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“All You Need is Grace”

“So the last will be first, and the first will be last.”

Two old friends meet at the diner for lunch.  As they are perusing the menu, one of them shakes his
head and says, “I don’t know why we keep coming here; the food is terrible.”  His friend nods his head
in agreement and then adds, “Yeah – and such small portions.”
There’s something about human beings that causes us to complain no matter what the situation may
be.  We may not like our local supermarket because it is too small and has too limited a selection; but
when a new store opens, we complain that it’s too large and has too many choices.  We may
complain when our local government officials are seemingly ignoring us, but then we’ll also complain
if they seem to be too intrusive in our lives.  We may get upset when we feel that our friends never
call us, but then we’ll complain when they never leave us alone.  We may even complain on Sunday
mornings when we feel as if worship is always the same, but then we are equally upset when it
appears that worship is changing too much.  Complaints have been engrained in human nature from
the dawn of creation:

· “God created the world in six days.  On the seventh day, he rested.  On the eighth day, he
started getting complaints.  And it hasn’t stopped since.” – James Scott Bell.

Today’s Bible readings offer us several examples of the complaints that our Lord received from his
people throughout the generations, in spite of all of the goodness and mercy that God continued to
bestow on them.  We hear it in our first lesson from the book of Exodus, in which “the whole
congregation of the Israelites complained against Moses and Aaron in the wilderness.” (16:2).  After
all they had experienced – the Passover in Egypt, liberation after centuries of slavery, being brought
safely through the waters of the Red Sea – you would think that the people of Israel would have
unwavering trust and faith in the goodness of the Lord even in the midst of the barren Sinai
wilderness; but once again, the human propensity to complain in all circumstances rears its ugly
head:

· “If only we had died by the hand of the LORD in the land of Egypt, where we sat by the
fleshpots and ate our fill of bread; for you have brought us out into the wilderness to kill this
whole assembly with hunger.” – 16:3.

We might expect that the Lord would respond to this incessant complaining by chastising his people
for their disbelief and lack of trust in the faithfulness of God which had been proved to them again and
again; but instead, the Lord instructs Moses to inform the people that they would be provided
sufficient food for their daily needs our of God’s abundant and gracious love and mercy for his people.

· “Draw near to the LORD, for he has heard your complaining … At twilight you shall eat meat,
and in the morning you shall have your fill of bread; then you shall know that I am the LORD
your God.” – 16:9, 12.

God proves to his people that he is “gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast
love” (Joel 2:13).  In answering their complaints by providing them with sufficient food for their daily
needs, to Lord teaches his people that all they need is grace, the steadfast love of God which “never
ceases, his mercies never come to an end; they are new every morning; great is your faithfulness.”
(Lamentations 3:22-23).
Of course, this was not the last time that God’s people uttered complaints even in the midst of God’s
unfailing mercy and steadfast faithfulness.  Centuries later, Jesus presents a situation in which people



complain about a landowner who they believe is being unfair to them in spite of the fact that they
receive exactly what they had been promised.  Jesus’ parable is set in the familiar world in which day
labourers are hired at sunrise and paid at the end of the day, in accordance with Torah regulations
and Jewish practice.

· “You shall not defraud your neighbour; you shall not steal; and you shall not keep for yourself
the wages of a labourer until morning.” – Leviticus 19:13.

· “You shall not withhold the wages of poor and needy labourers, whether other Israelites or
aliens who reside in your land in one of  your towns.  You shall pay them their wages daily
before sunset, because they are poor and their livelihood depends on them; otherwise they
might cry to the LORD against you, and you would incur guilt.” – Deuteronomy 24:14-15.

Instead of sending his manager, the wealthy landowner “went out early in the morning to hire
labourers for his vineyard” (20:1), agreeing to pay them “the usual daily wage,” which was a denarius,
the standard pay for manual day labourers that was barely enough to maintain a family at a
subsistence level.  No explanation is given by Jesus as to why the landowner hires the initial group of
workers, nor is there any reason given why those who were found “standing idle” in later visits were
not hired in earlier recruitment visits.  There is even some uncertainty as to what each group will be
paid; while the first group are hired on the basis of an oral contract for the “usual daily wage,” the later
groups are promised “whatever is right” – thus raising, but not answering, the question of what is
“right” (dikaios).  All those who are hired are depending on the trustworthiness of the landowner.
When the workday has ended, the landowner instructs his manager to “call the labourers and give
them their pay, beginning with the last and then going to the first.” (20:8).  Again, no explanation is
given why he chooses to first pay the workers that were hired last; but when he publicly pays those
who were hired at five o’clock a full day’s pay, those who had worked much longer “thought they
would receive more” – but to their shock and disappointment, “each of them also received the usual
daily wage.”  As we might expect, the complaining begins immediately: “and when they received it,
they grumbled against the landowner, saying, “These last worked only one hour, and you have made
the equal to us who have borne the burden of the day and the scorching heat.” (20:11-12).  Their
“grumbling” is rooted in the concept of justice and fairness, equal pay for equal work; as Jesus himself
taught his disciples, “the labourer deserves to be paid.” (Luke 10:7).  If someone who works one hour
receives one denarius, then it should follow that someone who works three hours should earn three
denarii, a six-hour worker six denarii, and someone who laboured in the hot sun for twelve hours
should be awarded a fair wage of twelve denarii.  

· “On the surface, the parable of the workers in the vineyard appears to be an offense to
common sense.  Those who work a longer day ought to be paid more than those who work
just an hour or two.  When viewed in this way, the landowner appears unfair.  That is because
we are reading into the parable our own preconceived notions of how unfairness and equality
should be quantified.” – Sunday Connection, Loyola Press.

The landowner’s response to the complaints of those of his workers who feel that they have been
shortchanged is both unsatisfying to them and mystifying to us.  We might expect that he would
apologize to them and pay them what they are expecting; but instead, he first points out to them that
he has done no wrong since they had agreed when they were hired to receive the usual daily wage
and then goes on to give an explanation for his unusual method of compensation:

· “Take what belongs to you and go; I choose to give to this last the same as I give to you.  Am I
not allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me?  Or are you envious because I am
generous?” – 20:14-15.

This response reminds us that this is a story not of equitable labour practices but one that is rooted in
Jesus’ teachings on the kingdom of heaven, which is rooted not in human wisdom and expectations
but in the Will of God.  It is yet another instance in which the words spoken through the prophet Isaiah



remind us that God’s Will does not always conform to the will of human beings, that God often uses
other ways of dealing with humanity than we do in our dealings with one another:

· “For my thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways my ways, says the LORD.  For as
the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my
thoughts than your thoughts.” – Isaiah 55:8-9.

As the landowner bases his payments to his workers on generosity instead of equity, so does our
Lord base what he bestows on his children not based on what we have earned or deserve, but God
showers his blessings upon us on the basis of his steadfast grace and generous love.  The one who
created the heavens and the earth continues to provide all people that which will be sufficient for their
daily needs, even when they have not necessarily been faithful in return, even when the grumble and
complain despite God’s unfailing generosity:

· “And all this is done out of pure, fatherly, and divine goodness and mercy, without any merit or
worthiness of mine at all!  For all this I owe it to God to thank and praise, serve and obey him. 
This is most certainly true.” – Small Catechism.

While all of the labourers did not receive what they had expected or desired, they did receive what
would be sufficient for them to fulfill their daily needs; and this is the lesson for all of us who are called
by our Lord to go forth and labours in his fields, fulfilling the call of our Lord who declared that “the
harvest is plentiful, but the labourers are few; therefore ask the Lord of the harvest to send out
labourers into his harvest.” (Matthew 9:37).  We answer this call to discipleship that often requires
great sacrifice, that offers no promise of compensation or status in return for our service, and which in
fact may carry with it tremendous risk and cost.  We follow in the footsteps of our ancestors in faith
such as the apostle Paul, whose path of service was filled with trials and challenges, as well as
lessons in which he learned what it means to trust in the Lord who would provide his with grace that
was sufficient to fulfill God’s will for his life and witness.  In his second letter to the Corinthians, Paul
shares his struggles and how he learned to trust that God would provide him with the gracious gifts
that would be sufficient for him to continue to proclaim God’s Word even in the face of overwhelming
obstacles:

· “Therefore, to keep me from being too elated, a thorn was given me in the flesh, a messenger
of Satan to torment me, to keep me from being too elated.  Three times I appealed to the Lord
about this, that it would leave me, but he said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for power
is made perfect in weakness.’  So, I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that
the power of Christ may dwell in me.  Therefore I am content with weaknesses, insults,
hardships, persecutions, and calamities for the sake of Christ; for whenever I am weak, then I
am strong.” – 2 Corinthians 12:7-10.

The sufficiency of God’s grace is a basic conviction for Paul.  He states it directly in his letter to the
Romans that as much as sin abounds, God’s grace abounds even more; grace, not sin, will have the
last word:

· “But law came in, with the result that the trespass multiplied; but where sin increased, grace
abounded all the more, so that, just as sin exercised dominion in death, so grace might also
exercise dominion through justification leading to eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.” –
Romans 5:20-21.

This call to trust in the sufficiency of God’s grace does not mean that there are never circumstances in
which we might complain.  In fact, God even gives us the language to bring “everything to God in
prayer,” even our complaints.  In the laments, we have the language to voice our cries of suffering,



our frustrations, our anger, even our grumblings and complaints to the God who is always with us,
who always hears our voices, and who assures us that he is with us always.

· “O LORD, you have enticed me, and I was enticed; you have overpowered me, and you have
prevailed.  I have become a laughingstock all day long; everyone mocks me.  For whenever I
speak, I must cry out, I must shout, ‘Violence and destruction!’  For the word of the LORD has
become for me a reproach and derision all day long… But the LORD  is with me like a dread
warrior; therefore my persecutors will stumble, and they will not prevail… Sing to the LORD;
praise the LORD!  For he has delivered the life of the needy from the hands of evildoers.” –
Jeremiah 20:7-13.

· “My God, my God, why have your forsaken me?  Why are you so far from helping me, from the
words of my groaning?  O my God, I cry by day, but you do not answer; and by night, but find
no rest.  Yet you are holy, enthroned on the praises of Israel.  In you our ancestors trusted;
they trusted, and you delivered them.  To you they cried, and were saved; in you they trusted,
and were not put to shame.” – Psalm 22:1-5.

· “The thought of my affliction and my homelessness is wormwood and gall!  My soul continually
thinks of it and is bowed down within me.  But this I call to mind, and therefore I hope: the
steadfast love of the LORD never ceases, his mercies never come to an end; they are new
every morning; great is your faithfulness.” – Lamentations 3:19-23.

While our Lord understands that we face many trials and temptations, and that indeed “Jesus knows
our every weakness,” we must take care that in the midst of our complaints and lamentations we fail
to recognize God’s grace at work among us, grace that is sufficient for our needs even if it doesn’t
fulfill our desires our live up to our expectations of what the Lord should do for us at that moment. 
Our call as God’s people is to turn aside from complaining about trivial matters and look for signs of
God’s sufficient grace in our everyday lives, knowing that “all good gifts around us are sent from
heaven above; so thank the Lord, oh, thank the Lord, for all his love.”

· “The parable reminds us that although God owes us nothing, he offers abundantly and equally. 
We are occasionally tempted to think that our own actions deserve more reward, more of
God’s abundant mercy, than the actions of others.  But God’s generosity cannot be quantified
or partitioned into different amounts for different people.  When we think that way, we are
trying to relate to God on our terms rather than to accept God’s radically different ways.” –
Loyola Press.

To paraphrase a common expression, we may say that to complain is human, to be able to trust is
divine.  God is not surprised when we complain – in fact, he gives us that language to bring our
complaints to God in prayer – but calls us to look beyond the circumstances that engender our
complaining to trust in the grace that God showers upon all people, the grace that is sufficient for all
that we need.  God gives us all we need, and all we need is grace.
Amen.


