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One of the things we learn during our early school years is how to wait in line … how to take our turn.  It is something we do all our lives.  Sometimes we wait in line for good things.  Other times we wait in line for bad things.  As someone whose last name begins with a “B,” I was often near the front of the line whether I wanted to be there or not.
One of the rules of waiting in line is that front of the line is first and the back of the line is last.  If you are in a bank, the people at the front of the line get to do their business with the teller first.  If you are in a store, the people at the front of the line get to pay for their groceries first.  If you are at the fast-food drive through, the people at the front of the line get their hamburgers first.
Believe it or not, there is a technical name for this kind of activity.  It is called FIFO which stands for First In – First Out.  This is the way we expect things to work in a well-ordered society.
Once again, today’s Gospel tells us that Jesus is not out to fulfill our expectations.  He does not conform to society’s model.  Instead of First In – First Out, Jesus said, “The last will be first, and the first last.”  (Matthew 20:16) This is the exact opposite of what seems to be fair.
Jesus illustrated this idea with a parable.  The situation in this parable is not unusual.  A man needed some help in his vineyard and so he went to the market to pick up some laborers.  He hired some at daybreak, then he hired some more about three hours later, and some more about lunch time.  This is really a typical labor situation so far.
But then, late in the afternoon, he kept on hiring.  Now think about it.  These workers must get out to the vineyard, the foreman must take them through orientation and give them a task, and then they must set up and begin working.  Basically, every worker must go through a little bit of orientation … even in the first century.  By the time they get to work, the day is almost over.  You’re not going to get your money’s worth out of people you hire after the middle of the day.  Nevertheless, the employer in our parable is still hiring with only one hour left in the day.  This is clearly not done in an earthly society.
Then to top it all off, the workers who barely had time to get out to the vineyard before the sun went down received a full denarius just as if they had worked all day.  They even received the denarius first … before those who had worked all day.  This really demonstrates a total lack of business sense.  It is certainly not fair.
Jesus said that the kingdom of heaven is like this man who hired these laborers … even after it is too late to get any meaningful work out of them.  It is like an employer who gives a day’s pay for an hour’s time.  The kingdom of heaven does not make sense from an earthly point of view.  It is not fair.
But then our salvation is not fair.  Think about it.  The master of the entire universe took on human flesh and lived a perfect life in our place.  Then He suffered and died so that sinners can have eternal life.  God the Father poured out the wrath of His justice on His own totally innocent Son so that guilty sinners can go free.  How is that fair?  Even as the Son suffered on the cross for the sins of the world He turned to the thief and he said to him, “Truly, I say to you, today you will be with me in paradise.”  (Luke 23:43) A thief goes to paradise because the innocent Son of God suffered for his sin.
Is it fair that, even as the state executioner slides the needle into the vein, the Holy Spirit can still work faith in the condemned criminal?  Is it fair that criminals of the worst kind can believe in Jesus Christ and wake up from their execution in the arms of the Lord?  Is it fair that Jesus’ suffering and death on the cross offers forgiveness, life, and salvation to even the worst sinner, even if they did not believe until they reached the point of death?
Lutheran Church – Missouri Synod chaplain, Henry Gerecke experienced this in a profound way.  He was the pastor of a small congregation, and he also conducted a prison ministry.  When World War II broke out, he volunteered to become a chaplain.  When the war came to an end, his commanding officer offered him a most unusual prison ministry.  Because Gerecke not only had experience in prison ministry, but he also spoke fluent German, they chose him to offer spiritual counsel to a most unusual congregation.  Members of this little congregation had names like Rudolf Hess, Hermann Goering, Joachim von Ribbentrop, Albert Speer, and so forth.  Every member of his little congregation was on trial in Nürnberg for crimes against humanity.
Some rejected Gerecke’s counsel, but others received it.  Eventually, ten members of Chaplain Gerecke’s little congregation were sentenced to death.  Joachim von Ribbentrop was the first.  An American officer asked for his last words.  Ribbentrop responded: ‘I place all my confidence in the Lamb who made atonement for my sins. May God have mercy on my soul.’  Then he turned to Gerecke and said, ‘I’ll see you again.’ The black hood was pulled over his face. The thirteen-coiled noose was put around his neck – and he dropped through the trap door into the next life.  Is it fair that Chaplain Gerecke offered forgiveness, life, and salvation to these NAZI war criminals?  Is it fair that God loved these NAZI war criminals so much that He died so they could enter paradise?
We might be tempted to condemn God for working in this way.  The conversation that the landowner had with the resentful laborer at the end of today’s parable warns us against that sort of thinking.  It is a warning for those of us who have been members of a congregation all our lives.  Satan will tempt us to think more highly of ourselves than we should.  He will tempt us to believe that we deserve more because we have been Christians for a longer time.  We are always in danger of taking our faith for granted.  We are always in danger of looking down on those who are new to the faith.
Once you think about the one place where the worldly idea of fairness is in full force, you will be happy that God is unfair with you.  There is a place that continuously doles out the fair punishment that sin deserves.  Hell is filled with people who the Lord went to the cross to save.  They are there because of their sin.  They are there because they rejected the gift of salvation which the Lord earned for them with His totally unfair suffering and death.  God does not want them there, but they insisted on an eternity that was fair.
How thankful we can be that God’s salvation is not fair.  If God were utterly fair, then we would all have to spend an eternity in hell for every slander, every adulterous thought, every time anything or anyone has been more important than God in our lives.  The fair thing would be for God to condemn us to hell for every sin of thought, word, and deed.  We might think our sins are tiny and unimportant.  Nevertheless, in God’s eyes it only takes one sin to lose everything.  We can be so thankful that God is not fair.
God continues to search the marketplace of this world looking for workers for His vineyard.  The Holy Spirit may find us in the marketplace early in the morning when, as infants, He works faith in us through the Word combined with the water of Holy Baptism.  The Holy Spirit may find us in the market and give us faith at the exhalation of the last breath before the sundown of death.  He may find us sometime in between.  No matter when we receive this faith, we know that all the guilt of every sin is gone … taken away by the Son’s sacrifice on the cross.  We know that, by His resurrection and ascension, our Lord Jesus Christ has prepared a place for us.  Whether our faith is old or young, we all receive the gift of life everlasting.
The parable in today’s Gospel illustrates the unfair nature of God’s salvation.  No matter when we receive saving faith from the Holy Spirit, we all receive paradise.  From this parable we learn that while there is still breath, the Holy Spirit can still produce faith.   This is a great comfort for those who have loved ones who are not yet Christians.  It is also a comfort for those who come to faith later in life.
Now there will be some who will say, “If God will give me all of heaven whether I become a member today, or I become a member in ten years, why should I join the church now?  Why not enjoy life and then become a Christian at the last minute?”  
The first response to such foolishness is that no one really knows when the sun will set on his life.  Accidents happen and they happen quickly.  Sometimes death is the result of a long illness, and we know the time is soon.  Other times death comes in the form of a drunk driver, or a mechanical failure and death gives us no warning at all.  Don’t resist the Holy Spirit because you think you have plenty of time.  Now is the time of salvation.
Another answer that comes after a little more thought is that God wants to be a part of our lives now.  There are blessings that God gives while we work in the vineyard.  We have the knowledge that even now our sins are forgiven for Jesus’ sake.  We have the confidence and hope of knowing that Jesus is with us in this world.  We have the privilege of talking to God at any time.  Even though the one who comes to faith late in life receives all the gifts of paradise, he has lived much of life deprived of the comfort and confidence that faith gives.
The parable in today’s Gospel reminds us that sometimes it is good for us to be treated unfairly.  Whether we are faithful Christians all our lives or receive the gift of faith with our last breath, we all receive the same thing – eternal life with God.  Amen.
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