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TEXT: Matthew 20:15 "Am I not allowed to do what I choose with

what belongs to me? Or do you begrudge my generosity?"

Unless I miss my guess, some of you probably found this
morning's scripture reading a bit distasteful. To be quite
honest, there are probably very few passages anywhere in the
Bible that can generate such strong, negative feelings as this
one. Oh, I will admit that now and then —when I have preached
on the story of the Prodigal Son— someone will come up to me and
ask rather heatedly, "Why don't you preachers ever give the older
brother's side?" And, when that happens, I know there is work to
be done because here is someone who harbors pretty strong
resentments. Usually resentments against a brother or sister
they thought was favored by their parents. But that is nothing
compared to this one.

You see, with the story of the Prodigal Son, most of us tend
to sympathize with the Prodigal. I suppose that is partly
because the story is told from his point of view, and so it is
natural for us to be sympathetic. But mostly it is because we see
so much of ourselves in him. We know how often we have been

foolish, too. And it is easy for us to identify with him and to
rejoice at the welcome he receives. It gives us hope that we
will find a similar reception.

But this morning's story is different. Here I think most of
us sympathize with the hard working fellows who went out into the
fields at the crack of dawn and worked there all through the day.
We find it easy to identify with the anger they felt when they
discovered, to their great amazement, that everyone was getting
exactly the same pay. Even those "Johnny-come-latelies" who
loafed around the market place till shortly before quitting time.

And, like those men, we, too, resent the injustice of it
all. We wonder —as they did— what possible justification there
can be for those who worked only one hour to get the same pay as
those who worked twelve out in that hot Palestinian sun. The
very idea goes against everything we have ever been taught. Most
of us have grown up with sayings like, "The early bird catches
the worm" and "Early to bed and early to rise makes a man
healthy, wealthy, and wise." We have been trained to believe in
fair play and in the "Protestant work-ethic". And it just does
not seem right that those who worked so hard should get nothing
more than those who worked just a little. Perhaps we even find
ourselves wanting to answer the landowner's question with a
resounding, "Yes!" Yes, we do begrudge his generosity. And,
even if we are not actually angry about it, we are probably
inclined to think to ourselves, "Boy, are they lucky!"






