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Psalm 105: 1-6       “Who Can Understand God’s Graciousness?”         R.P.C. 
Matthew 20: 1-16                                                                         September 21, 2014 
                                       Daniel D. Robinson, Pastor 
 
    “For the first thirty years of my life, I thought God was mad at me,” the woman 
told her pastor. “My conversion was when I discovered - to my surprise - the God 
I thought was my enemy, was really my best friend.” This woman raises an 
important question: who is God? What it God like? Perhaps more importantly, 
how does God feel about us? In the end, you see, when all is said and done, I 
suspect we shall all know FOR SURE who God is. 
    Jesus Christ came, in great part, to answer those important questions about 
God. That means, because of Jesus – his life, teachings, sacrificial death and 
resurrection – we don’t have to wait to the end of life, or the end of the world to 
know for sure who God is.  Jesus is the full revelation of God’s true identity – He is 
as much of God as we could ever hope to know – as much of God as we can 
handle. 
    That’s one of the reasons that Jesus told so many parables about “the kingdom 
of heaven.” In Matthew’s gospel “kingdom of heaven” is a phrase that means “the 
realm of God” - that place or world where God is all in all. The kingdom of heaven 
is God’s handiwork – the visible embodiment of the God’s intentions for the 
world. So, what is God like?  How does God feel about us? Well, let’s look at the 
composition of this ‘kingdom of heaven’ and there we should have our answer to 
those questions…. To what shall we compare this ‘kingdom of heaven?’…. 
    A farmer goes out in early morning. He has some grapes that need harvesting.  
So on that early morning, he hires some workers for his vineyard, agreeing to pay 
them the usual and customary day’s wage. They go to work in the vineyard, and 
that ought to be the end of our story, but the story continues. The farmer goes 
out again at mid-morning and hires additional worker. They too go to work; then 
later in the day he goes out and hires even more. Finally, one hour before quitting 
time, the farmer hires the remaining idle day laborers. We might well imagine 
who is left at the ‘labor pool’ by the end of the day – those workers that nobody 
probably really wants on their farm – but the grapes have to be picked at the peak 
of their ripeness – so… So the farmer hires even these workers at the end of the 
day and they in turn go out to work in the vineyard with all the rest. 
    Then comes the clincher…. At the end of the workday all the workers gather to 
receive their pay, AND ….  the farmer pays all of them the SAME AMOUNT – the 
usual, customary daily wage - even those who have worked there only one hour. 
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Then Jesus says, “God is just like that!”  What? … The kingdom of heaven is like 
that? 
    This account that Jesus relates about the kingdom of heaven is counter to our 
expectations of the way the world is supposed to work. We want the world to be 
fair because we want to receive good for the good that we have accomplished. If 
we work for an hour, we ought to get paid for an hour. If we work overtime and 
go “beyond the call of duty” we wanted to be remunerated accordingly. We want 
the world to be predictable; that is we want the world to be unsurprising so that 
we can better control our lives and have some say in our destiny. 
    Did you know that according to our Reformed Theology in the PCUSA, we would 
affirm - as a denomination - that if a person lives a mean, horrible and immoral 
life, but on their deathbed confesses their sins and professes faith in Jesus Christ, 
we believe they are saved? Yep … that means Hitler could have done that before 
his suicide; Saddam Hussein could have on the gallows; Osama Ben Laden before 
that Navy seal entered the room; and the ISIS terrorist could as the drone fires its 
missile. It is unlikely they did repent … but they could have…. And they would 
have been saved! 
    Now, for those of us who have put out all the effort to live moral lives, attended 
church regularly, never beat our spouses, paid our taxes on time;  who have never 
been so a lazy as to intentionally only live off the government, that doesn’t sound 
quite fair, does it… Just think, we could have ‘lived our lives in the fast lane’ (lied, 
cheated and stolen), and at the last moment repented, said we believed, and 
‘squeaked by’ after all …. So, we just might be surprised by who “makes it” into 
the kingdom of heaven. 
    But then Jesus tells us this account about a world made surprising - about a 
world that ends counter to our expectations – because of the nature of the God 
who created the world. The truth about God, according to this parable of Jesus, is 
that God does not act as we expect. God may not give us “what we think we 
deserve,” but may give us something quite different:  God may give us grace. In 
the end, when there is an accounting of our lives, God may forgive rather than 
punish. 
    The truth about God, according to this parable, is that God surprises us by NOT 
being the God we thought we had:  God is love! No, even more than that 
according to this account of the laborers in the vineyard – God is extravagant, 
effusive love. By God’s grace we receive much more than we deserve.  At the end 
of the day, there is an accounting. Then we shall see God as God really is.  But 
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before that fateful encounter, Jesus comes to tell us the good news: God is 
gracious, kind to those who don’t deserve such extravagant love. 
    Will Willimon, when serving as chaplain at Duke University, preached on this 
parable from Matthew 20. At the end of the service, a student came up to him 
and asked, “Where do you get these stories that you use in your ‘talks’ on 
Sunday?” “Growing up in South Carolina, I guess,” he responded. “Well, I was 
really bothered by the story you told this morning. I just don’t think that’s the way 
to treat people. It was wrong to pay the people who worked only one hour as 
much as those who worked all day.” 
     “What a minute,” responded Willimon, “That story is not original with me. 
That’s from Matthew, chapter 20.” “Matthew?” she asked. “Yes, Matthew. A 
book in the Bible,” he explained. “I see,” she said. “Matthew.… Well, that still 
doesn’t make if right.” “What is your church background?” the chaplain asked, 
hoping she would not say, “Methodist” since he was a Methodist pastor. “I really 
don’t have a church background,” she explained. “But my parents did take me to 
church a couple of times when I was a kid.” 
    “I envy you,” said Willimon. “I just preached a sermon on the parable of the 
laborers in the vineyard, and something like a thousand people have come out of 
this chapel and told me they liked what I had to say.” “You, on the other hand, tell 
me that you found the parable offensive, unjust bothersome.” “To tell the truth, 
your comments are the more appropriate response to this account; for, to be 
honest, the man who first told that story was crucified….” 
    Sometimes those of us who deal with these holy mysteries so often find that 
the mystery dissipates and we are no longer impressed with the oddness of the 
God who is reveled to us in Jesus Christ. All got paid the same amount, no matter 
how long they worked that day…. And Jesus said, “God is just like that.”  God is so 
odd!  Who can understand God’s graciousness? 
    If God is gracious, then perhaps graciousness is built in the very fabric of the 
universe.  “God” is another word for “reality.”  So what is the world, what is 
reality, really like? Is the world a place where constant struggle and injustice 
abounds? Or is the world a place where grace abounds? Much depends on the 
creator of the creation. So who is God, and who are we as God’s creatures?  
Perhaps we were created to be gracious creatures to one another. And 
sometimes, through the gracious actions of others, graciousness is awakened 
within us. 
    Some of you may have heard or read of the story of a British man who was a 
prisoner of war at the hand of the Japanese in the mid-1940’s. He was one of 
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those sent to lay the so-called Railway of Death through Thailand and Burma, 
along the River Kauai, half of whom never came home. Beaten with bamboo 
canes and rifle butts, kicked while lying in the dust from exhaustion, forced to 
hold a heavy drum above his head for eight hours in the blazing sun or he would 
be kicked or prodded with a bayonet – he admitted that after the war he had 
hated the Japanese, and anything to do with them for half a century. 
    Then one day he was invited to go on a pilgrimage back to Japan. The 
pilgrimage was organized by a group called Agape, founded by a Japanese lady 
who was married to an English gentleman, and she had become a Christian.This 
lady discovered in Japan a remarkable memorial, a beautifully maintained garden 
created by local people in memory of sixteen British soldiers who had died as 
prisoners of war in a copper mine. This discovery had spurred her to seek to heal 
the wounds of the past. 
    Skeptical, the old soldier went on the pilgrimage to honor his comrades. The 
Japanese family with which he stayed sensed his hostility. But then one day he 
went for a walk down to the river with two of their little girls to feed the fish. 
Communication was difficult because of the language barrier. But one of the girls, 
age seven, knew that the old man looked very unhappy.  
    This is how the man described what happened next: “I felt a little hand slide 
into mine. I looked down and saw the smiling face of one of the daughters. In that 
instant, more than 50 years of hatred vanished. I felt great warmth flow through 
me. I felt so at peace. I thought I couldn’t go on with such bitterness in my heart. 
These are not the people who tortured us.” 
    He returned to the house recognizably a different person. The nightmares that 
had dogged him for 50 years ceased. Five years later, at a reunion he addressed in 
London, he introduced the girl, now 12, to those who gathered there with these 
words: “I want you to meet the girl who saved me. She healed me with a touch of 
her hand and a smile.” There is grace, you see… there is amazing grace. 
    At the end we can expect an accounting. The workers are supposed to get their 
just desserts. The boss calls in all the workers and the farmer pays all of them the 
usual daily wage – even those who have only worked an hour. Jesus says the 
kingdom of heaven is like that….. 
    But there are murmurings of injustice among the workers who have worked all 
day long. The boss’ response is revealing: “Why are you envious because I am 
gracious?”  
    It is always a shock to the workers to learn that the boss is so extravagantly 
gracious. This is not what they expect of a boss. Does that mean that what angers 
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the workers - at least those who have worked all day - is that the boss goes 
beyond fairness with extravagant graciousness. The church has always taught that 
Christ is the full revelation of God. But do we really like this God who is revealed 
to us by Christ? 
    The great Scottish theologian James Torrance relates the account of how during 
the Great War, a soldier who was terribly wounded was being held in the arms of 
a chaplain. The wounded man, in the last moments of his life, looked up at the 
chaplain and asked, “What is God really like?” “I know Jesus, but is there another 
God hiding behind Jesus?” “What sort of God am I going to meet?” 
    The chaplain reassured him, “No, son. There is no God hiding behind Jesus.”  
“Jesus is the whole truth about God.” “Jesus is who God really is. God is love.” 
    That is what we want to know too. That is our hope in life, in death, in life 
beyond death. Jesus is the whole wonderful truth about who God really is. 
    Now, knowing the truth about God, how then shall we live? That’s the question 
that each of us must answer - not in order to win God over to our side – but 
rather because we know from what Jesus tells us that God is already with us, for 
us, through gracious love. 
    “For the first thirty years of my life I thought God was mad at me,” the woman 
said. I sure hope none of us have to wait that long to receive the good news: God 
is love – extravagant, gracious love. Who of us can understand God’s 
graciousness?       Amen.  
    
 
 
 


