that
God’s grace is for you. Maybe there’s something we get to do because of that
grace. Maybe there’s something we can bring to the world because we are loved,
because we are forgiven, because we are saved in the life, death, and resurrection
of Jesus.

And that’s this week’s parable. Now that we’ve heard about God’s
overwhelmingly abundant grace, we face the question: what’s next? What do we
do with it?

These parables seem to go well together because they all take place in a
vineyard, but there is a distinct difference between the conversation with the
disciples of last week and the audience of this week’s teaching. A lot’s happened
since Jesus told the disciples what it would be like to follow.

Jesus followed up the lesson on being first or last with a prediction of the
passion — telling the disciples once again that the future holds condemnation,
crucifixion, and resurrection. James and John and their mother still don’t get the
idea of the first will be last and seek the glory of being near the throne. Jesus
heals 2 blind men.

But there’s more. It wasn’t just teaching and healing, Jesus also enters
Jerusalem in triumph. Not only does the crowd recognize him as a hero, but he
rides that wave of adoration right to the temple, where he clears it. The conflict



with the religious authorities reaches the pinnacle as he disrupts the temple
economy and everything that the religious authorities hold onto. It’s not a stretch,
then, for those leaders to ask the question: “Who do you think you are? Where
does that authority come from?”

But Jesus isn’t going to play their game — and it is a game. Their question is
not seeking to understand Jesus, it’s really an attempt to hold onto the power
they crave, the privilege they hold, the authority they cannot give up. And Jesus
calls them out on it.

The parable in that context challenges the temple authorities to actually do
what God asks of them — to take care of the widow, the orphan, and the outcast
rather than lining their own treasury. To believe the prophets that God had sent
and continued to send, to turn people back to the covenantal relationship with
God. Jesus doesn’t pull any punches. He clearly shows the difference between
saying you are righteous and being righteous. The question of authority comes
down to doing what you are supposed to do.

This argument over authority between the Jerusalem temple leaders and
Jesus leads directly to the cross. The Jewish leaders of the time chose the power
and privilege of the world and conspired with the Romans to crucify Jesus. But
note, in the argument Jesus makes, they still end up in the kingdom. The
prostitutes and tax collectors are going ahead of them, but they’re still in.

Because the kingdom of heaven is still for everyone and the last will still be
first. This isn’t a parable to lift up the son who did the right thing as blessed and
dismiss the other brother as cursed. It’s still a kingdom of grace. But living out
that kingdom in this world requires action. If we’re going to live out the covenant
God made with us, then we have work to do. Not to get us into the kingdom, but
to follow as God has asked us to.

We can just go have a beer and rest in God’s love, but then so much
doesn’t change in this world. Grace remains this challenging concept that we can’t
really embrace. Our human nature will always get in the way of trusting that we



cannot earn our way into God’s love. But the truth of that grace is that we can do
so much because we’re not trying to earn it.

Rather than constantly trying to figure out if God loves us, we take the
knowledge that God does love us and share that reality with the world. One day,
one opportunity at a time. This congregation has been doing that for 73 years.
We've been doing that together for almost 2 years. And what this congregation
does together is amazing. We gather in this space every week to encounter God
and then we go from here trying to live out what God asks of us.

Bill Gohl, bishop of the Delaware-Maryland Synod, is fond of clarifying that
there is very little he has to do and so much that he gets to do in his role as
bishop. | think that’s a good perspective to keep when we think about our life of
discipleship. We’re not working our way into the kingdom, but because we’re in
the kingdom, we get to do the work of God in the world.

Jesus told a story about sons who were told to go work and only one did.
How does that parable apply to us? We’ve been told that we are loved and
claimed and that means we get to go out into the world and share that love.
That’s the hope of our Ministry Month that starts next week. We do all these
things as a congregation and we’re going to celebrate all that we accomplish. But
every celebration comes with an invitation. Each of us can probably identify when
we’ve been the brother who has done what we’re supposed to do and when
we’ve been the brother who...hasn’t.

Like the challenge to the temple authorities, it’s not about earning a place
of privilege or power, it’s about doing what God needs us to do for the world
around us. Living in that grace that God brings into this community, | offer the
invitation to dig deeply into what you might have the opportunity to do. We have
all these ministries that do good work in the world, and | guarantee that every
one of them could use someone else to get involved.

The invitation that comes in this parable is to live out the love that God has
shown us instead of resting in privilege. The invitation that | am giving to you
today is to get involved in what we’re doing together. Everyone of us has a gift to



offer to the work of God in this place. God loves us no matter what we do, but the
world needs us to do something. As we head into our Ministry Month, hear this
parable of Jesus as an invitation to get to work in God’s vineyard. Amen.



